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The AfterMode 

 

To C. George Sandulescu, who got me 
started along this path in the first place. 

 

 

 

  

 A story is the simplest way of organizing time, of putting it in (our 

view of) order, and trying to make it stay, wait, desist from its passage. 

It is the currency human beings felt they could buy their way out of time 

with.  

 It all began with the mural images in the stone-age caves, with 

incidents that continued to live after the death of the animal, the death of 

the hunter, the loss of the real moment, and with its prolongation into 

image, imagination, memory and expectation, prediction. In the 

beginning, art was born out of the need to save the moment and keep it 

as experience.  

 A coin is the abstract equivalent of work stored, used when you 

need to pay for objects other people have worked on, and which you 
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need. We store in a coin our present work, for a moment in the future 

when we need to buy something somebody else has made. Stories are 

the coins, the currency of our imagination. We can use them when we 

need to buy more than our own present moment.  

 Art began as memory, and acquired the value of an experience 

repository. It rescued human life from absolute death, it extrapolated on 

it, it separated the mind from the body, and took the viewer by the hand, 

helping him step aside from powerless, unambiguous physicality into 

the endless ambiguity of thought. 

 After experience, prediction was one step away, and this is how the 

ending was born. Art is meant to teach us, to make us feel stronger than 

the beings it depicts, explain to us what to do in order to acquire a future 

which life has not offered yet, and maybe it never will. A man who 

stares at an object of art also stares at a record of mortality. He reads 

about the end of a hero, and feels his own world is just beginning. He 

inevitably wants his world to go on forever. Art gives him that halo of 

immortality.  

 Art lives for as long as there are human beings that identify with it. 

Imagination has made art into a coin we can all save and buy life with. 

We acquire a hero‘s life, we learn how to be better than him at living, 

how to fool death – how to fool ourselves that, since we have the coin, 

we can buy anything. In short, art is – paradoxically – both a promising 

and a disappointing currency.  
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 For at least nineteen centuries, in what I shall call here  

pre-Modernism, this currency which was art came in the wrapping of a 

common convention: the clear language of narration. When people read 

(listened to) a story, the language of that story could be understood by 

the whole community. If the language of Shakespeare, Chaucer or the 

Bible seems hard to understand today, it is because language itself has 

changed over the ages, not because it was meant to be ambiguous at 

first. The clarity of language was an incontestable common convention, 

which no author questioned in older times. 

 Nineteen centuries of Christian literature (and so many more stories 

B.C.) used the common convention of clear language. They loaded 

words with poetry, ambiguity, lyricism, understatement, but never 

endangered the communication author-reader, which was a must in pre-

Modernism. Reading was a collective experience, ruled by the necessity 

that the language of the narrative should be understood by readers from 

all walks of life. The language in which the story was told was not meant 

to draw attention to itself. 

 The peak year of Modernism, 1922 (when James Joyce‘s Ulysses and 

T. S. Eliot‘s The Waste Land, were published), overturned the tables of 

clarity, of conventional perception of a story‘s imaginary time and space. 

Before 1922, it was common knowledge that any trend was a reaction 

against the previous one. When the Stream of Consciousness came on 

stage, the reaction was no longer against the immediate predecessor only, 
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but a total defiance of everything that had gone before.  

 The most obvious (most necessary to the reader, too) convention 

Joyce and Eliot defied was precisely that of a common clear language. 

The Modernist text defined itself as a stream of consciousness because it 

revealed the flowing associations of the mind, because its author felt the 

mind was a ‗stream‘ which the author‘s language simply could not 

clarify and control (as all previous writers claimed to be doing). The 

term was coined in 1892 by the psychologist William James: 

 

Consciousness, then, does not appear to itself chopped up in bits. Such words 
as ‗chain‘ or ‗train‘ do not describe it fitly as it presents itself in the first 
instance. It is nothing jointed; it flows. A ‗river‘ or a ‗stream‘ are the 
metaphors by which it is most naturally described. In talking of it hereafter, 
let us call it the stream of thought, of consciousness, or of subjective life. 

(William James, The Stream of Consciousness, 1892) 

 

Consequently, the author‘s language no longer expressed a clear 

meaning, but a simultaneity of verbality and preverbality. The author 

was now struggling to communicate thoughts before they were put into 

words. He was working under the sign of a paradox: he was positive he 

could use words in order to convey something that had not become 

language yet (emotion, association, thought). To put it more clearly, the 

word aimed at replacing coherent sentences. Verbal adventures (a 

psychology of the word, its birth in the hero‘s mind and its implicit 

richness of emotion, biography, meaning) became much more important 

than the explicit (clear) story the word was part of.  
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That used to be, in pre-Modernism, an ambition usually poets had. 

Modernists invented the illusion that verbality (their texts) could express 

preverbality (the meaning of a word before it was born). They all 

plunged into a psychology of the human mind and soul, and they came 

out of it after they had forgotten all about plot, ending, chronology, 

coherent heroes. All they cared about was their fascinating trip into the 

human mind, and the impossibility of catching it by means of verbality, 

of verbal clarity.  

Their texts (mainly Ulysses and The Waste Land) were formidable 

challenges of verbality. A word could mean a thousand things at once 

(what hundreds of other writers had made it mean), and the reader‘s 

memory had to undig its history. Starting from the need to convey the 

psychology of preverbality (to describe the palpitating birth of a certain 

word in the hero‘s mind), stream-of-consciousness authors drowned in 

multiple-meaning words, which aimed at becoming an inventory of 

many authors‘ texts and minds.  

That poetic concentration killed the story. It almost killed the hero 

(who is usually the outcome of his story, but who, since Modernism, has 

separated himself from the narrative), and it alienated a reader who 

claimed his right to his fairy tale, his dream of a nonexistent clear, 

logical, predictable world, which only literature could offer. The texts 

written by Joyce, Woolf, Eliot were quite confusing.  

The change was so significant (even though only few writers 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

10 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

actually used it) that it has affected us, after-Modernists, to this day. 

Once we have read and learned to be pleased by Joyce, we are very 

unlikely to go back to George Eliot without a disabused feeling. No 

other literary trend before the Stream of Consciousness had bred such 

disgust for all previous ages.  

When Joyce and Eliot engineered the change, they chose lyricism 

over narration. They encoded language in the same way a poet loads a 

word with a private, hidden history of simultaneous meanings. Privacy is 

not a major quality language is supposed to flaunt. There is a private 

language, of course, but, on the whole, when one speaks, one expects to 

be understood. Language is meant to communicate much more often 

than it hints, hides, suggests. Modernists chose the dark face of language 

when they began digging at the roots of the word before it was uttered, 

when they left verbality for the exploration of the preverbal.  

Writers before Joyce and Eliot had great respect for their readers. 

They worshipped the reader‘s understanding. Henry James did his best 

to belong to two worlds at once: that of clarity and that of 

understatement. Following in his footsteps, Joyce and Eliot came when it 

was almost too late for a clear story, told in clear language. They came at 

a time which was fed up with clarity and was looking for games, for the 

pleasure of the puzzle. They were practically forced to shatter 

convention and defy tradition. Their words became incomprehensible 

because of too much encoding, too much lyrical pressure on their value 
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as common coins in plain communication.  

Joyce was a declared fan of complexity. His confessed ambition was 

to concentrate the whole history of the human mind in one word. He 

attached the name of ‗epiphany‘ to his attempt at globalizing the word. 

A little before, a little after 1922, ideas flowed in the air. Two more 

Modernists produced their own names for the same need to find the 

mechanism of verbalization, to see what a word was before that word was 

born in the mind. T.S. Eliot called it ‗objective correlative‘, while Virginia 

Woolf talked about a ‗luminous halo.‘  

By epiphany Joyce designated something very similar to Proust‘s 

madeleine (À la recherche du temps perdu). He meant to say that emotion 

came before the coherent sentence, that the struggle to verbalize it 

produced totally unexpected, totally private associations (of memories, of 

worlds, of ages, of the most dissimilar fields, in fact). A word can bring 

back one‘s whole childhood in a few letters. Without much narration, 

without heroes, without time or space. The novelist Joyce, while trying to 

demonstrate the endless power of a mere word, was also killing it with 

the imprecision born out of linguistical confusion. 

Joyce was only half aware of the consequences of choosing lyricism 

over story telling. He proudly claimed that in Ulysses 

 

I‘ve put in so many enigmas and puzzles that it will keep the professors busy 
for centuries arguing over what I meant and that‘s the only way of insuring 
one‘s immortality. 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

12 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

 

Almost ninety years later, readers of the 21st century sadly feel that, had 

another Joyce been born, the novel might have died. Professors have, 

indeed, been very busy with what could be termed the ‗Joyce industry‘. 

Decoding each word in Ulysses has taken thousands of pages. The 

enthusiasm lasted for a while. Small victories were won. Unexpected 

associations were traced. The most unexpected incidents were brought 

together in the most masterful and scholarly explanations. 

 The question arises: was the reader any happier when confronted 

with this essential text? Did concentration please him more than 

straightforward story-telling? Did he enjoy this hybridization of literary 

genres, which made the novel a melting pot of fiction, poetry, drama, 

criticism, even history, music, etc? We shall see how after-Modernism 

reacted, how the AfterMode was born. We know very well that Joyce‘s 

contemporaries were of two kinds: the happy and the baffled. The word 

which might apply to their descendants – once the detective cultural 

thrill was lost – is ‗disabused‘, to say the least of it. 

 The same fever of detecting associations is included in Eliot‘s 

‗objective correlative‘, which must express a story within a single word. 

With Virginia Woolf the stress falls on lyricism, since she sees the text 

more like a ‗luminous halo‘ (meaning soul, experience, fragments of a 

story only partly told) than the tale of a hero in itself. The stress falls on 

emotion, then, not on the incident. The plot is only useful insofar as it 
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generates feeling. The novelists (Joyce and Woolf) long for poetry while 

writing fiction. The Modernist poet Eliot longs for bits of stories while 

producing a poem. For the three of them, the key word is hybridization, 

mixing together fiction, poetry and drama in a verbal concentration 

never attempted before. 

 The natural question that comes to mind is: was Modernism a 

beginning or an end? It rejected all linguistical and fictional conventions. 

It ruined clarity – the major bridge between author and his readers. It 

made the Word the tyrant of the text. It rewrote the past, creating 

monstrous ‗cultured‘ hypertexts. Let us not forget that Eliot‘s 

overwhelmingly allusive The Waste Land was called the ‗piece that 

passeth understanding‘, the ‗hoax‘ and the ‗sacred cow‘ of the century.  

 Modernism was an unprecedented denial. In spite of it, Eliot was 

essentially lyrical, while Henry James, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf 

would not give up the story for anything in the world. The fact that the 

novelist and the poet peeped at each other as they went along made the 

reader‘s life very hard, though.  

 Each writer looks for his one and only way, which nobody else has 

found or will ever find. Originality is not a new expectation. What created 

the precipice between Modernism and the previous nineteen centuries (at 

least) of telling stories is the revelation that the word was relative.  

 It happened simultaneously with Einstein and Freud. The intuition 

floated in the air. Einstein came with the idea that what we knew of the 
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universe was unbearably relative. Freud extended the mood of 

insecurity to the human mind. He plunged into a never-to-be-known 

subconscious. A hysteria of relativity made Modernists commit the 

worst sin: that of questioning the use of the word. Once they had used it 

against communication, for concentration/combination of multiple 

meanings in one, a bond was broken. The reader had to fight for his 

mind. The author felt he could only be true to himself if he confused his 

readers, if he ‗communicated before he was understood‘ (to use Eliot‘s 

belief in what poetry was meant to do). At that point in the history of 

literature, it was each man for himself.  

 Consequently, the defiance of narrative or poetic conventions was 

not the bone of contention. It is true, Modernism found out that one 

could tell the story of a mind instead of the story of a body, but was it 

really a discovery? We end up understanding the minds of Fielding‘s or 

Dickens‘s heroes, too. True, Joyce and Woolf speak freely about 

memories, the past, the simultaneous presence of time present and time 

lost. But were they so far away from the romantic ‗recollection in 

tranquillity‘?  

 The earthquake that made Modernism a new continent was the 

absurd belief that a writer could mistreat the word and get away with it. 

That they could claim the word was not meant to communicate, while 

they expected to be understood in the process. It was not unlike the 

impossibility of eating your cake and having it.  
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 Once Modernism was safely away, around 1950, the two categories 

of readers, the happy and the baffled, changed their approach. Those 

who still liked reading Modernist works turned into literary critics. 

Criticism of Modernist essential texts is still a splendid source of tests, 

examinations, conferences. The baffled – meaning those who stuck to the 

pleasure of reading, after all – moved on. 

 The AfterMode is a resolute return to capitalized CLARITY. What 

we read today, the innumerable attempts at telling a story in a ‗totally 

different manner‘, the desperate individual fights for crumbs of 

‗originality/novelty‘ have this in common: they tell us everything in 

everyday words. The author is humbly aware once again that language 

is a means of communication before everything else. After the lyrical 

hybris in Modernism, today even poets sound cautiously prosaic, and 

ambiguity – the proud discovery of Modernists – is the least desired 

presence in a text.  

 Has literature lost or gained? Modernism abused the mystery of the 

word to such an extent that authors today feel forced to dissociate 

themselves from Modernist unpopularity and proclaim the same word‘s 

banality. We have come back to the pre-Modernist custom that each 

literary trend contradicts the previous (no more than that). After-

Modernism has a rather bulky, very uncomfortable predecessor, to 

contradict, though – which makes its reactions rather extreme, its 

agitation somewhat hilarious in its inefficiency. But one thing is clear 
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once again: now, as before, we need to understand one another‘s words, 

and we need our daily ratio of stories, as currency, as a way of adding 

what we have not lived to what we have. 

 After its Modernist adventure, after the exploration of preverbal 

thought, the clear word is back. Writers dissociate themselves violently 

from sentences that need decoding. They sound crystal clear. This 

drastic revival of the one-meaning-word is not a victory, though. It 

brings the sad tiding that the word has failed. When writers today tell 

their stories in simple sentences, the reader ought to feel relaxed, yet he 

finds himself ill at ease.  

 What is the reason why, after reading Ishiguro, for instance, we feel 

every sentence makes perfect sense, yet the SENSE of the whole story 

has nothing to do with it? Modernism crushed the meaning of verbality 

under the immense pressure of preverbality. After-Modernists 

apparently restore the word to what it once was, but the reader feels that 

what the author tells him and what the author means are two parallel 

lines that never actually meet. 

 The reason for this unreliable clarity of after-Modernist texts is the 

word again. After the Modernists have loaded it with endless caravans 

of meanings, the after-Modernists no longer want to rush where angels 

fear to tread. The bafflingly rich Modernist word (arrayed in its halo of 

preverbality) is followed in our days by an impoverished,  failed word, a 

word which fails to name the only meaning that is attached to it. While 
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Modernists crammed the suitcase of the word with hundreds of 

meanings, after-Modernists travel light, with only one meaning aboard, 

and they never trust their word to convey even that.  

The word fails to mean, and the reader has to find another road 

that leads to the author. Has clarity won? Have we come back full circle 

to pre-Modernism? Is the clear word a convention once more?  

The AfterMode cannot understand its own disarray. The language 

must be clear, this much every author knows today. Clarity is the raft 

they cling to in order to survive. Their problem is that they become the 

unwilling fools of literary history. The anchor of Modernism weighs 

heavy on them. They have not yet come out of the Modernist spell 

altogether.  

Their fear and their love of Modernist ambiguity turn against them. 

They do not dare defy their predecessor properly. They want to discard 

and preserve the Modernist defiance at the same time. The result is a 

mongrel between clarity and a puzzle. They feed us bits of a story clad 

in simple words, and yet, somewhere in the process, their words fail to 

communicate.  

They are afraid of the death of literature under the blasphemy of 

Eliot and Joyce. It is a maiming fear. All they can think of is not naming 

their meaning at all. Let the word be clear and blank. Let the reader rest 

from the Modernist race across a forest of meanings. Let the reader focus 

on only one meaning, one word. And let that word be a blank bullet the 
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author uses in order to bring his reader to the old Modernist question: 

Just how much can language convey? 

Modernists answered that question with fireworks, with rainbows, 

with huge expenses of all kinds. The word was a feast. After-Modernists 

are paupers at the closed doors of language, today. They peep, they 

avoid, they forget bits an pieces on the way, and they live on crumbs. As 

a literary state in itself, the after-Modernist text has opted for an 

austerity budget.  

Ishiguro refuses to name what he means, even though he totally 

neglects preverbality (that being the after-Modernist denial of 

Modernism). He reduces the verbal to the clear, and yet his lines are 

confusing. Decoding, explanation, association are all powerless in the 

land of the AfterMode. In spite of that, the emptied, blank word can 

hardly be trusted to reveal spontaneously the meaning of the story, 

which proves that the AfterMode has found its own resource of 

indirectness, of arousing the reader‘s interest, of suspense. 

    

 

 

Clarity of the plot, of the time-sequence in novels, the predictable 

development of the heroes‘ stories along the lines of what could be 

termed as chronological causality (a view on time as a past that causes the 
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present, a present that causes a future, in precisely that order) has only 

apparently come back.  

 As the most important narrative universal, chronological causality 

approximates, then, the pattern of real life. From pre-Modernism to 

Modernism, this narrative universal was altered so as to differ from the 

‗realistic‘ perception of sequentiality. 

When Dickens wrote a novel, his narrative universal was of the type 

‗SO they fell in love, and (possibly) lived happily ever after.‘ 

The Modernists changed that into ‗AND they tried to remember 

love (among other things).‘ 

The after-Modernists oversimplify the narrative universal to ‗DID 

THEY.‘ 

Consequently, the AfterMode of fiction relies on anything but a 

traditional plot, which Modernism blew up for good and all. That is the 

reason why I previously stated that, after reading a Modernist novel, 

one can hardly be happy to go back to pre-Modernism. The only way to 

go for a reader who has grasped Modernism to the full extent of its 

difference from whatever came before is to go ahead into the after-

Modernist text.  

The AfterMode is like the dark ritual of cannibalism in Heart of 

Darkness (‗the horror! the horror!). It forces the naïve story (which used 

to lead once from the hero‘s birth to his un/happy ending, which turned 

everything into the past-present-future complex), to face the unnamable, 
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the unutterable. Contemporary open endings look like no endings at all. 

They convey a fear never experienced before: the fear that there is no 

future for the human race. An unutterable expectation, which deprives 

the word of its mystery, the chronological plot of its use, its suspense – 

this is the essence of the AfterMode. 

Before Modernism, all stories were fairy tales. The fairy-tale pattern 

was an orderly way of organizing human life from birth to death (past, 

present and future), according to the narrative universal. The fairy tale 

wrapped the chronological skeleton in feeling, the feel of real life, and it 

won the readers over by focussing on love interest.  

The fairy-tale pattern was the story of an individual who found 

love. His chronology revolved round finding (or not finding) somebody 

or something to love. His time was a symmetry of before love – during 

love – the (un)happy ever after. To put it in a nutshell, the fairy-tale 

pattern was a love story ordered by the perception of human time as a 

narrative universal.  

It would never have occurred to Fielding or Dickens that the hero 

could pop up on the first page of a novel to reveal that his story had died, 

and to wind his way back into it as if nothing had happened, afterwards. 

A story was a story, and it followed the line of a biography. It was not 

allowed to play with time. It was not allowed to question time. The 

narrative time and the time of human life were one and the same: one 

was born, one fell in love, and then the plot came to an end. The fairy-tale 
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pattern had everything to do with the survival of the species.  

Until 1922 (the peak year of the Modernist denial of a nineteen-

century narrative tradition), with very few exceptions, all stories had the 

same chronological frame of reference: the hero was born, he grew up 

and experienced a number of incidents, after which he left the story. The 

hero travelled across the narrative with a future in mind, and the ending 

was indispensable.  

Chronological suspense was the soul of the story. You could even go 

straight to the last pages to find out the hero‘s fate (future), if you 

became impatient. The order in time was always the same. The reader‘s 

expectations fuelled a common tradition. Suspense made them all ask 

‗And then, what?‘ The past and the present necessarily led to an ending 

in the future. 

Modernism found out that one could play with the narrative 

universal of chronology, because, as Virginia Woolf claimed, life was not 

‗like this‘: 

 

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‗like this‘. Examine for a 
moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad 
impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of 
steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and 
as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the 
accent falls differently from of old; the moment of importance came not here 
but there; so that, if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could write 
what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his own 
feeling and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no comedy, no 
tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps not a 
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single button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors would have it. Life is not a 
series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-
transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to 
the end.    

 Virginia Woolf, Modern Fiction (The Common Reader, 1919) 

 

The Modernist trick (if we can use the word ‗trick‘ for an attitude that 

opposed at least nineteen centuries of traditional, fairy-tale narration) 

was to view chronology as highly relative.  

Out of the three essential moments (past, present and future), 

Virginia Woolf, James Joyce and T. S. Eliot began by definitely 

discarding the future. Mrs Dalloway lets us know from the very 

beginning that she is fatally ill. The novel allows her one day in London. 

Leopold Bloom is circumscribed by one day in Dublin.  

T. S. Eliot‘s only theme in The Waste Land is the escape from the waste 

that is to come. If we try to demonstrate that Joseph Conrad or  

D. H. Lawrence also belong to Modernism, we can prove it by invoking 

their lack of appetite for their heroes‘ future.  

In this way, Modernism demolishes the pre-Modernist pattern, 

discarding the utopia of the (un)happy ending of the fairy-tale pattern in 

the future. As Virginia Woolf insists, ‗the moment of importance came 

not here but there.‘ Her ‗there‘ is not in the future. She eradicates 

chronological causality when she states: ‗Life is not a series of gig lamps 

symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent 

envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the 
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end.‘ What she means to say by the ‗gig lamps‘ is that viewing time as 

an orderly sequence of past, present and future moments is totally 

unrealistic.  

The Modernist trick, then, is to shuffle the moments of chronology. 

First, Modernist authors render the future powerless. Second, they 

humiliate the present. What do Clarissa Dalloway or Leopold Bloom 

actually do in their narratives? The former gives a party. The latter walks 

around Dublin. Not much, if we look for present adventure. What keeps 

them busy is their memory. They REMEMBER. If the present and the 

future are rather numb, the past is an inexhaustible source of delight. It 

concentrates plot, adventure, suspense.  

It would be terribly wrong to claim that Woolf or Joyce (or even 

Eliot, for that matter) do not have plot, suspense or character. They give 

up nothing of the substance of traditional stories. The only change is that 

they suppress the ending.  

It must have been hard on readers accustomed to suspense solved 

on the last page to go home without a sense of closure. This is where the 

dramatic rift between pre-Modernism (nineteen centuries at least, as I 

said) and Modernism (one peak year – 1922, and a conglomerate of 

similar ideas floating in the air, from Einstein to Freud and the stream-

of-consciousness writers) occurs.  

Once Clarissa Dalloway and Leopold Bloom make it clear that they 

are not interested in the future, we have no alternative but to follow 
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them in their passionate revival of the past. What they do is more than a 

mere narration of the past. Their minds are shown at work. They do not 

tell a story. They struggle with their subconscious in order to bring back 

disparate moments and understand them (their emotion, their 

preverbality) at last. 

The implication is that the present and the future are too rapid for 

our understanding. The writer takes his time, makes a poem out of past 

incidents, by narrating them at ease, as feelings, not as adventure. 

Narration leaves the body for the soul. The novelist finds out that he is 

in need of lyricism, and modifies his language accordingly. This is why 

(as we said) the word becomes the tyrant of the text, while story telling 

is pushed backstage. The focus, which used to be on the ‗told,‘ is now on 

the ‗telling.‘  

Consequently, The Waves is a sequence of short poems. Ulysses 

concentrates several stories at once in each and every word. The 

novelist‘s mind (in Joyce‘s case, the same as in Eliot‘s) is not happy with 

mere individual history. It spreads over centuries of fiction, poetry, art, 

philosophy. The whole universe can be found in Leopold Bloom‘s back 

yard. The word is colossal. It is ready to erupt. 

Not many writers can achieve this verbal concentration. Joyce and 

Eliot are the masters. Woolf, Conrad, Lawrence adapt as they can, with 

unavoidable compromises with the much hated fairy-tale tradition. 

Actually, besides Joyce and Eliot, who are prepared to throw tradition 
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overboard, the others are betrayed by their education – since they all 

grew up reading precisely what they reject. All Modernists were, of 

course, educated in the spirit of obeying pre-Modernist tradition. 

Virginia Woolf is the best example of this duality. She is the most 

eloquent theoretician (even more than Eliot) of Modernist change. She 

noisily demands that the hero should be a ‗consciousness,‘ not a tale. She 

places Mrs Dalloway at the end of her life, and makes her mind look 

back. We get disparate moments yoked together. Yet, when this 

demonstration that chronology must die is done, we close the book and 

– what do we remember? The story of Clarissa Dalloway‘s life from her 

youth to the present, in traditional biographical order. Chronology must 

die, long live chronology. 

The feeling of baffled expectation we experience at the end of Heart of 

Darkness or Sons and Lovers comes from the same desire of the author to 

demolish the narrative universal. The truth of the hero is not in his future, 

but in his past. That truth is in his mind, more than in the story of his life. 

Tell me what you think and I will tell you who you are.  

It took readers a while to switch from the expectation of an ending to 

endlessness. They had to replace the old pleasure of following the 

adventures of an extrovert hero by the new indiscretion of peeping into 

the deepest recesses of an introvert. The Modernist hero is in love with his 

mind. So much so that we actually see (in Joyce and Eliot) his thoughts 

being born on the page. We know what he thinks before his words are 
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formed. Since we deal with the human mind, with its mechanisms of 

associating memories, of shedding light on the past from a present 

standpoint, we find out that the ‗stream-of-consciousness‘ technique is 

the best device a Modernist writer could use. 

The reader has to learn to focus on something different from ‗What 

next?‘ When he has tasted and learnt how to enjoy stream-of-

consciousness texts (the complicated, elliptical story of the mind), his 

newly found pleasure for change makes him anticipate ‗how‘ the author 

will innovate the fairy tale. At this point, we must see what happens to 

the Modernist denial in after-Modernism. 

We have seen, so far, the utopia of the fairy tale, the survival of the 

species by means of love interest in pre-Modernism. We have also seen 

the (orderly) narrative pattern turn from life as seen from the outside to 

a contorted history of the mind, for which the traditional perception of 

order in time becomes meaningless. We have read both reassuring past-

present-future tales and the confusing stream-of-consciousness novels, 

which look at the past through a magnifying glass, neglecting present 

and future.   

We come to the gates of the AfterMode with no illusions, no 

expectations. Those who have grown up with the denial of tradition, 

who have started in life reading Woolf and Joyce, will find their 

narrative mode natural. Even if they have read older texts, they have 

learned from Woolf that chronology is there only to be demolished. 
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They will take this denial a step further: they will demolish the 

demolishers. 

Kazuo Ishiguro is a good example. Contemporary British novelists 

(those considered part of the canon today) are quite similar in their 

reaction. It has become quite clear nowadays that the fairy tale can only 

survive in second-rate romances, successful bestsellers for mediocre 

audiences (the Danielle Steele type). It is a moment‘s escape in an old-

fashioned world, a world that has nothing to do with real life any more. 

Real-life narratives must shatter narrative patterns, they must be 

unexpected. 

Stream of Consciousness is not unexpected any longer. It fails to 

surprise the reader that a hero thinks instead of acting, that he brings up 

disparate moments of his past, according to unknown laws of his mind. 

Been there, done that. What would the use of denigrating the narrative 

universal be, when everyone knows it does not exist? Who would 

mistake Fielding‘s narrative for a true story? 

The contemporary novelist will not have us ask ‗what next?‘, or not 

only that. He will not urge us to see how deeply inside his heroes‘ minds 

he plunges, since the danger of James Joyce is only too real and too 

close. The only road the after-Modernist can call his is the road to 

dystopia. All writers after the 1950s (Aldous Huxley, George Orwell, 

William Golding, Lawrence Durrell, Martin Amis, Graham Swift, David 

Lodge, etc) live in a darkening world. They return to the pleasures of the 
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story only to demonstrate that the true story is safely dead, we cannot 

believe in it any more, and we mock at our own expectation of closure. 

As we read a novel by Ishiguro, Ackroyd or Lodge, our only 

reaction is far from ‗What next?‘ or ‗How‘ the novelist changes the fairy 

tale. The hero has lost his future (which is old news), and he has lost his 

past, too (since Modernists used and abused it). His only refuge is the 

present. A desperately clear present.  

Suspense in the AfterMode has nothing to do with chronology or 

love interest. The anxiety of ‗What next?‘ has died. Characters have no 

expectation of love. It has all vanished after the advent of sex. They do 

not even expect to go on with their lives. They have a constant 

apprehension of the end. Not just their end, but the end of the race.  

All the reader wants today (the year is 2010) is a deferral of this end. 

His back turned to the future, his face buried in the past, he advances 

backwards, surrounded by dystopic, loveless creatures,  and all he can 

whisper is ‗Not yet!‘ Do not let the end come. Do not let the race perish. 

This AfterMode dystopia is essentially a literature of the Apocalypse.  

At this point in the history of fiction, when readers are fewer and 

fewer, and the literature of the screen is almost everywhere, we might 

find ourselves wondering if the Modernist profound change of the way 

we choose to tell a story has not opened Pandora‘s box. We have not 

come to dislike stories. It so happens that stories today come in a 

different package. We no longer gather round the fire in order to read 
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Dickens‘s latest installment of Little Dorrit. From a common bond, 

reading has turned into a very private matter.  

Stories on a screen use many devices fiction invented: stream-of-

consciousness arrangement of incidents according to patterns of 

memory, a huge number of after-Modernist motifs and themes. From the 

AfterMode, the screen has borrowed the sense of dystopia, the loneliness 

of all heroes, their lovelessness, their unwillingness to utter the 

illuminating word (caused by the desperate attempt at differing from 

the poetic intensity of Modernist styles).  

The feeling that the heroes are never at home, that the world is 

closing in on them, that sex is the only replacement for love that has 

survived, that life on earth is threatened with extinction, comes from the 

earliest after-Modernists, Huxley and Orwell. They are present in what 

we call ‗good films‘ today. The soap operas, the romances built on the 

pattern ‗boy meets girl, and they live happily ever after‘ seem artificial, 

totally unrealistic. They used to be the very stuff of fiction till 1922. 

Modernism may have done more harm than good when it 

challenged the previous nineteen centuries. After-Modernists are taking 

a long time to recover from Modernism, and they still live with the 

nostalgia of the disease. 

Contemporary novelists are struggling to produce the bestseller of 

the millennium and live on royalties from the book and the film for ever 

and ever. Harry Potter is a sad example. Kazuo Ishiguro, on the other 
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hand, produces bestsellers which are impeccable novels, too. I should 

like to think that all the work that went into the writing of literature over 

the centuries, the excitement of reading it, will survive. I hope that a 

time will come when the AfterMode of literature finds a new beginning. 

Right now, it looks like a conclusion to a history of fiction that only 

connoisseurs will read... 
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The after-Modernist odd hero: 

Peter Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London 

 

 

 The Great Fire of London (1982) is ‗not a true story,‘ as the last 

sentence of the novel states: 

 

This is not a true story, but certain things follow from other things. And so it 
was that, on that Sunday afternoon, that same Sunday when Spenser Spender 
had died in the Great Fire caused by Audrey, Little Arthur set the prisoners 
free. (p. 169) 

 

A Modernist theme, the idea of prison as the emblem of isolation started, 

among others, with T.S. Eliot: 

 

DA 
Dayadhvam: I have heard the key 
Turn in the door once and turn once only 
We think of the key, each in his prison 
Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison.  

(The Waste Land, V, lines 411–415) 

 

Ackroyd continues it, like most after-Modernists, in his haunting 

obsession with solitude. All his characters are imprisoned in a lonely cell, 

and the whole novel is built upon the idea of a prison. First there is the 

prison of Dickens‘s time (Marshalsea, in Little Dorrit, destroyed by fire in 

1885), which is a literary forerunner. Second, there is the very real prison 
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where two crazy heroes (madness goes hand in hand with solitude in the 

after-Modernist text, as it did, though to a lesser degree, in Modernism) – 

Little Arthur and Pally – meet in the 1980s, and which is also destroyed 

by a more contemporary ‗Great Fire‘, caused by Little Arthur and Audrey 

together. Third, there is the prison of the self: absolutely all the heroes are 

confined to their confusion, sense of absolute and hopeless isolation, their 

purposelessness and ultimate failure. 

The mad heroes are three: Little Arthur, Audrey Skelton and Pally. 

They are the best illustration of the odd hero that after-Modernist 

novelists dote on.  

Little Arthur has a name that connects him to Little Dorrit, the main 

text to be rewritten in this particular novel by Ackroyd. The book begins 

with him: 

 

Little Arthur is asleep, with the same expression he has had for forty years.  
(p. 5) 

 

Sleep, oddness and madness (confusion, at least) always go together, 

forming a compound that characterizes all heroes at the turn of the 

millennium. Little Arthur has and identity of his own, but it is not in the 

least important in the economy of the book: he is ‗the proprietor or Fun 

City, a small amusement arcade in  Borough High Street‘ (p. 5). This 

arcade with lights and games is his ‗magic cave.‘ He starts it at 8.15 

every morning until one day it is closed down by the main firm, ‗Leisure 
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and Amusement Products Limited.‘ Arthur Feather (this is his full 

name) becomes unemployed, and his mind looks for another focus than 

his magic cave. He longs for companionship, for a short being, like 

himself, whom he can love. He finds his own Little Dorrit, in the person 

of a ‗little girl‘ playing in a garden he can see out of his window. He is 

going to ‗rescue‘ her. Armed with a kitchen knife, he kills her and then 

drags her  to his Fun Palace, and, once there with her, 

 

he is eight years old again with the knowledge that he will not grow, he is 
weeping again at last. (p. 43) 

 

This intensely tragic hero fails to attract our sympathy because he kills 

his Little Dorrit: 

 

The little girl has stopped moaning, her eyes open and staring, it seems, 
at the blue plaque upon the wall. ‗Can you read now, angel? I have books at 
home for us, and we‘ll burrow ourselves in them, won‘t we?‘ But she does not 
answer and, laughing at the good times they will have together, he lays her 
body gently upon the gravel path. They will come after us now but we will 
laugh last, won‘t we, little love, we will laugh last. 

This was how they found Little Arthur and his only love, beneath a blue 
plaque in a small park, the love dead and Little Arthur looking at them, 
unabashed, for the first time. (pp. 43–44) 

 

Ironically, the midget delights in a future of reading books, the 

same as Ackroyd‘s text delights in rewriting already written words. 

Little Dorrit is a name with a literary burden, and so is Marshalsea, the 

old debtors‘ prison. Out of the window of his cell, in another prison, 
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Little Arthur watches the attempt at staging Little Dorrit, and feels he has 

to run down there and save that little girl once again. Although the film 

is just a pale copy of the master text (Dickens‘s), to Little Arthur it is 

very real. When Audrey manages to burn down the sets of Dickens‘s 

London, imagined and put up with huge efforts by the director, Spenser 

Spender, Little Arthur finds his ‗Fun City‘ again: he escapes from his cell 

when, because of Audrey‘s fire, electricity fails. He uses two broken 

cables to cause an explosion, and suddenly the ‗system‘ fails. He ‗sits 

amongst the cables and laughs.‘  

The debtors – victims of the community – can run free, but Little 

Arthur can never be free from his own mind. Neither can any of the 

other heroes Ackroyd imagines. There is no freedom from the intensity 

with which they live their nightmares. The book itself takes these simple 

stories and tangles them in a maze of incidents. The only key is the name 

at the beginning of each chapter, which places the reader inside one 

mind or another, making him a prisoner of all the heroes‘ lyrical 

experiences till death doth them part. 

The second insane character is Audrey Skelton, whose name misses 

the word ‗skeleton‘ by just one ‗e‘, the same as the hero responsible for 

the setting loose of Dickens‘s initial text into this contemporary 

nightmare of solitude and confusion, the film director Spenser Spender, 

relies upon a single letter to differentiate between his first and last name. 

Audrey comes into the novel dressed in one of her many fantasies: 

Audrey Skelton lay in bed and looked  at the ceiling. If she could have as 
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many pounds as days like this, she would be rich. Quite rich, anyway. Rich 
enough. To get out of this dump. Audrey was a Russian princess, who had 
been forced to flee during the Revolution. She was a poetess who did not 
want her work to be discovered in her life-time. She was a mystery to those 
who knew, and loved her best. (p. 8) 

 

Her imagination dances in a wild whirlwind all the time. This 

agitation, in which reality is desperately contradicted, leads her to utter 

inacceptance of fact. She is one of the many girls at the ‗telephone 

exchange‘. She is in her ‗early twenties,‘ just like her boy-friend, Timothy 

Coleman. Her insanity takes a literary turn when it breaks out. Even 

before her first obvious attack, she dreams of a prison and of being Little 

Dorrit, locked in it: 

 

They slept together that night, but they did not make love. Audrey ‗felt 
funny‘. She dreamed that she was inside the old prison, except that it was lit 
up by rows of brilliant lights. Little Arthur was showing her some 
photographs. She kept on asking him where her father was; he had spent all 
their money. She had to find him before something terrible happened. (p. 10) 

 

On first reading the book, this dream may pass unnoticed (which 

should not happen, as after-Modernist novelists rely so heavily on a 

mnemotechnical reading). The second time round, we realize without 

any trace of doubt that what matters in this novel which rewrites the 

past (Little Dorrit reenacted in the 1980s) is not the pure incidents, but 

their lyrical halo. Audrey is not so much a girl who goes mad. She is the 

symbol of desperate sensibility, flawed and lost from the point of view 

of normal lives. But Ackroyd‘s heroes are far from normal, all of them. 
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Normality is not something that the novelist aims at depicting. Lyricism 

is, and the sick twists of the soul, since, as he says, the mind is the soul 

(Lidia Vianu, Desperado Essay-Interviews, Editura Universiăţii din 

Bucureşti, 2006, pp. 17–21). 

Audrey, therefore, dreams of a prison before it actually occurs to 

her to look for Marshalsea prison and think of Little Dorrit, whom she 

next impersonates. Tim and Rowan Phillips – who meet accidentally – 

tell her about the place of the old prison. Rowan Phillips is to become the 

author of the script Spenser Spender will use for his film, but he does 

not know it yet. Their visit to Audrey is the fuse which blows up her 

imagination. Rowan, a homosexual, takes her place by Tim‘s side for the 

space of the novel. When the plot is over, Tim goes back to Audrey, 

reclaiming her from the waters of madness, after Rowan‘s having got rid 

of him.  

The next stage in Audrey‘s madness is direct identification with 

Little Dorrit, which starts at the seance of a Miss Norman, where she goes 

with her friend Margery. She passes out and, in a trance, identifies herself 

as ‗Little Dorrit. I am the child of the Marshalsea.‘ (p. 40) The trance is a 

device Ackroyd also used in English Music, and which he brought to 

perfection in Hawksmoor. This trance is an alternate reality, which suits his 

heroes best. Reality is too poor in symbols, so the novelist deliberately 

sets out to rewrite old texts into it, and his own texts merely register the 

intensity of the impact of past literature on present reality.  

Like all novelists after the Stream of Consciousness – and some 
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before that – Ackroyd focusses his novels on consciousness. He does not 

choose only one consciousness, as most after-Modernists do. He travels 

in time and sensibility (‗the mind is the soul‘), peeping inside all the 

minds and exposing all the flawed sensibilities. There is no one perfectly 

normal in sight. He has a secret liking for the maimed minds. Audrey 

feels that there is a plot against her: 

 

It was now firmly established in Audrey‘s mind that Little Dorrit was a 
real person – dead, probably, or she wouldn‘t have taken her over at the 
seance. It might be something to do with reincarnation, she wasn‘t exactly 
sure. Or perhaps Little Dorrit had known Audrey when Audrey was a little 
girl. Anyway, she knew that Little Dorrit had some message to pass on – 
perhaps it was about jewels or a lost inheritance. Something important. 
Audrey knew also the others, the clever ones, wanted to get hold of the secret. 
That was why they had brought their big lights and cameras to search the 
area. At certain times, when her paranoia reached the stage of panic, Audrey 
would become Little Dorrit. She would kneel on the floor, and pray for her 
father and herself, pray to God that they would reap their just reward and 
that it would not be taken from them. (p. 113) 

 

Society turns against her as well. She is fired from her job at the 

telephone exchange because of her strange behaviour, her having slipped 

into a parallel reality, which includes nothing that can be used by the 

world of sanity. Audrey has a vision which disables her from living 

among real human beings. She becomes Ackroyd‘s visionary property 

and spokesman. She sets fire to the attempt at reviving Dickens, of 

bringing him to the world of sanity. It is as if she wanted Dickens to 

herself, she wanted him to stay in the uncertain realm where the mind 

and the soul are one, where consciousness does not explicitate sentences 
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in order to survive. She becomes a symbol of the impossibility to relive 

the past. Ackroyd‘s irony – desperately subtle and hardly visible – 

whispers that, hard as we may try, the past cannot be rewritten.  

Pally is the third crazy character. Unlike Little Arthur and Audrey 

(alias Little Dorrit, whom Arthur wants to rescue and keep to himself, in a 

world his own size), Pally does not have a point of view. Ackroyd never 

enters his consciousness. He is part of the symbolic background, one of 

the stuffed men, and, as the novelist seems to imply, one of the many, 

actually. As in most after-Modernist texts, the reader himself is one of 

those many, one of the confused: he has a mind, he registers absolutely all 

the associations (with past texts or inside the very text he is reading), but 

he is overwhelmed by the multitude of details and loses his way. 

Criticism of a text by Ackroyd is supposed to guide the reader, to put the 

shuffled identity cards in place, thus revealing the novelist‘s devious 

technique. When Ackroyd writes, his pen secretes a haze that blinds 

heroes and reader. That haze is poetry, and it enriches fiction to the point 

of creating a new literary form. 

Pally only comes into the picture in order to trigger Spenser‘s idea 

to make a film of Little Dorrit. He is one of the quaint beings gathered in 

English Music. Deformity is, to Ackroyd, a kind of wisdom, a secret 

communication with the sacred above: 

 

As Spenser Spender walked along the road outside the prison, he 
recognised someone who was hastening towards him. His name was Pally, 
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something like that. They had lived in adjoining streets and had gone up to 
the same damp, melancholy school. But Pally would probably not have 
recognised Spenser even if he had seen him; he was simple – or so everyone 
said – and the apparent haste came from a nervous disjointedness in all of his 
movements. His face was too large for his head, and it seemed as though his 
eyes had gone out – as the wind might blow out two candles. There was spit 
on his chin, Spenser noticed, as Pally rushed by. He had known him for 
fifteen or sixteen years – the first years of their lives – and now they passed 
each other as though a third person was walking between them. (p. 12) 

 

The moment Spenser finds a sponsor for his film, the moment the 

latter agrees to back Spenser up, after a short insight – free indirect style, 

as David Lodge calls it (Consciousness in the Novel, 2002, Penguin Books, 

2003, p. 45) – into his mind, the narrative turns to Spenser‘s thoughts. 

Instead of letting us know clearly what he thinks, Ackroyd chooses a 

symbol: the director meets Pally again, but, like a premonition, in the 

rain and wind, Pally vanishes into thin air: 

 

Sheet lightning took up the whole sky, and the rain now seemed to leap 
upward from the pavement and rise to the clouds again. Spenser Spender ran 
for shelter towards the nearest pub, when he saw Pally again. He was sitting 
on a bench beside the pub; his face was illuminated by the lightning and he 
stared up at it, his hair and clothes sodden. ‗Come on, Pally, come on inside,‘ 
Spenser Spender yelled. A gust of wind blew rain into his face, and his vision 
was blurred for an instant. ‗Come on, Pally, don‘t you remember me?‘ But 
Pally, somehow, had gone. The bench was empty. (p. 30) 

 

 Ackroyd likes to replace narration by symbols and slip ahead very 

much like Hardy, in a poetic whirl of incidents. Spenser goes to visit the 

prison where he filmed before, in view of his new film, and there he 

comes across Arthur Feather and then Pally. The story is now interrupted 
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by indirect free style again, and this time we hear Pally speak: 

 

Pally had been in a dazed slumber before hearing the noises at the door, 
but now he sat on the edge of his bunk and stared at the floor, as if it were a 
book which might reveal to him his fate. My name is Pally – he spoke out 
loud and banged his heels against the floor as he did so – and where I go I am 
trouble. I close my eyes and I am some place else. I know who brings me there 
and I can‘t help it. I seen him three times now. First time he looks through me 
as if I am daft or some such thing. Second time he calls me, through the 
thunder, but he is trouble and I hop it. Now I seen him in this place and he is 
after me. I done nothing. I see what I see and I hear what I hear. That one 
means trouble. (p. 57) 

 

Trouble can mean a lot of things, from Hardy‘s intimation of future 

tragedy to Ackroyd‘s intimation of fear to come. In short, what is in 

store for the reader is Spenser‘s failure to complete his film (the actors 

refuse to place their lives in jeopardy by filming in such an old building, 

where a falling arc-light almost killed one of them), followed by 

Audrey‘s setting fire to the whole set representing London (the Great 

Fire of London reenacted), and by Spenser dying, trapped inside the set 

he is trying to save. The turmoil also sets the prisoners free, with 

Arthur‘s help. Arthur learns from the prison priest that the world will 

‗end in fire‘ (p. 146), and makes sure this is what happens. He causes an 

explosion, the prisoners find themselves free, and Pally feels he has to 

run away with them: 

 

He runs back along the street where, a year before, he had passed Spenser 
Spender. Spenser, then, had been in the grip of his idea. Now, Little Arthur 
sits amongst the cables and laughs. (p. 169) 
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 Ackroyd‘s dreamy narration confuses because it hides the essential 

details, shuffling the heroes, enveloping life in Virginia Woolf‘s 

‗luminous halo.‘ Between Joyce‘s epiphany and the crucial poetic 

encounters in this book there is just one step, but a big one: it is the step 

from Modernism to after-Modernism, from exhilaration of the 

innovating game to the savoir faire of the after-Modernist novelist who 

reacts against the previous movement while feeding on it. 

 The real theme of The Great Fire of London is not the story of a failed 

film, the stories of one hero or another, the poetry of premonition, the 

sadness of madness versus sanity. It is creation. Spenser Spender is not a 

main hero in the true meaning of the word. We do not get his point of 

view that much, and his life story is of no consequence. He is inhabited 

by creation, or rather re-creation of Dickens on screen, and is crushed by 

this burden. He loses his real life to the imaginary world of creation. The 

message of the novel is: reality must be sacrificed. 

 The real story of Spenser Spender is very simple: he is married to 

Laetitia, who leaves him for Andrew Christopher. Andrew leaves her in 

his turn, but before he has a chance to let her know it is over, she tries to 

commit suicide, is saved and returns home to Spenser. They resume 

their brotherly, or rather father-daughter relationship, but not for long. 

They only exist as a background to Spenser‘s idea of reviving Dickens on 

screen. He decides to screen Little Dorrit, finds a sponsor, a script, actors, 

and starts shooting. During the shooting of a scene in the old prison, a 

light falls and injures an actor. This is the bad omen. The actors go on 
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strike, refusing to go on with the film. Spenser is helpless. His original 

idea is dying under the pressure of his contemporary sponsor to make a 

commercial film. While walking in the vicinity of the set built for the 

image of London in his film, mad Audrey brings a few tramps and sets 

fire to the cardboard images of old London. Spenser tries to put the fire 

out single-handedly. He is struck by falling pieces and dies on the spot.  

 Spenser is more an obsession than a real being. He lives in a trance. 

Can the past be reenacted? Can Little Dorrit be brought back to life? She 

never had more than the life of Dickens‘s imagination to begin with. All 

those who touch her image are more or les doomed. Audrey goes mad, 

Little Arthur kills, Spenser fails and dies. Audrey and Arthur are mere 

props, but Spenser, emotionally blank as he is, carries a lot of weight for 

the author‘s message. Spenser is a messenger from the world of 

imagination, which never dies, unlike real life. Probably that is why we 

do not perceive his death as a tragedy. He dies in the Great Fire (a 

reenactment of the old Great Fire of London in 1885, a visitation as it 

were): 

 

Spenser Spender lay dead in the ruins of Little Dorrit: he was the first 
victim of what came to be known as the Great Fire. The cause of the fire was 
never discovered, but it inflicted disaster and destruction upon the city, 
razing offices and homes, blasting the lives of those who worked and lived in 
them. It destroyed much that was false and ugly, and much that was splendid 
or beautiful. Some longed for it to burn everything, but for others a new and 
disquieting sense of impermanence entered their lives. Eventually, legends 
were to grow around it. It was popularly believed to have been a visitation, a 
prophecy of yet more terrible things to come. (p. 165) 
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Like most novels by Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London ends with an 

image of disaster, typical for after-Modernist fiction in general. It is a 

hopelessness which for Ackroyd takes poetic value. His plot, carefully 

(though rather artificially) built, is no more than a vision. The aim of the 

novel is to induce a mood. We leave aside what happens, we forsake 

interest in the heroes and focus on what we feel.  

The icon of what we feel is ‗the old woman.‘ Spenser and Letty 

catch sight of her when he has just had the idea for the film and he feels 

he needs time to think it over: 

 

As they walked out into the King‘s Road, the old woman passed them at 
one corner, pushing one pram ahead of her and dragging one pram behind. 
She came this way often, aiming with single-minded determination for a row 
of wooden benches by the Royal Hospital. Her prams were filled with scraps 
of old clothes and newspapers, empty tins of Horlicks and old bottles stuffed 
with rags. She simply added material to her piles; the stuff at the bottom of 
the prams could not have been seen, or touched, for many years. It 
represented the remnants of the Chelsea streets, perhaps the only history they 
had. 

She plodded along with a peculiarly benevolent expression, dressed in 
materials which closely resembled those in the prams; she was like a tortoise 
between two shells. She would have to be in it, he thought, or someone like 
her. ‗It‘, the project, had already taken on a confused but palpable life; like a 
watermark, it would now show on anything which Spenser held up to the 
light.  (pp. 14–15) 

 

This old woman of the streets is first described by the author‘s 

omniscient voice (‗She came this way often...‘), and only then 

internalized by Spenser‘s free indirect style, which identifies her with 

creation (‗She would have to be in it, he thought‘). Later on, she comes as 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

44 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

part of Laetitia‘s thoughts (another angle of free indirect style). Laetitia 

is walking alone, after a fight with Andrew, into whose house she has 

moved: 

 

The strength and the darkness of London had compressed itself into these 
tiny, wandering forms. She could have drowned in it, she thought, like the 
old woman with the prams. When had she seen her last? It was winter: she 
and Spenser were walking somewhere, arm in arm. Had the old woman 
survived the cold? (p. 135) 

 

The third time the old woman passes by, she is not noticed and it 

happens while Spenser stares out of his window after Laetitia has come 

back to him (she wanted to die yet failed, while Spenser will soon die 

unwillingly, and bury his creation with him). We are inside his mind, 

and we are told he fails to see the emblem of his creation, which is the 

real bad omen of the book. In describing the old woman, the author‘s 

omniscient voice unites Letty‘s and Spenser‘ thoughts thus: 

 

As he stared out of the window, the old lady with the prams, one before and 
one behind, walked past down the dead centre of the road. She had after all 
survived the winter. But Spenser did not see her... (p. 155) 

 

Letty‘s question (‗Had the old woman survived the cold?‘) is 

answered by the author, who also intimates that there is something 

fatally wrong with Spenser, who fails to notice her. It is one of the 

moments when the author‘s omniscience noisily betrays itself, and it 

does not happen very often with Ackroyd. Like all after-Modernists, he 
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wants to keep a low profile. He is reluctant to show that he is there, that 

he knows how it will all end, he knows that there will be an end. This 

short moment may have been a Dickensian slip in this novel that dreams 

Dickens could not only be reenacted, but also infused with real life. It is 

a significant part of Ackroyd‘s narrative style, which mingles tradition, 

innovation and after-innovation in a medley of styles, angles, devices. 

The after-Modernist merry-go-round of techniques never stops. One 

moment of rest would kill the text. The Great Fire of London leaves us 

with a disturbing, deep feeling of unrest. 

Having established that the real theme of this novel is creation as a 

state of grace (plunging into death – see Chatterton, English Music, The 

Plato Papers), we must also examine the status of the couple, which is not 

usually a theme (not any more, after the Victorian tradition and 

Modernism) in the after-Modernist novel. Ackroyd creates several 

couples, which ought actually to be grouped into two triangles: on the 

one hand, Tim with both Audrey and Rowan, on the other hand, Laetitia 

with both Spenser and Andrew.   

Love is just a ploy in the hands of the novelist. Love is not a feeling, 

but a way of bringing characters together in a plausible manner. Audrey 

and Tim do not stand a chance as a couple, even though he saves her 

from the Great Fire. Ackroyd refuses to investigate their souls. His free 

indirect style never builds on love. Rowan‘s mind is amply described, 

but what he feels is just physical attraction for Tim, whom he seduces 

and leaves. Spenser, on the other hand, has had a long relationship with 
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Laetitia, but the feeling they share is one of tenderness.  

All Ackroyd‘s heroes value tenderness infinitely more than 

storming love. When Laetitia leaves Spenser, she hopes for love, but 

comes to regret Spenser‘s tenderness and is happy to return to it. With 

Spenser‘s death, all heroes roll over and away. The novel is like a castle 

of cards, which crumbles once the key witness to creation is dead. Each 

character is a card, an identity shuffled with others, combined after 

artificial laws of building a plot to feed the reader, while the mood (the 

spell) of creation takes hold of him. 

The dreamy hero is a being Ackroyd has often used. The gay hero 

(Rowan Phillips) is just as interesting. The novelist‘s psychological 

analysis concentrates on Rowan‘s thoughts even more than on Spenser‘s 

vision. Rowan – homosexuality – is a way of life, while Spenser – 

creation – is the mind and the soul. After-Modernist heroes are not fond 

of describing society, but homosexuality is the closest to it that Ackroyd 

can come. His protagonists are usually alone and want to be left that 

way. They defend their loneliness, like most after-Modenist heroes. 

Rowan wants a gay life, he wants to meet young men and share their 

world. Sharing another person‘s world is something that an after-

Modernist has to learn again (or will that happen in another literary 

movement?), and the gay hero is Ackroyd‘s way of fumbling his way 

back to the story of the couple. 

Ackroyd‘s plots – here and elsewhere – are mainly reasons for 

rewriting. The charm lies in the revival of an old text/mind/soul. The 
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means of doing it is by painstakingly putting together a sequence of 

related incidents, of making the paths of various heroes cross in such a 

way as to justify a plot that brings them together. Far-fetched (often 

clumsy) coincidence is one after-Modernist means of telling a decent 

story. After-Modernist novelists seem to stare in the face of the realistic 

tradition and snicker: I can use your tricks. They do the same with 

Modernism, half keeping, half avoiding it. This is where   David Lodge‘s 

‗free indirect style‘ comes in handy. It connects omniscience to the 

Stream of Consciousness, it can describe a character from the inside and 

from the outside at the same time, it can describe more minds than one 

(more inner and outer realities), in short, the after-Modernist can eat his 

cake and have it.  

Peter Ackroyd‘s The Great Fire of London focusses on the symbol of 

the prison. From Dickens‘s prison to the prison in which Spenser‘s film 

is marred, from Little Dorrit‘s debtors‘ prison (literary only) to Audrey‘s 

trance (real life), from the freedom of sanity (Spenser, Tim, etc) to the 

prison of madness (Audrey, Arthur, Pally) – Ackroyd rewrites Dickens‘s 

feeling that his contemporary society is a huge prison.  

Ackroyd‘s prison-symbol has three levels. First there is Dickens‘s 

prison, which seems more real than all the rest. Second, there is the 

present prison, where Arthur and Pally are locked, and Spenser fails to 

create. And, last but not least, there is in Ackroyd‘s text the suggestion of 

an eternal prison: that of the self. The heroes are locked in their own 

madness, loneliness, purposelessness and failure. The Great Fire 
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consumes this prison and sets the prisoners free.  

We do not rejoice. We do not side with anyone. The end of the novel 

is a bitter sigh. In a world of pain, the novelist pretends he is offering a 

refuge, but his heroes are too blind to see it. His readers feel helpless. 

There is a plot, a chronology, an end, but all these hardly matter. What 

matters is left unuttered and must be guessed at. A text which rewrites 

quite a number of other fictional devices turns out to be pure poetry 

after all. 

  

Peter Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London, 1982  

(Penguin Books, 1993) 
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The parallel worlds of a dystopic mind: 

Peter Ackroyd, The Plato Papers 

 

 

 

 

 With anybody else but Peter Ackroyd, this small book would have 

turned into a dystopia. It begins by throwing the year 2010, along with 

all years between 1500–2300 in ‗The Age of Mouldwarp‘, while ‗The 

Present‘ is year 3700. The fourteen-hundred-year interval that separates 

us from the present which Ackryod‘s book imagines is enough to make 

anybody feel dizzy and confused. In between 2300 and 3700 there is a 

history of recovering light after it has been lost, together with a whole 

civilization, out of which small figments are found and badly 

associated. The truth of the old world (our world) is lost, or rather, it 

would be lost but for a new (Plato‘s) vision of older (our) times.  

 Loss of light is a motif used by Alasdair Gray too, in Lanark. The sun 

rises there for a few minutes a day, and the main hero races after it, in 

his desperate need to escape darkness. The Plato Papers, the same as 

Lanark, is placed in the future. The difference lies in the fact that Gray‘s 

future is dark, while Ackroyd‘s future comes after a time of darkness, 

and is a time of light. The fact that Ackroyd‘s light is not much more 
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desirable than Alasdair Gray‘s darkness – maybe less – is inessential at 

first sight.  

 The first pages are a collection of excerpts from books, diaries, 

papers and The Plato Papers, dated year 2030, 2299, 2302, 2304, 2310, 2350, 

2998, 3399, 3506, 3640, 3705. The image of the Earth in 2030 (the remote 

past of the novel, from which no entire books or objects seem to have 

been preserved) comes from a text entitled A New Theory of the Earth: 

 

I often envisage, in this new age of instantaneous and universal 
communication, how our planet might appear to distant observers. It must 
seem to shimmer in a state of continual excited activity, rather like a round 
diamond in the sky. 

 

Lyricism is obvious from this very first paragraph: the Earth is 

compared to a diamond in the sky. The strangeness of the statement 

appears only later on, when we realize these words were written in an 

age of darkness, possibly in a cave, in a parallel world to that of light, in 

a past reality that the inhabitants of the fictional present (those who hear 

Plato‘s orations and cause his exile in the end) refuse to imagine. 

Ackroyd‘s Plato has, at a certain point, a vision of the Earth as we see it 

today, which is very far from being a diamond in a free sky: the Earth, 

according to this book (Plato himself doubts whether this is true or a 

vision, in fact), is a world enclosed in a dark cave.  

Plato‘s own reality is the light above this cave. His theory is that 

minds could be living in numberless parallel worlds, and his 
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compatriots are urged to summon the wisdom to accept relativity. Like 

all humans, whatever their environment, they do not accept it. The 

Biblical ‗We would see a sign!‘ is repeated, but this time the new Christ 

(Plato) is forgiven, and he chooses to leave his own world without 

regrets. This possible comparison Plato-Christ is one device that proves 

Ackroyd‘s passion for rewriting old myths with tender irony.  

The miracle of ‗universal and instantaneous communication‘ is 

meaningless to the world of the fourth millennium. Plato speaks as he 

would have done in Ancient Greece (if we are to express it in terms of 

what we know), and people listen to him without lamenting that words 

die, without the least attempt to record the sentences, to defeat space 

and time by devising means of very fast communication.  

Ackroyd imagines a leisurely world, in which sleep is the main 

activity. Is that a dystopia? Can light be a maximized fear? It could, but 

only on one condition: if it is blinding. And in this novel, light does 

blind the human beings. Death is the final blinding. Precious little is 

known about the past, but they could not care less. Plato makes it his job 

to understand what no longer exists. His endeavours end humorously. 

He finds – mysteriously, as we are not told how or where – excerpts 

which he puts together thus: Charles Dickens wrote ‗a novel entitled On 

the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection.‘ The novel is considered 

highly ironical: 

 

It is the final masterstroke of irony by Charles Dickens that this character 
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solemnly maintains the pretence of discussing only birds and insects, while at 
the same time providing a wonderfully succinct if brutal summary of the 
society from which he came! (p. 7) 
 

In a glossary of lost words, Plato places names of 18th, 19th and 20th c 

writers, in a kind of warning that no reading is final, no interpretation 

ever complete, that disasters of intelligence may lie ahead of the human 

mind: 

 

words-worth: the patronymic of writers who had earned their high 
position. In a similar context we have Chatter-ton. Many Mouldwarp writers 
were compared to inorganic substances, such as Ore-well, Cole-ridge and 
Gold-smith. Some writers were considered sacred, as in Pope and Priestley. 
Some were feared as Wilde or Savage while others were celebrated for their 
mournful or querulous style, among them Graves, Bellow and Frost. 
Unfortunately, no specimens of their work have survived. (p. 27) 

 

E. A. Poe stands for ‗Eminent American Poet‘ (p. 29). He comes 

from a civilization that has disappeared under a huge desert, 

reminiscent of Aldous Huxley‘s Ape and Essence: 

 

Very little is known of that ancient race, the American people. Their territory 
is now a vast and featureless desert, according to the latest report, swept by 
gales of hot air. Yet we have discovered evidence that, beneath the surface of 
this wasteland, there may remain the vestiges of a great empire. (p. 29) 

 

 Ackroyd delights in his Plato‘s misinterpretations, which he makes 

up with much gusto and even more irony. The message is, though, a 

tragic one: culture is constantly lost. It vanishes as we speak. Every 

minute we lose an atom of thought. This little book, apparently harmless 
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fun, is haunted by a huge sense of loss, and therefore becomes in essence 

a dystopia of the mind.  

 T. S. Eliot survives with a few incomprehensible words: 

 

fragments [they] have *ruins 
 *ieronymo ** again 
    ** Eliot (p. 78) 

 

Plato infers they come from ‗an early English script,‘ and he thinks they 

belong to ‗the work of an African singer named George Eliot.‘ (p. 79) 

Ackroyd rewrites literature, history, film, criticism, whatever was once 

written. He rewrites with a smiling eye (that of irony) and a weeping 

one (which feels the transitoriness of what humans create).  

 Ackroyd places himself in Huxley‘s position when he described the 

savage reservation in Brave New World. A heroine, Sidonia, sums up 

Plato‘s words thus: 

 

It was all very interesting. There was a period when our ancestors believed that 
they inhabited a world which revolved around the sun. (p. 3) 

 

We learn from her that it was ‗the Age of Mouldwarp,‘ and the belief in 

question was a ‗delusion‘. Plato himself admits that ‗It is not considered 

proper to dwell upon the past as I do.‘ (p. 12)  

This new Plato speaks to us backwards, orienting his mind towards 

our world – past to him – like a radar, and he ends by being engulfed in 

a vision of it, choosing it as his place of exile. Our language is old and 
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dead to him. He tries to reconstruct it in a glossary, a new dictionary of 

old terms, which makes us smile and reconsider the power of words. We 

create words out of which not much will be left. The wooden language 

in various fields (criticism included), the words some use with pride in 

order to humiliate those who have not yet understood them, the dialect 

of the elite of words (not necessarily of thought) is delicately mocked at: 

 

brainstorm: on certain occasions the amount of anger or anxiety in the 
brain was believed to cause a violent change in the weather. (...) 

ideology: the process of making ideas. The work was generally performed 
in silence and solitude, since great care was needed in their manufacture. 
Certain artisans were chosen for this occupation at an early age and were 
trained in mental workhouses or asylums. They were known as idealists, and 
were expected to provide a fixed number of ideas to be exhibited or dramatised 
for the benefit of the public.‘ (pp. 13–15) 

literature: a word of unknown provenance, generally attributed to ‗litter‘ 
or waste. 

logic: a wooden object, as in log table. (p. 19) 

 

Ackroyd‘s irony here is lyrical and pensive, as it always is. More a 

philosopher of the word than a boaster of it, his style partakes of an 

ultimate accessibility. He can hardly bear any of his lines to be 

misunderstood.  

As we read along, we keep wondering if Plato stands as the 

representative of a better civilization than ours, as our ideas of progress 

(proved so false by this book) would suggest. We do not manage to learn, 

we are not told up to the very last word whether Plato is wiser or more 

primitive than us, whether culture has been lost or refined. Ackroyd 
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means to offer an alternative, not a comparable world. He builds a 

parable focussing on the need to cultivate the soul within, not the 

externals, such as speed or information. The ‗light‘ comes from within, 

but those old ages (us) did not realize that ‗their universe was an 

emanation of the human mind.‘ (p. 50) Consequently, ‗the sun went out.‘  

When the light returns, myths come to life. They become real. This 

Plato of the future speaks about the Earth, so he cannot be very different 

from the humans. We only learn that he is very short in comparison to 

his peers, who are all much taller than we are. The novelist seems to 

suggest here that he was cut out to be one of us, rather than one of them. 

As we hear him talking about past ages, we keep repressing the 

unconscious question whether our language has really been preserved 

(in which case there is a chance for us to transmit our sense of values to 

the future).  

Language is indeed a means of efficient communication – since we 

obviously understand Plato, although he fails to understand us – but the 

values are gone. They have been forgotten, replaced. The new 

civilization he speaks to is much calmer and more reassuring: 

 

We now realise that creation occurs continually. We are creation. We are the 
music. (p. 67) 

 

A sense of deep lassitude is exhaled by these lines. Speed and 

communication cannot continue to grow at this rate. Ackroyd‘s book 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

56 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

finds a way to stop it. He creates this utopic dystopia, this realm about 

which we cannot make up our minds: is it better, is it worse? The lesson 

of the book is it is neither. It is another, alternative world, which we 

must learn to tolerate. It is a lesson of intellectual flexibility, more than 

an attempt at describing in detail another civilization, as Alasdair Gray, 

Orwell, Huxley did. 

 In Plato‘s world the reverse of what is happening in ours is taking 

place: ‗It is holy to be still.‘ (p. 82) It is compulsory to dream, but not to 

think. People must stay within the city and abhor travelling. Plato‘s 

journey to the ‗underworld‘ (Dante) is fatal to him. We cannot possibly 

know whether the world – our world – he discovers is real or just 

ethereal, a gliding universe of memories, since not even Plato, who is so 

interested in the history of the Earth, can share our avidity for concrete, 

material values. He discovers, though, the eagerness to move beyond 

boundaries, to travel everywhere, mainly in the past – this being 

Ackroyd‘s obsession. If anything, this need to see places (real places or 

just places of the mind) is the seal of our age, and totally disappears in 

the world of the future as imagined by The Plato Papers.  

Plato finds that we are half the height of the beings he knows, and 

that we look but do not see anything aside from what we mean to 

acquire. He passes unseen by the past world he discovers beneath his. 

He cannot be heard: 

 

They had no way of knowing that heir earth was in a great cavern beneath the 
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surface of our world. Their sky was the roof of a cave, but for them it was the 
threshold of the universe. I was walking among the blind. Yet when at night I 
looked up at the glittering face of the Mouldwarp heaven I, too, was 
entranced by it. (p. 90) 

 

In Hawksmoor two ages, several centuries apart, melt on the last 

page of the book. In The Plato Papers two types of mind, of 

understanding the universe are superposed. One is the limited view 

(past or present). The other is the twofold view of the author and his 

spokesman, Plato. Plato can see two worlds at once, he has an insight 

into the infinity, the mystery of a world others take for granted. Neither 

the past nor his present accept him. He is a misfit. So we feel after 

reading the last page of the book.  

Its plot does not matter in the least. Plato is tried, he chooses to 

leave his native space, he comes to our world (we learn no more than 

that). The real plot is in fact the author‘s attempt to educate us into 

relativity. He means by it more than Einstein‘s concept. He enriches it by 

a dimension of the soul. Ackroyd‘s whole work is a window opening 

onto unsuspected but fervently embraced mystery.  

Coming back from our dark world, which is a cave of  

shadows beneath the world of ‗ghosts of light‘ (p. 100) that he inhabits, 

he tries to make light see darkness, but he fails. The suggestion is we 

are confined to our senses, and we need an ability of the beyond. In our 

case, beyond would mean more light. What we think of as light can be 

improved. Plato‘s peers see ‗angels,‘ and even find their feathers. Two 
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realities exist ‗simultaneously.‘ Maybe more than two, and Plato asks: 

 

They could not know that they lived in a cave, hidden from the light. But how 
can we be sure that, in turn, there is not a world of brightness beyond our 
own? (p. 104) 

 

He has one lesson to teach, and only one: ‗There are no certainties. 

So take nothing for granted.‘ (p. 107) Plato‘s soul, his only fit companion, 

suggests at last that everything, darkness and light and whatever more 

worlds he might find out, are all within his own mind. Plato muses: 

 

Perhaps they are all around us, but we cannot see one another. (p. 121) 

 

Disturbing and exhilarating. ‗Intermingled‘ worlds revolve in the 

pages of this book. The past dreams the present into life, the present 

creates the past in its dreams. Do we actually exist? Plato is utterly 

dissatisfied with his world: 

 

I ask you if this is the way to live. I can no longer endure our patience, our 
endless worship, our expectation. Some of us grow old and fade. I have seen 
my own mother begin to depart, until she was scarcely visible even to me. (...) 
If we do not learn to doubt, then perhaps our own age will die. (pp. 132–133) 

 

Like a travelling Christ, a Christ leaving (not coming to) the city in 

triumph, surrounded by children, Plato chooses ‗perpetual exile‘ (p. 

134). His peers believe him to have simply ‗entered another dream‘ (p. 

139 – last words of the novel).  
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 Ackroyd‘s novel is a philosophy of the mind, and, as he said in our 

interview, ‗The mind is the soul.‘ His text teaches the reader to see with 

this soul. 

 

Peter Ackroyd, The Plato Papers, 1999 (Vintage, 2000) 
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The text in the mirror,  

or the rewind technique:  

                       Martin Amis, Time’s Arrow 

 

 

 Martin Amis‘s Time’s Arrow has one major point of interest, and 

that is technical. The novel is built on the rewind method, so to say. It 

begins with the old age of a hero paralyzed on a hospital bed, and ends 

with the moment when he is returned to the womb in order to be born 

(again?). Everything is seen as a film that is made to rewind, all gestures 

going back, all incidents ending in their beginning, which the 

protagonist – split into ‗I‘ and ‗He – judges with the eyes of someone 

who comes from the future and mistakes it for the past.  

Scatological images are Amis‘ favourites: food is returned by the 

heroes to the plate, excrements have to be admitted to the place they 

came from, trash becomes again whatever it was before being discarded 

(letters come from the trash, for instance), the money paid once is now 

given to the one who asks for a job to be done, vehicles retrace their trip 

to the point of departure, patients (the hero is a doctor) are brought to 

life out of their dead bodies.  

Logic is contradicted with delight, and chronological causality (the 

inner ‗I‘ continues to use it in perceiving the undoing of time) becomes 

the cause of many comic effects. Everything that was done is undone 
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slowly in front of our eyes, and the part of the hero which is trapped 

inside (usually the ‗I‘) passes judgment as if he had really come to life on 

the hospital bed, within a paralyzed body, and as if he were advancing 

with interest to the moment of his birth, which he perceives as the end of 

his life.  

 The body – the ‗He‘, Tod Friendly, John Young, Hamilton de Souza, 

Odilo Unverdorben (names for one and the same person) – is enigmatic. 

The inner ‗I‘ constantly complains that the world he is experiencing 

‗backwards‘ does not make sense. At first the book  

itself hardly makes sense. Dialogue is recorded backwards (answer 

before question), but aside from that we have no clue that we are going 

from the end of a life towards its beginning in flesh and blood, that the 

hero actually grows younger and younger (instead of growing old) 

under our own eyes.  

 The hero is thus divided into two selves. One of the two selves 

knows the true story and will not reveal it; his thoughts are not known. 

The other, the inner prisoner who cannot do anything physically, but 

has all the thinking power, is constantly amazed by the way things turn 

out, going backwards, from end to beginning.  

Our idea of the end and the beginning only applies to the physical, 

mute self. The inner, thinking self has a totally different logic from ours; 

he is born within an old body, and dies as the infant returned to the 

womb. For the inner, nameless self, birth is death, and mother means 

death too.  
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The reader is more than confused. His logic is severely challenged. 

It seems at times that, in order to be as consistent as he is, the author 

must have filmed his script and then watched it rewinding, carefully 

transcribing exactly what he saw, each incident or gesture from last to 

first.  

This rewinding is then combined with thinking, with the inner view 

which attributes to the past reasons from the future, as it were. We are 

slowly taught to judge what came first by connecting it to what came 

afterwards, making the afterwards the cause of what came before it. 

Reversing chronological causality (the old narrative law according to 

which the past causes the present and the present causes the future), the 

story reaches hilarious conclusions, which would be comic unless they 

had desperately tragic connotations.  

The titles of the chapters do not make sense before we read the whole 

book. They must be read all over again when we are familiar with the 

reversed logic of the text. What goes around comes around means to say that 

growing old can be reversed, and who was old can now grow young, life 

can go the opposite way to nature (even though this is just a trick of the 

author‘s mind, it is the law of life for this book).  

You have to be cruel to be kind foreshadows the main topic of the 

novel, the concentration camps. Amis‘s text sees the German doctors (his 

hero included) in the camps as ‗giving life‘ (in reverse) to the dead 

bodies of the Jews. That is kindness. As for the cruelty which comes 

before kindness, and which implies killing those lives before curing 
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them back to life, that cruelty is something this novel professes it is 

ignorant of. The German doctors are saintly benefactors.  

The title winks at the reader: you know about the cruelty of the 

Nazis. The main hero perceives this as kindness because he comes from 

the future towards the past, and sees things backwards, but you know 

the real course of events and can compare. You know that Jews passed 

from life to death (irreversibly) and not the other way round. The author 

counts on the reader‘s being aware of the Holocaust when the text 

praises as ‗kindness‘ the cruelty of concentration camps. 

Because I am a healer, everything I do heals is another introduction to 

the Holocaust. We do not know anything about the hero‘s past yet. We 

have no idea he was an SS doctor in the camps. We merely know he is a 

doctor, seemingly a gynecologist (or mainly that), which, we soon learn, 

he was in the camps, too, where he experimented on Jewish women. The 

chapter is entitled according to the hero‘s backward logic: he is a doctor, 

therefore in the camps he could only give life (restore the dead women‘s 

bodies to life, as the rewound images show), so everything he does 

heals. 

You do what you do best, not what’s best to do is a justification of the 

hero‘s killings, which we inevitably infer once we understand what it is 

all about. Odilo‘s best qualification was killing. It was not the best thing 

to do, but he feels no guilt. He feels like a martyr who worked under 

terrible conditions, sacrificing his own family life (he became impotent, 

his wife stopped loving him and his infant daughter died). This title is 
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given in accordance with our true logic, not in order to shock us, but to 

strengthen our conviction that we have found the true key to meaning 

when we decode the trick of viewing atrocities backwards in time.  

Here is no why best describes the inconceivability of the camps. 

There is no reason for those atrocities, and the author sides with our 

logic once again. We are shown the dire misery and the subhuman 

cruelty, and we are also told we should not ask why. Whom would we 

ask? The hero, who, as we know by now, was practically born into 

Nazism, who was – more or less willingly, that we do not know, and the 

book only tells us that he became impotent, probably because of the 

horrors he witnessed – part of the massacre? A hero who, once the war 

ended and Germany lost, ran to Portugal, and from there to New York 

by boat, under a false identity? The hero who got to keep his life and 

conceal his crimes? Here is a dialogue which best describes the hero‘s 

past (actually his future, in the book) if it is read backwards, from the 

last to the first line: 

 

‗So. All they have is this, which is thirty years old, and two so-called witnesses.‘ 
John Waited. 
‗Nothing,‘ said John. 
‗What, nothing?‘ 
‗I had no criminal record.‘ 
‗The usual catch: did you lie about your criminal record?‘ 
‗Ah.‘ 
‗It‘s taking the form of inquiries about your US naturalization.‘ (pp. 81–82) 

 

Rearranged, it would look like this: 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

65 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

 

‗It‘s taking the form of inquiries about your US naturalization.‘ 
‗Ah.‘ 
‗The usual catch: did you lie about your criminal record?‘ 
‗I had no criminal record.‘ 
‗What, nothing?‘ 
‗Nothing,‘ said John. 
John Waited. 
‗So. All they have is this, which is thirty years old, and two so-called 
witnesses.‘ 

 

 Multiply zero by zero and you still get zero is an ambiguous title. The 

chapter describes the moment the hero‘s child was conceived. Seen from 

both sides, forward and backwards, zero by zero will get zero. The 

camps have already unhappened (been seen as a fountain of life, that is). 

Zero victims. Zero culpability? 

She loves me, she loves me not reminds us of the absence of love in all 

after-Modernist novels. After-Modernist poetry is bolder and more 

emotional. The chapter offers a comic vision of Herta, Odilo‘s wife, 

advancing (actually receding) into childhood. She resented him while he 

was ‗curing‘ bodies in the camps, but now she no longer has to deal with 

their dead child, his impotence, his life near the oven.  

The inner ‗I‘ thinks her present actions (her past, in reality) are a 

consequence of her past (in truth her future, seen with real chronology 

in mind). The implied chronology of this book, reversed as it is, gives 

us two simultaneous perceptions of reality. One is the implied horror of 

the true sequence past-present-future. The other is the reversal, which 
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brings confusion, in which nothing makes sense because sense itself is 

destroyed. 

This destruction of sense is the very reason why Amis must have 

chosen the rewind device. He needed to freshen up an old topic. He 

wanted a more lively perception of a dulled historical fact, if we may call 

the Holocaust that. Words were not enough for the novelist. Words 

could not describe the horrors, so he made a trip into film. The reader 

feels sick and also elated. He has been smart enough to decode, to pull 

out the cork of a bottle whose content will poison him. Sick or smart as 

the reader may feel, Amis‘s text is an unhappy reading. 

 As has been seen, the story of the novel is more than simple: a boy 

is born in Germany, gets married, becomes a doctor, has a child who 

dies. He joins the SS very early and goes to the camps as a doctor. He 

kills. The war is lost by the Germans, he narrowly escapes the Russians, 

runs to Portugal and embarks for Ellis Island. He changes identities all 

the time. Once an American citizen, he lives in fear of being found out. 

At last he dies paralyzed on a hospital bed. Which is the moment the 

book begins, in reverse.  

 The story is not coloured by any feeling. No love affairs, no family 

ties, a dry, barren life. We can only understand the reason of its 

emptiness when we realize the horror of his past (his future, in the 

book). The book begins with his sex-life and finds there is no love 

involved. The inner ‗I‘ is amazed. This inner eye is young and eager to 

find affection. The body of the criminal doctor is exhausted. It can only 
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perform sex mechanically. The reader is disgusted by his lack of 

sensibility. Seen in retrospect, the hero‘s past (actually his future) is 

understandable once we know  his future (actually past). We rearrange 

incidents according to our own idea of time, and see the explanation. Yet 

this explanation does not change the fact that Amis chose to  

write a book which excludes feeling as a topic. And he is not the only 

novelist to do so.  

Time’s Arrow is written (partly) in the American tradition of 

conversational novels. Amis is very fond of the conversational narrative. 

He amasses words, surrounding the meaning with sentences that are 

apparently uttered at random. The mass of words which need to be 

combed back into meaning – and can be decoded, with patience – is 

accompanied by the presence of the grotesque. When the comic ceases to 

amuse and begins to horrify, Amis‘s novel has reached its aim. History 

becomes grotesque. Apparently, seen backwards, it makes the criminals 

look like saints and the victims seem happy and blessed. The Jews are 

given back health, riches, family life and love.  

The first clash of our knowledge of history with Amis‘s view of the 

rewound film may spur the reader into laughter, but not for long. With 

verbosity and a superficial claim that nothing makes sense (so we must 

not look for meanings, they do not exist), the author stares at us: will 

you, reader, take my word for granted, or will you use your own values 

to prove me wrong (doubt my innocence)?  

The end seems in favour of the latter. Can the child in the womb be 
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a symbol of death? Pushed back into his mother‘s life, Odilo leaves us. 

That is his moment of death, when he is allowed to change. He acquires 

a new existence, in another dimension than life. The two selves – Odilo 

and I – come back to our idea of life and love, but for them it is in 

another world, not here, in our time: 

 

We‘re away once more, over the field. Odilo Unverdorben and his 
eager heart. And I within, who came at the wrong time – either too 
soon, or after it was all too late. (p. 173) 

 

The ‗I within‘ leaves the horrifying body of the criminal doctor who 

became an American citizen. The past is the past at last, nothing goes 

backwards any more. The last words of the novel talk about the ‗wrong 

time.‘ It is the best label for the arrow of time, which, in this novel, is 

pointed the wrong way. That arrow wounds the reader, not the hero. It 

leaves the pages of the book in order to pierce our complacent mind. The 

Holocaust is alive and we must perceive it anew, with the same pain as 

its victims.  

 After-Modernists find suspense in the most unexpected places. 

Their novels may not rely on the future as an expectation or on love as 

the pattern of life, but it makes them none the less exciting. The after-

Modernist novelist always finds a trick to make us gasp for breath when 

the end comes. Martin Amis relies on our knowledge of history, of time. 

If the reader has no idea about World War II and the concentration 

camps, the plot and suspense of Time’s Arrow are lost.  
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The novel defamiliarizes and confuses. It creates a dystopia based 

on our expectations of the familiar. If we are to understand anything, we 

must constantly translate from our language into that of the novel, from 

chronology into time reversed, from slow forward into fast rewind. We 

follow the simulacrum of a story (at first) with very little interest and 

with the feeling that an atmosphere is being created: one in which 

everything contradicts the familiar, from food being vomited instead of 

eaten, or babies being pushed into the womb for the final good bye.  

Gradually we get used to defamiliarizing with the author. From 

time to time we fall out of pace, but we are helped to catch up with him. 

Finally we understand: time is going backwards, and we are going to 

land in the middle of World War II. We look for details. We find out the 

hero was a doctor in camps. We find out about his family, then youth, 

then childhood, and at last he is a baby again and we part company. End 

of story.  

The focus cannot be on our hunt for details. What keeps our 

interest alive is the moral suspense of the novel. Amis is describing 

something fatally wrong. He takes the amoral stand: it was all a 

humanitarian mission. Dignity and life were restored to the Jews. Had 

he stated that the Holocaust was a terrible crime against humanity, he 

might have been ignored. He chose to shock us and make us rediscover 

the indictment on our own, relying on our morality. At the end of the 

book, we are those who pass judgment. The verdict does not come from 

the outside. We find out we have internalized both history and its 
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morals. 

 For about a hundred pages we may well wonder where the 

pleasure of reading has gone. We are thoroughly confused by the loose 

sentences and the little meaning we can gather. Little is happening, there 

is much talk (the American tradition, as I said before), and the hero has 

no story to follow, no suspense. Details are not put to thorough use, as it 

happens with Ackroyd, Ishiguro, Lodge. The small incidents come and 

go, many of them forgotten, never used again. The whole economy of 

the book is loose from the point of view of details, invented by the 

talkative hero(es) as we go along. Heard and lost. Amis‘s Time’s Arrow is 

a mass of information which falls upon our sleeping minds till their 

moral awakening. Here is a perfect example, the description of the 

showers of death in a concentration camp: 

 

At this point, notwithstanding, I should like to log one of several possible 
caveats or reservations. In Sprinkleroom the patients eventually get dressed in 
clothes provided, which, though seldom very clean, are at least always 
pertinently cut. Here, the guards have a habit of touching the women. 
Sometimes – certainly – to bestow a jewel, a ring, a small valuable. But at other 
times quite gratuitously. Oh, I think they mean well enough. It is done in the 
irrepressible German manner: coltishly, and with lit face. And they only do it to 
the angry ones. And it definitely has the effect of calming them down. One 
touch, there, and they go all numb and blocked, like the others. (Who wail 
sometimes. Who stare at us with incredulous scorn. But I understand their 
condition. I‘m sympathetic; I accept all that.) It may be symbolic, this touching 
of the women. Life and love must go on. Life and love must emphatically and 
resonantly go on: here, that‘s what we‘re all about. Yet there is a patina of 
cruelty, intense cruelty, as if creation corrupts... (p. 130) 

 

It is a feat on the part of the author to be so consistently against the 
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familiar, to be dystopian to the bitter end, and do it under the 

appearance of well-meaning humour. The effect is all the more 

devastating as it comes from the reader‘s realization alone. We are not 

told what story to follow or what attitude to take. We decide for 

ourselves. Understanding this author is like a cry of victory after a hard 

battle for sense. 

 Narration had to be as inventive as the substance of the book for the 

text to be effective. Martin Amis found the best way to convey what he 

had to say: he invented a split self. The ‗I‘ of the book is first the ‗I 

within‘, who talks about the body as ‗he‘ and about the whole being as 

‗we‘ or ‗ourself‘. Towards the end of the novel, the body acquires the 

right to speak in the first person and describe the story of its past, which 

is perceived as a future, of course. The ‗I within‘ longs for feeling and is 

confused. He wishes he had a body of his own and were able to do as he 

pleased, instead of being at the mercy of the ‗he‘. This ‗he‘ is in physical 

control. He can make love, but not love anyone. He never utters a word. 

He does what has to be done, in reverse, as if trapped in his own story.  

The best description for this part of the hero‘s self is Amis‘s image 

of the ship that takes the hero to Europe (the reverse image of the trip to 

America, at the end of the war): the ship does not leave a trail on the 

ocean, it eats it up, so there is no trace of its ever going the other (true) 

way. It is one way of saying that what was will not be repeated, at least. 

It is thoroughly undone by the novel, the author seems to imply: 
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Only John is invariably to be found on the stern, looking at where we‘re 
headed. The ship‘s route is clearly delineated on the surface of the water and is 
violently consumed by our advance. Thus we leave no mark on the ocean, as if 
we are successfully covering our tracks. (p. 109) 

 

 John must have been looking back at the Continent while he was 

leaving it, so this is the meaning of his look now, seen in reverse. We are 

by now aware that this text must be read in the mirror. In spite of Amis‘s 

huge desire to shock, the novel asserts a generally held opinion. If 

history is now common truth, Amis‘s text proves that literature can win 

where politics and morals are beginning to weaken. Martin Amis makes 

a point by using this complicated dialogue of ‗I‘ and ‗He‘: a novelist‘s 

technique is inexhaustible and the resourceful style of narration is 

indeed the man. 

 

Martin Amis, Time’s Arrow, 1991 (Penguin Books, 1992) 
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Morals and the fairy tale: 

Julian Barnes, Love, etc.  

 

 

 A typical after-Modernist novelist, Julian Barnes writes Love, etc as 

another proof of the death of the couple and of the fairy-tale tradition. 

The title may – and may not – have something to do with e.e. 

cummings‘s poem which ends with 

 

your smile 
eyes, knees and of your Etcetera. 

 

The couples which lose love in this novel are mostly couples which we 

know from the previous novel, Talking It Over:  

 

● On the one hand there is Oliver with Gillian, his present wife, the 

mother of his two small daughters, whom, in the previous novel, some 

ten years ago, he stole from Stuart. Talking It Over ended with Gillian 

cornering an innocent Oliver into striking her, under the hidden eyes of 

Stuart, who was spying on the couple. Gillian knew Stuart was there. 

She was trying to give Stuart ‗closure‘, to show him that he had missed 

nothing, that he was not denied happiness because she – Gillian – was 

the kind of woman who could not make a man happy. Actually we find 
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out now that she can. She is alert to everyone‘s emotional needs, 

Oliver‘s, Stuart‘s, her mother‘s, her daughters‘. She never says what she 

herself wants, unlike all the other characters, who want something for 

themselves all the time. 

 

● While Oliver is a failure (a teacher of English as a foreign 

language, with lots of unfeasible ‗projects‘ and no money to keep a 

family), living off his wife (who restores paintings, as she did while she 

was married to Stuart), Stuart is a financial success. He went to America 

after the divorce. He entered various combinations and won every time, 

making a comfortable amount of money, which he returns to England to 

invest in ‗organic‘ food. He combines the American dream – money, 

fame (but not the woman his heart is set on) – with quiet, solid, 

reassuring British efficiency.  

 He marries Terri in America, but she divorces him when she finds 

out he carries all the time with him the photo of his first wife after she 

was struck by Oliver, with blood on her face and a baby in her arms (the 

moment Gillian engineered in France, when she practically coaxed 

Oliver into hitting her).  

 When he returns to London, he has a short lived affair with Ellie, 

Gillian‘s very young assistant, who drops him like a hot potato when 

she realizes he is after Gillian in fact. We do not understand her 

reservations at first, but when Stuart at last rapes Gillian and makes it 

sound as if she had had wanted it to happen, we have a bitter revelation 
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of his real nature. We even side with Gillian‘s choice of Oliver in the 

previous novel.  

 All through Love, etc we struggle with a dislike of Oliver, which 

builds up. He talks more than he thinks, his jokes are distasteful and 

they become incredibly predictable. Oliver is a survivor of Talking It 

Over. He is a being made up of words. His life is a constant ‗depression‘, 

or, as his little daughters say, he is ‗in the dumps‘. When he realizes 

Gillian used him in order to put Stuart at ease (which he seems to take as 

a proof that she cared for Stuart a lot more than she said she did), he 

behaves as if she were certain to leave him, and we feel encouraged to 

think she will choose Stuart all over again, because he is the better man.  

 Truth is Stuart is not better at all. He insinuates himself into 

Gillian‘s life, gives her a better house, cooks for her, does odd jobs about 

the house while Oliver chooses to mope and be depressed in his room. 

Oliver‘s illness is a form of panic: he keeps wondering if he will be 

eliminated from the game. As long as Stuart behaves and is silent, 

Oliver‘s goodbye seems imminent. Then suddenly we have a fourfold 

image of the moment Stuart makes love to Gillian again. First she says it 

was mutually consented, while he seems to imply it all came very 

natural. Then Gillian tells us the truth – Stuart raped her – and Stuart 

sticks to his own version: Gillian is his wife – he was her first husband – 

so sleeping with her was a rightful act.  

 What Barnes does is a subtle reversal of values. Oliver the word-

man did hit Gillian, but he never left any real scars in her soul. Stuart, on 
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the other hand, makes her the mother of a child he will never raise, 

because it becomes pretty obvious by the last page of the book that 

Gillian does not want him back. Actually she has at last found out – 

better late than never – why she rejected him in the first place. Stuart 

turns out to be mean, dry, calculated and disgustingly selfish. The tame 

bereft husband in Talking It Over now turns out to be a self-centred 

monster with no sensibility, very similar to the early version of 

Galsworthy‘s Soames (in The Forsyte Saga).  

 Out of the story of this rape – since this is what Love, etc is, the 

brutal story of a rape – a possible third novel might emerge: the birth of 

the child conceived out of rape. Will Oliver bring the child up as his 

own? It is fairly obvious Gillian cannot be reunited with Stuart, and it is 

even more obvious that what Stuart was after to begin with was his own 

idea of closure. Gillian‘s photo with Oliver‘s baby in her arms and blood 

running down her cheek did not in the least do the trick for Stuart. Now 

he has Gillian pregnant with his own child, and his interest may 

dwindle. His soul harbours no love for Gillian, it turns out. But Oliver‘s 

does.  

Apparently, Oliver the word-man is the soul-man, too. Stuart is a 

fraud, a money-man, an impostor. He makes believe he is concerned for 

Gillian when all along he was planning his revenge. Will the next novel, 

possibly entitled Children, etc, demonstrate that not only love in the 

couple is dead, but love in the family, too? That there is no family? That 

the safest cell of society (fiercely derided by Huxley in his Brave New 
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World) is dead and buried as well? 

 

 ● Two more couples – opposed in meaning – are Gillian‘s divorced 

parents (Mme Wyatt and her former husband, Gordon) and Mrs Dyer 

and her dead husband (whom she hopes to rejoin shortly). Mme Wyatt 

resents Gordon, who left her for another woman. Gordon himself speaks 

at some point, and we find out he has no communication with either 

mother or daughter. Hate is genetically transmitted. Mrs Dyer, on the 

other hand, dreams of being reunited with her husband‘s ashes, of 

‗flying‘ with him away from this world, where the fairy tale is 

discouragingly dead. 

 

 

 

As far as plot is concerned, the novel is a slow revelation of Stuart, 

and it could be turned into a horror movie, The Rape. What saves this 

plot from déjà vu is its dramatic technique. There is no story telling spent 

between author and reader. Whatever is going on is strictly between 

heroes and the reader. The author‘s metamorphosis into many voices is 

stimulating and it is the only source of suspense. We want to find out 

what all the characters think about the same incident. Few incidents, but 

a lot of opinions. Many words, scanty direct narration.  

The story – Barnes seems to say – is secondary. Henry James (and 
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then the Stream of Consciousness) was right: the story is now all in the 

telling. The words are not so much carriers of incidents as proof of 

character. And the main message of Barnes‘s heroes, here as elsewhere, 

is deeply moral. Ironical and witty as he is, one might ignore this moral 

side on first reading his books. On rereading, his moral bias cannot be 

missed.  

Barnes feels that right and wrong are the major substances that go 

into the making of a being‘s backbone. Characters are made or marred by 

them. Oliver, Gillian, even the two little daughters, Mrs Dyer, Terri, Ellie, 

Dr Robb (the psychiatrist), even Gordon Wyatt (the man who leaves his 

wife) are morally right, and pursue the dénouement of their morality. 

Things must go right, and, if they do not, they must be rectified. Gillian is 

the first to do it when she engineers the scene in France which was 

supposed (in Talking It Over) to set Stuart‘s mind at ease. Oliver feels 

guilty all along for stealing Gillian and, although he never says so in as 

many words, he is aware of the enormous responsibility to make her 

happy. Terri and Ellie both reject Stuart on moral grounds: he is morally 

unfaithful to them, dishonest and mainly foul because he is hiding – we 

learn that at the bitter end – a violent desire to harm Gillian. Stuart‘s 

revenge is cruel, self-centred and immoral. 

The bereft spouses – Stuart and Mme Wyatt – are immoral. They 

need to harm others. They are unlovable. Mme Wyatt reveals a long life 

of deception and shallowness. We feel, once we know her true story 

from her own mouth, that she deserved being left. With Stuart, we have 
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to pass our own judgment. We grow to like him as the novel unfurls. He 

is generous, efficient, caring – although rather mean to Oliver, which is 

understandable from where Stuart stands. The moment we are almost 

done deciding Oliver is a failure and Stuart should take his place in 

Gillian‘s life, the only story in the novel occurs: Stuart rapes Gillian. If 

that is not closure for him, it is for us. Barnes has made his point. 

Like most novels by Barnes, this one has a devious technique, too. 

Barnes‘s technical forte is creeping under the plot, digging a tunnel of 

tenderness and surprising us when we least expect it with a breath of 

fresh feeling. Staring at the Sun is the best feat in this direction, but 

tenderness is lastly revealed in Flaubert’s Parrot and Metroland as well.  

Before tenderness and morals, it is this devious technique that we 

notice. A spoken novel could have been a hard nut to crack. The heroes 

could easily have talked more that we would have been willing to listen 

to. It is Barnes‘s merit that he can weigh his words and use them with 

economy. In Love, etc he is a true follower of Henry James.  

After-Modernist novels are not usually agreeable to read. They 

force the limit of our understanding. Barnes can be read with real 

pleasure, even though he deals with the grave matter of the death of the 

couple, of the idea of family as such. He knows the tradition of the fairy 

tale is dead, but does not make a tragedy out of it. It is his position 

versus the sense of loss all contemporary novelists convey that makes 

his wit outstanding. Ishiguro, Gray, Amis, Lessing – to name just a few – 

are oppressive. They announce the end of the world. Barnes looks at 
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things from the opposite end and sees the world beginning. For this 

freshness of perception readers always embrace him with relief. He is an 

after-Modernist of the reading comfort. 

 

Julian Barnes, Love, etc, Picador, 2000 
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The academic fascist: 

Malcolm Bradbury,  The History Man 

 

 

Malcolm Bradbury‘s The History Man (1975) begins and ends with a 

party, and is a literary party in itself. Very much like Henry James, 

Bradbury finds his fun in the irony behind the  plot. The telling is a fairly 

monotonous third person narration. The plot is almost invisible with the 

naked eye. The real pleasure of the book is revealed only to the reader 

who can see for himself, who can put the incidents and words together 

and read precisely what the novelist will not state. Because Malcolm 

Bradbury is not a stater, but an implier, just like Henry James. The party 

is the reader‘s, to enjoy on his own, when the book has been read and 

put aside. After the last page, the truth dawns on us, and we feel awed, 

amazed, disenchanted, duped.  

What are the reasons of the reader‘s disenchantment once the book 

has  been read? One is that the plot is not a real plot, but a sequence of 

incidents with a thesis. Each new development serves a purpose, which is 

always the same: the novelist makes us see, slowly, gradually and 

winking at us from an enigmatical text, that his hero, Howard Kirk, is a 

manipulator, who puts everything, from small campus clashes and affairs 

to history itself, to his own use. He is a social psychologist, and 

manipulating social beings is what he can do best.  
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A second reason for disillusion would be that this Howard Kirk is 

not perceived as a hero till the last page ends and we start wondering 

whom we have been reading about. The same as in Bradbury‘s 

Mensonge, the great man we expect to see is absent. But this is no 

surprise. Virginia Woolf stated that the hero must be a common person, 

and Bradbury hurries to oblige. Virginia Woolf herself could not do as 

she preached, she could not really build heroes who were common, 

loveless beings. Bradbury, on the other hand, refuses to imagine 

anything heroic. 

 The ‗Author‘s Note‘ is written in the exact style of Mensonge: 

 

This fiction is for Beamish, whom, while en route for some conference or 
other, I last saw at Frankfurt airport, enquiring from desk to desk about his 
luggage, unhappily not loaded onto the same plane as he. It is a total 
invention with delusory approximations to historical reality, just as is history 
itself. Not only does the University of Watermouth, which appears here, bear 
no relation to the real University of Watermouth (which does not exist) or to 
any other university; the year 1972, which also appears, bears no relation to 
the real 1972, which was a fiction anyway; and so on. As for the characters, so-
called, no one but the other characters in this book knows them, and they not 
well; they are pure inventions, as is the plot in which they more than 
participate. Nor did I fly to a conference the other day; and if I did, there was 
no one on the plane named Beamish, who certainly did not lose his luggage. 
The rest, of course, is true. 

 

It evinces the author‘s elusiveness. Bradbury does not want to be in 

charge of a real novel, in the realistic sense of the word. His book looks 

realistic in the telling, and that is why he takes it upon himself to 

contradict the story telling, which he seems to be unable to choose or 
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change. He seems to be telling us, ‗I write as I can, but it is up to you to 

make the best of it, because my meaning is not in my words.‘  

 To begin with, the book is dedicated to Henry Beamish, apparently 

a non-hero of The History Man. He is the man who is under history, 

while Howard Kirk rides it victoriously. Beamish is the ‗accident‘ man. 

Everything bad happens to him, and nothing in his life can be 

controlled, in spite of the fact that he is a social psychologist himself. He 

is a moral human being, and this puts him at a great disadvantage. He 

loves his wife; he realizes he cannot write a book because he feels he is in 

the wrong field; he falls in all the traps set by Howard, his ‗best friend‘; 

he knows he is despised and does not really care about it; Henry is the 

only hero in this book who has the courage of acting like a vulnerable 

human being, the only one that triggers the readers‘ feelings, not their 

combinatory ability. Understanding Henry Beamish, whom this book is 

dedicated to (as a joke, it seems, but very seriously, we realize in the 

end), implies our discarding all the others and choosing an unsuccessful, 

blundering but deeply endearing being. 

 To prove that Beamish (the more humane of the two H‘s) is a 

‗fiction man‘ (as compared to the ‗history man‘), here are a few of the 

accidents that make up his story, otherwise not really exciting or even 

appealing, and definitely (in good after-Modernist tradition) unfinished: 

 

▲ At the beginning of the plot, Howard Kirk, the successful social 

conjurer, accuses Henry of being ‗bourgeois‘ now (p. 40).  
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The Kirks and Beamishes have known each other for a very long time, 
since the days in Leeds, in fact, where Howard and Henry were graduate 
students together. Over the years in Watermouth they have seen a good deal 
of each other; it is one of those relationships which, based on an old 
friendship, keeps on running its course, even though the subscribing parties 
to it have all changed and have little really to say to each other. (p. 75)  

 

If Beamish has lost his grip, Howard Kirk grows stronger and 

stronger. This book is about the latter‘s triumph, which is  at the same 

time his dehumanization. 

 

▲ Before the beginning of the ‗party‘, the only thing that happens in 

the present of the plot (covering three parties, as a matter of fact), 

Barbara and Howard Kirk are, for a brief moment, on the brink of 

separation. Barbara spends a night with the Beamishes. On the day of 

the central party, Myra Beamish, Henry‘s wife, comes to the Kirks and 

tells them the she is leaving Henry because ‗I‘m bored because he never 

does anything to me.‘ (...) ‗I‘m leaving him for me.‘ (p. 77) We learn later 

on that she was upper bourgeois, and Henry has not been able to offer 

her the life she presumably was dreaming of (totally vague, otherwise, 

and this is how Bradbury wants it to be perceived). Aside her one-time 

going to bed with Howard a while ago, Myra has done absolutely 

nothing with her life, if we are to judge by the details the author 

provides about her in the whole book. 
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▲  During the party, there is an ‗accident‘: Henry pushes his arm 

through a window. He has to be rushed to hospital, and has stitches and 

a bandaged arm, which he can hardly use. His only reported words are, 

‗Don‘t tell Howard, will you? We mustn‘t spoil his party.‘ (p. 112) 

Howard‘s comment is, ‗he has an instinct for disaster.‘ (p. 115) Before the 

pattern is stated, we suspect Henry is unhappy as Myra is leaving him, 

and attempts one of the following: to commit suicide, to ask for pity, to 

show anger at the Kirks. Actually he contradicts all our suspicions:  

 

‗Henry,‘ says Howard, ‗what happened to you last night?‘ ‗I had twenty-
seven stitches,‘ says Henry, ‗very nice Indian doctor. Quite good English.‘ ‗But 
how did it happen that you cut yourself like that?‘ ‗Aha,‘ says Henry, ‗now 
there‘s a question. I‘ve been thinking about that a lot. I slipped, you see, and put 
out my arm to save myself, and shoved it through your window. But it can‘t 
have been as simple as that.‘ ‗No,‘ says Howard. ‗No,‘ says Henry, ‗I think there 
was a piece of ice. I think someone must have had ice in his drink, and dropped 
it on the floor, and I stepped on it. I don‘t mean dropped it deliberately. I mean, I 
was to blame, of course. Of course I was a bit unsteady, after the dogbite.‘ ‗You 
didn‘t mean to fall through the window ?‘ Henry stares at Howard; he says, ‗No, 
heavens, no. Why should I do that ?‘ ‗You do have a lot of accidents,‘ says 
Howard, ‗doesn‘t it worry you?‘ ‗I‘m a very clumsy person, Howard, I‘m big and 
a bit top-heavy. I blame it on not playing games at school. They wouldn‘t let me, 
you know, after the beri-beri.‘ ‗You had beri-beri?‘ ‗Haven‘t I told you ?‘ asks 
Henry, ‗Oh, yes. A nasty attack.‘ ‗Where was this?‘ asks Howard. ‗Huddersfield,‘ 
says Henry. ‗But, look, as a professional social psychologist, haven‘t you ever 
wondered how you got into this accident pattern ?‘ ‗Well, it‘s not my line, really, 
is it?‘ says Henry, ‗I‘m more a social control and delinquency man. I admit 
there‘s an inexplicable statistical frequency.‘ ‗Two last night,‘ says Howard. ‗Yes,‘ 
says Henry, ‗it makes you think. I suppose you‘re asking me if I‘m drinking too 
much, or on drugs. The answer‘s no. I didn‘t touch drugs last night, I don‘t get 
on with them. And I didn‘t get much to drink, either. If you remember I got to 
the party very late. When I walked home from the university to drive Myra back 
to the party, I found she‘d already gone in the car. So of course I had to walk 
back all the way into town again, took me more than an hour. Then the dog bit 
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me as soon as I got there, and I was ages in the bathroom, soaking my leg in 
antiseptic. And then I can‘t have had more than two glasses of wine at the most, 
Howard, before I went into the guest bedroom, to change my socks, and I 
thought I‘d open the window, and I put my arm through it. So it‘s not that. Have 
a crisp?‘ ‗No, thank you,‘ says Howard. 

‗It doesn‘t give way to analysis, does it?‘ asks Henry. ‗It was funny. It 
didn‘t hurt at first, but then I realized you could die from a cut like that, so I 
thought I‘d better yell for help. And then Flora turned up; wasn‘t she 
marvellous? Well, I suppose things like that happen at parties, as you say. We 
like to read something into it, that‘s our line, but nothing stands up. It really 
was just a bit of an accident.‘ ‗Henry, you weren‘t upset last night ?‘ asks 
Howard, looking at Henry‘s bland face. ‗I was shaken by the dogbite,‘ says 
Henry, ‗but not especially.‘ ‗I think I‘m more worried about you than you are 
by yourself,‘ says Howard. ‗Well, that‘s very nice of you, Howard,‘ says Henry, 
‗but I shouldn‘t bother.‘ (pp. 167–168) 

 

▲  Once started, Bradbury will not stop. He invents more and more 

accidents in Henry‘s past. When he first met Howard, some boys 

knocked him down with a football. He had told them to ‗get off the 

university playing fields, because they were private property,‘ (p. 168) 

and the boys flung a football at him. Howard picked him up.  

 

▲  On the way home from a department meeting, Howard gives 

Henry a lift. Meaning to turn his car, H 1 (Howard) asks H 2 (Henry) to 

guide him while he is turning, and he, accidentally again, hits Howard.  

 

▲ Further on in the story, Howard reads on the ‗information 

blackboard‘ the following: 

 

‗Dr Beamish has a snakebite and regrets he cannot meet his classes today.‘  
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(p. 198) 

 

This is just a detail, but it adds up to the accident scheme built  

around Henry. 

 

▲  Professor Mangel is a lecturer whom Howard‘s manipulation 

brought to the campus, in order to create a moment of crisis, which 

Howard wants to use as teaching material in his classes. The lecture 

cannot even start. Henry is supposed to introduce Professor Mangel to 

the audience, but he is caught in the student turmoil, trampled on, his 

office thrashed, and his second arm broken. In the end, Professor 

Mangel does not even show up because he died the previous night, of a 

heart attack. On the night of the last party in the book, Myra shows up 

alone again: 

 

‗Has Henry come?‘ asks Howard. ‗No, Henry‘s not coming‘  says Myra, ‗he‘s 
sitting at home very depressed because he can‘t get on  with his book.‘ ‗I 
thought he saved  most of his notes,‘ says Howard. ‗He may have saved 
them,‘ says Myra, ‗but with one arm in a sling and the other arm broken and 
in plaster he can‘t really write very well.‘ ‗I suppose not,‘ says Howard, ‗but 
he could come to a party.‘ ‗Well, Howard,‘ says Myra, ‗he doesn‘t want to see 
you. He does blame you, you know. You did encourage them.‘ ‗But he‘s 
usually so good at seeing the other point of view,‘ says Howard, ‗and politics 
isn‘t a bloodless business.‘ ‗I thought it was horrible,‘ says Myra, ‗all those 
screaming people. I panicked, I ran out.‘ ‗Any sensible person would have 
panicked,‘ says Howard. (p. 225) 

 

The fact that H 2 is at last angry shows it must be the end of the chain 

of accidents, and they have suddenly all stopped seeming funny. 
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Bradbury is now very much in earnest. Howard has deeply affected, 

actually ruined – though indirectly, by manipulation rather than direct 

interference – both Henry‘s private and professional life. Henry‘s wife is 

after Howard again. Henry‘s career cannot measure up to Howard‘s: he 

feels weighed down by the renewing zest of his best friend, the ‗radical‘. 

H 1, the history man, confronts H 2, the fiction man. The latter wins. He is 

the only decent human being in this ironical novel which deforms 

everyone else. Although Howard meant Henry to look second best, his 

author saw things differently. H 2 is the real hero of the two.  

 

 

 

 Bradbury‘s The History Man is the telling of a story which looks as 

if nothing were happening, but which hides a very complicated plot 

under its unbelievably simple, unpretentious and lazy style (most of it in 

the Present Tense). From backstage, Howard Kirk manipulates 

everyone: his wife Barbara, the Beamishes, Flora Beniform, Felicity Phee, 

Miss (Annie) Calendar, George Carmody, the secretary (Minnehaha Ho), 

and even the absent but key figure of Professor Mangel. Every name has 

a meaning, residing in half clear associations with some concrete object 

or sensation.  

The Kirks must have something to do with church – the new church 

of free couples and no belief in anything but sociology (a new revolution 
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every term). The Beamishes are not aware that they beam affection and 

old fashioned values of the heart. Flora seems to ‗bed‘ every unhappy 

academic, deflowering their sensibility, making them feel comfortable 

with their lives; she is the psychologist who works with sexual tools. 

Felicity is the fee (Phee) Howard pays to keep the students on his side 

and his marriage together: he unwillingly makes love to her on the floor 

during his second party (at her insistence), uses her to keep the students‘ 

opinions favourable to himself, and then moves on to Miss Calendar.  

Miss Calendar is a virgin. She is the only oasis of suspense – and a 

very small one – in the whole novel. Howard has to find her if he is to 

dismount George Carmody‘s accusations of persecution and unfair 

grading. At this point the story gets very complicated and typically 

academic. Howard turns out to be the invincible manipulator: 

 

Howard is a sociologist, a radical sociologist, a small, bright, intense, active 
man, of whom you are likely to have heard, for he is much heard of. He is on 
television a good deal, and has written two well-known and disturbing books, 
urging new mores, a new deal for man; he has had a busy, literary summer, 
and a third book is on its way. He also writes articles in the papers, and he 
lectures at the local new university, a still expanding dream in white concrete, 
glass, and architectural free form, spreading on a hillside just to the west of, 
and just outside, the south-western sea-coast town in which they live. The 
university, having aspirations to relevance, has made much of sociology; and 
it would be hard to find anyone in the field with a greater sense of relevance 
than Howard. His course on Revolutions is a famous keystone, just as are, in 
a different way, his interventions in community relations, his part in the life of 
the town. (p. 3 – my emphasis) 

 

Barbara herself sees his charm in that direction when, at the beginning of 
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the novel, she asks him nostalgically: 

 

‗Do you remember when our sort of people didn‘t think life was silly?‘ asks 
Barbara, ‗when things were all wide open and free, and we were all doing 
something and the revolution was next week?‘ (p. 16 – my emphasis) 

 

Having manipulated part of his colleagues to ask for Mangel to 

speak to the University, and part of them to oppose him, Howard also 

manipulates the students to protest against Mangel the ‗racist‘. He 

builds up a small revolution and takes good care to be in the centre of it, 

the main hero. On the one hand, he allows his conflict with the 

hardworking and utterly traditional (maybe not very dull, or not dull at 

all) student George Carmody to reach a peak. He refuses to give him a 

passing grade. If the boy fails Sociology, he cannot graduate. He is very 

good in English, good in Social History and cannot pass in Sociology. 

Miss Calendar tells Howard the boy‘s father died and he himself had a 

nervous breakdown, but Howard is unimpressed.  

His larger aim, of creating a disturbance and placing himself in the 

middle of it, goes like this: first he makes the department invite, then 

argue about Mangel, when no one is actually willing to invite him. He 

starts by telling some of his colleagues disapprovingly that there is a 

rumour that Mangel will be invited. When it has been decided that 

Mangel will be invited (due to another of Howard‘s machinations), 

Howard makes doubly sure. He creates a conflict with Carmody, who 

cannot adapt to Howard‘s ambition of making the seminar a debate, not 
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an exposition of ideas. Carmody is enraged. He complains. The 

complaint reaches the Vice-Chancellor.  

Howard seems to be under threat, he seems to be close to losing his 

job because he made a wrong appreciation of Carmody‘s work for three 

years in a row. Actually, he prompts Felicity to let Carmody know she 

had sex with Howard. Carmody follows Howard with a camera, 

unravels his indiscretions with Flora and Felicity, as if being immoral 

were a menace to Howard. Carmody claims Felicity got a higher grade 

because she had her female charms to offer. Actually Howard has 

nothing to lose, from beginning to end. He just makes sure he is the 

victim, and the centre of protest.  

Mangel is to arrive, the students are against it, they side with 

Howard in the conflict with Carmody: the disturbance is perfect, and 

Howard is the hero. He wins, of course. The sex (another woman, the 

same game), the manipulation and the third party can go on: 

 

‗Is it strange to be on the inside ?‘ asks Howard. ‗Yes,‘ says Annie, ‗I suppose I 
ought to be raking through your book.‘ ‗It‘s gone,‘ says Howard, ‗it‘s being 
printed.‘ Later on, under Howard on the cushions, Annie Callendar says: ‗I 
can‘t help thinking about him out there.‘ ‗He‘s gone, he‘s gone,‘ says Howard; 
and indeed Carmody has, fled weeks ago after a brief student sit-in – the 
banners said ‗Preserve academic freedom‘ and ‗Work for Kirk‘ – had 
demanded his expulsion, after the story of his campaign against Howard had 
become widely known. ‗I never knew whether you believed me, Howard,‘ says 
Annie Callendar. ‗I really didn‘t tell him.‘ ‗Tell him what?‘ asks Howard lazily. 
‗You didn‘t tell him what?‘ ‗I didn‘t tell him what I saw that night,‘ says Annie. 
‗You down here laying little Miss Phee.‘ ‗Of course I believed you,‘ says 
Howard. ‗Did you ?‘ asks Annie. ‗Why?‘ ‗I know who did tell him,‘ says 
Howard. Annie stirs under him; she says, ‗Who did? Who‘d do that?‘ Howard 
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laughs and says, ‗Who do you think? Who else knew?‘ ‗Little Miss Phee ?‘ says 
Annie Callendar. ‗That‘s it,‘ says Howard. ‗You‘re smart.‘ ‗But why should she 
?‘ asks Annie. ‗Why get you into trouble ?‘ ‗You see, she wanted to help,‘ says 
Howard. ‗It‘s an odd way to help you,‘ says Annie. ‗I shan‘t help you like that.‘ 
‗She thought like that,‘ says Howard. ‗What she said was, she wanted to defend 
me against the attacks of the liberal reactionary forces, and they needed 
something to attack me with so that she could defend me properly.‘ (p. 229) 

 

 

 

 The pattern of the party is repeated and the novel suggests the 

repetition is significant: Howard and Barbara throw a yearly party, and, 

when the party is well on its way, Howard has sex in his basement office 

with one of the academic females involved in his schemes for that very 

year. Those we get to meet are Felicity and Annie Calendar, but we feel 

the pattern will go on. This is a replica to Virginia Woolf‘s party in Mrs 

Dalloway, in a very after-Modernist, modified key. Woolf‘s party was a 

social fresco. So is Kirk‘s. The major difference is that Woolf focusses on 

the past, while Kirk is all in the present. The party is the best metaphor 

for the academic world as Bradbury sees it. 

 Virginia Woolf‘s Mrs Dalloway only had two choices to think 

about: her husband, Richard Dalloway, and her early youth lover, Peter 

Walsh. She is faithful to Richard. Times have changed. The Kirks have a 

‗common Kirkness‘ (p. 4), which is sleeping around. Sex does not 

involve feeling in the least. Romance – Mrs Dalloway‘s forte – has died 

for good and all: 
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Howard says: ‗Flora, can I come and see you sometime ?‘ ‗I‘m not sure,‘ says 
Flora, ‗I really only want someone who tells me the truth. You still haven‘t told 
me anything.‘ ‗I will,‘ says Howard. Flora stands by the door, not quite 
touching the handle; she pauses: she reaches in her bag. and takes out her 
diary. ‗I‘m awfully busy,‘ says Flora. Howard reaches in his pocket and pulls 
out his; they stand there, two busy professional people, and flip the pages. 
‗Next Monday ?‘ asks Howard. ‗No good,‘ says Flora, that‘s my period. Friday 
evening, I‘ve a free space then.‘ ‗Barbara‘s away and we‘ve not fixed the child 
arrangements,‘ says Howard. ‗Any chance of Thursday ?‘ ‗I have a review to 
get into the post on Thursday,‘ says Flora. ‗That‘s right out, I‘m afraid.‘ ‗Can I 
come tonight ?‘ asks Howard. ‗Oh, tonight,‘ says Flora. ‗I‘ll tell you a thing 
about Myra,‘ says Howard. ‗Well,‘ says Flora, ‗I could manage from about half-
past seven till nine.‘ ‗I‘ll have to get a sitter, says Howard, ‗Barbara‘s starting an 
evening class.‘ ‗Oh, is she ?‘ asks Flora. ‗What‘s she doing?‘ ‗A course in 
commercial French,‘ says Howard. ‗It sounds like an age-old statement of 
boredom,‘ says Flora, ‗you ought to watch Barbara.‘ ‗She wants to read Simone 
de Beauvoir in the original,‘ says Howard. ‗So does that,‘ says Flora, and lifts 
up her diary, and says, ‗Well, provisionally, Howard.‘ She writes these words 
in the diary; Howard makes a note in his. They stand there for a moment, 
looking at each other. Howard says: ‗I shouldn‘t have any trouble finding 
someone to sit. One of the students.‘ ‗Ask that one,‘ says Flora, pointing her 
pencil at the door. ‗I might,‘ says Howard. Flora puts her diary away in her bag. 
Howard says: ‗I‘ll confirm at the departmental meeting this afternoon. 
Goodbye, Flora.‘ (p. 121) 

 

All women are mere females, with a potential to become whores. 

Huxley‘s Linda in the reservation (Brave New World) is really close by. 

The world of novelistic romance is dead and gone. 

Barbara accuses Howard that he uses ‗revolt as therapy‘ (p. 17). This 

revolt takes the place of romance. Virginia Woolf is dead. Mrs 

Dalloway‘s party has nothing in common with the Kirks‘ party, fifty 

years later. The Kirks‘ party is the image of a very different world from 

Woolf‘s: it portrays the after-Modernist academia. 
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The initial revolution which is at the root of this novel is thus 

defined by Howard: 

 

‗Of course it‘s an inevitable contradiction structured into the institution of 
marriage,‘ says Howard, ‗and we came from the generation that focused on 
marriage.‘ ‗Of course,‘ says Barbara, ‗we‘re still in fact married.‘ ‗But on our 
own terms,‘ adds Howard, ‗we‘ve redefined it internally.‘ ‗I‘ll say,‘ says 
Barbara. (p. 28) 

 

Barbara has her own affair (a 27-year-old actor called Leon, who dumps 

her at the end of the novel) and week-ends in London, but they are not 

interesting for the academic pattern of the novel. Howard‘s are. He beds 

Flora, almost as therapy; he once slept with Myra Beamish before the 

two parties in question; he gives in to Felicity during the first party, and 

he deflowers  24-year-old Annie Calendar (ten years younger than 

himself) a little before the second party.  

 Mrs Dalloway‘s party is one of the elite. The Kirks‘ party is its very 

opposite. It includes – radically – absolutely everyone, from students to 

professors and shop assistants. The second party, the one that really 

matters, begins on page 80 out of 230. The first party is hardly 

mentioned, and the third is no longer the concern of this book, unless it 

is to show that the pattern has not died. Society takes shape as the party 

‗happens‘: 

 

‗Oh, Howard, you give great parties,‘ she says. ‗Is it going well?‘ asks 
Howard. ‗Oh, great,‘ says Myra, ‗they‘re playing ―Who am I ?‖ in the living-
room. And ―What are the students going to do next ?‖ in the dining-room. 
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And ―I gave birth at three and at five I was up and typing my thesis‖ in the 
hall.‘ ‗There‘s also a thing called ―Was it good for you, too, baby ?‖ in the 
guest bedroom,‘ says Macintosh. ‗It sounds like the description of a 
reasonable kind of party,‘ says Howard. ‗How does someone as beastly as 
you manage to make life so nice for us?‘ asks Myra. ‗It‘s zap,‘ says Howard. 
‗It‘s zing,‘ says Myra. ‗It‘s zoom,‘ says Macintosh. (p. 85) 

 

Howard meets Miss Calendar at this party. She introduces herself as 

the ‗new Renaissance man‘ (p. 87), but proves to be a very helpless 

female in the end. Howard‘s revolution manages to turn her around, 

too. Nothing can stand in the face of his manipulation, not even strong-

willed feminism. Howard‘s revolutions kill everything he chooses, 

everything that, at a certain moment, stands in his way. What Bradbury 

is aiming at is to depict the epitome of unscrupulousness. Howard‘s 

revolutions kill everyone but himself. He is thirty-four and at the peak of 

his glory when the novel ends. There is no telling which way he will go 

from there, as the author has wisely withdrawn and left us with  the 

bitter taste. 

 Howard destroys with a method. He prides himself on his method. 

Miss Calendar – who, by the way, gives the title of the novel, calling him 

a ‗history man‘ (p. 106) – tells him: 

 

‗I read books and talk to people about them.‘ ‗Without a method?‘ asks 
Howard. ‗That‘s right,‘ says Miss Calendar. ‗It doesn‘t sound very 
convincing,‘ says Howard. (p. 106) 

 

Bradbury, who wrote the delightful book about Mensonge, secretly 

smiles at these lines. The ‗method‘ is all the rage. Reading must be a 
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science or it must die. Bradbury is skeptical about that. He contemplates 

Howard and his interactive classes with irony. He almost sides with 

poor George Carmody, who actually believes in respect for the written 

text. To Howard ideas are debate, opposition. He is determined to win 

the students‘ admiration, ensure the success of the ‗group experience‘ 

(just like his sex-life, after all). A class is very much like the parties in 

this book, a manipulation of the students into agreeing with the teacher. 

The method is supposed to be devastatingly new and needs to be 

applied by everyone. The Nazi rule applies: if you are not with us, you 

are against us: 

 

Classes at Watermouth are not simply occasions for the one-directional 
transmission of knowledge; no, they are events, moments of communal 
interaction, or, like Howard‘s party, happenings. There are students from 
Watermouth who, visiting some other university, where traditional teaching 
prevails, stare in amazement, as if confronted by some remarkable and 
exciting innovation; their classes are not like that. For Watermouth does not 
only educate its students; it teaches its teachers. Teams of educational 
specialists, psychologists, experts in group dynamics, haunt the place; they 
film seminars, and discuss them, and, unimpressed by anything as thin as a 
manifestation of pure intellectual distinction, demonstrate how student C has 
got through the class without speaking, or student F is expressing boredom 
by picking his nose, or student H has never, during an hour-long class, had 
eye-contact with the teacher once. They have sample classes, where the 
faculty teach each other, sessions in which permanent enmities are founded, 
and clothes get torn, and elderly professors of international reputation burst 
into tears. (pp. 125–126) 

 

The revolution method (the need to ‗radicalize‘ everyone, p. 163) 

works for a while. Bradbury is unwilling to state it is harmful, but we 
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are free to read it between the lines. I should say we are actually forced 

to do so.  

Henry Beamish complains he is ‗a bit out of touch with new 

developments.‘ (p. 169) George Carmody, the traditional student, is also 

crushed. Flora, the bedding person, does research on the theme of ‗sex 

and families‘ (p. 178), and her method is more than up-to-date. Mangel, 

the missing professor, was to have spoken to a rebellious university 

about ‗Do Rats Have ―Families‖?‘ (p. 218) If we look at it from the 

perspective of a changing society, Bradbury‘s book is definitely a 

dystopia. An academic dystopia, most of all. The ‗new university‘ of 

Watermouth is a dystopic land of the most frightening kind. This novel 

is a dystopic party. Destructive irony is Malcolm Bradbury‘s forte. 

  

Malcolm Bradbury, The History Man, 1975 (Vintage, 1990) 
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 The author and the academic fight for 

        the text: A. S. Byatt, Possession 

 

 

 

 

A. S. Byatt introduces Possession as ‗A Romance‘, and uses Nathaniel 

Hawthorne‘s Preface to The House of the Seven Gables to support her 

claim, underlining – in the quotation from Hawthorne she uses as a 

motto – that a Romance differs from a novel in ‗fidelity‘: a novel must 

conform to the ‗possible‘, ‗probable‘ and ‗ordinary‘ (the theory belongs 

to Hawthorne, and is only quoted by Byatt), while the Romance can be 

the writer‘s own ‗creation‘.  

Hawthorne claims that his own Romance is an ‗attempt to connect a 

bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us.‘ Possession 

is indeed Byatt‘s own creation, not only insofar as characters and plot are 

concerned, but also because of the literary history it involves, which is 

recreated with deeply satisfying gusto. We meet two poets who converse 

with the likes of Tennyson and Browning, but who – surprise – do not 

exist outside the covers of this book.  

Randolph Henry Ash and Christabel La Motte have a compelling 
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charm, and we leave the so-called romance with the firm belief that we 

have read their work and have partaken of their share of literary fame, 

therefore no one can say they are mere phantoms of Byatt‘s mind. Fact 

is, they are. An artful lie, a feat of ingenuity, the utmost satire of the idea 

of ‗rewriting‘ the past. The total deconstruction of postmodernism. A 

demolition of whatever is not literature, but scholarly apprehension of it. 

A rejection of the kind of criticism that uses the work as a scaffolding for 

the critic‘s own demonstration.  

The author comes first and don‘t you ever forget that major truth, 

Byatt implies menacingly. Unless we heed her, we risk ending up like 

Mortimer Cropper (American Ash specialist, whose first name comes 

dangerously close to death, and whose last name suggests that all his 

efforts of collecting memorabilia are in the end a useless crop in more 

ways than one), James Blackadder (associated with a venomous serpent, 

and barely escaping the confusion by offering young Roland Mitchell a 

job in the end), Leonora Stern (whose sternness of character is derided in 

every way, from the laxity of her moral and sexual behaviour to the way 

she writes) or Beatrice Nest (a real nest of comical and tragic 

suggestions). Byatt shows in all these names a gift of phrase, and 

impresses them on our mind, attributing each character his right seal, 

the perfect brand for his particular humour. 

As for the connection of the past with the present, it is indeed 

something that Byatt herself attempts, though in a half ironical way. The 

couple Randolph Henry Ash (great British poet, contemporary with 
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Tennyson and author of remarkable excerpts, which Byatt painstakingly 

invents, with more or less success) – Christabel LaMotte (British poetess 

of French extraction, partly) is paralleled by the present-day couple 

Roland Michell (Randolph and Roland are almost an invitation to 

confusion in their similarity) – Maud Bailey (who actually turns out to 

be a direct descendant of Christabel‘s illegitimate daughter with Ash, 

quite a number of generations back).  

If we are to consider the power of conviction that the past and the 

present carry separately, it turns out that maybe the past is safer ground 

to tread. We are engulfed by the suspense of the past. We feel we have to 

learn the story, we need an ending (so the present characters – all 

literary researchers – claim). The present can stay open. Do we share 

Roland‘s and Maud‘s joys and sorrows? We do not. They are trivial 

heroes, while Ash and Christabel have the immediacy of flesh. They are 

alive, more alive than life itself, more alive than those who keep them in 

our memory (the critics who read and study them). But their life is not 

narrated from the point of view of their sensibility. Byatt refuses to serve 

us feelings on a plate. She prefers to be a mind and treat us 

intellectually. We are the companions of her thoughts, not of her heart, 

and Possession is a novel of ideas before anything else, or, rather, one of 

witty devices, of resourcefulness in terms of literary creation. 

Is Possession a Romance, though? In the current meaning of the 

word, it is not. Or it is when it should not be (in the present) and fails to 

act as one where it should (the past). Ash and Christabel are anything 
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but the heroes of a romance. They are painfully real, not in the least 

idealized, and very far from mere romantic involvement. They have an 

illegitimate child, whose descendant, Maud, does not have, it seems, half 

the passion of her ‗great-great-great-grandmother‘ (p. 503).  

The feelings, the flesh and the suspense are all crammed in the past. 

Literary history and a tiny bit of criticism are turned into a detective 

novel with a necessary ending, which actually is not known to the 

heroes themselves. We, the readers, are the only privileged sharers of 

the true plot. We learn from the author herself three major incidents.  

First, we know for sure that Ash and Christabel made love and how 

that felt (no present character is allowed that much reality).  

Second, we learn how Ash‘s wife, Ellen, subjected him to abstinence 

and refused to let him have the last letter from Christabel, in which he 

was told what he most desired to know, namely what had become of 

their child.  

Third (last page of the novel), we realize that Ash had known all 

along who his daughter was and where she lived. He met her as a little 

girl and was at peace. There was no suspense at all where he was 

concerned. The only suspense was created by us, present readers of a 

past (more or less) romance.  

Having thus duly questioned the ‗romance‘ part of the title, we 

might as well try to elucidate the meaning of Possession. The word is used 

quite a number of times in the novel, with very different meanings, and 

this multiplicity is just the confusing effect the author desired:  
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► motto from Browning: ‗grow mine,/ I veritably possess them –...‘ 

 

► p.1, motto to the first chapter: ‗And dozed and waited through 

eternity/ Until the tricksy hero Herakles/ Came to his dispossession  and 

the theft.‘ – by Randolph Henry Ash (actually invented, then, by Byatt) 

 

► p. 109, in a text by Mortimer Cropper about Ash: ‗We may 

imagine her (Ellen Ash, the Victorian poet‘s new bride – the note is 

mine) sitting there, smiling demurely under her bonnet, holding her 

skirts away from the wet, whilst Randolph contemplated his possession, 

so unlike Petrarch‘s, of the lady he had worshipped from afar, through 

so many hindrances and difficulties...‘ 

 

► p. 275: ‗Whereupon they did smile at each other, and he leaned 

forward and possessed himself of one of the little gloved hands, which 

lay still and then clasped his.‘ The sentence belongs to chapter fifteen, in 

which the novelist tells us in her own name the story of Ash‘s physical 

love for Christabel. No written document supports it, as in all other 

cases (but the two already mentioned).  

 

► p. 279: ‗He would change all that. He could change all that, he 

was tolerably certain. He knew her, he believed. He would teach her that 

she was not his possession, he would show her she was free, he would 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

103 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

see her flash her wings.‘ The excerpt belongs to the same chapter fifteen, 

and implies that Possession is in some way connected with deprivation of 

individual freedom. The title of the novel complicates the meaning with 

possession in the sense of mental dependence or even dependence to the 

point of distraction, madness, the opposite of reason and 

comprehensibility. 

 

► p. 282: Balzac‘s words, ‗Après la possession, l‘amour voit juste 

chez les hommes.‘ Ash is ready to make love to Christabel and physical 

possession is on his mind, so this meaning is also added to the title. 

 

► p. 299, a paragraph by James Blackadder on Ash quotes John 

Donne: <Mummy Possest is of course a quotation from John Donne, 

―Love‘s Alchemy‖. ―Hope not for minde in women; at their best/ 

Sweetnesse and wit, they‘re but Mummy Possest.‖> Ash himself borrows 

the title from Donne and uses it for a poem in which he declares that 

séances of spiritism (like the one in which we expect Christabel to 

conjure the child she gave birth to in Brittany, which child, at that point, 

we assume to be dead) are a sham. Quotation within quotation within 

quotation (the chain could go on forever, but it stops when it threatens 

to become confusing) is the major device of this novel, and the major 

tool used by Byatt‘s irony. 

► p. 424, in a chapter which deals with the present couple Roland-

Maud:  
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He thought of the Princess on her glass hill, of Maud‘s faintly 
contemptuous look at their first meeting. In the real world – that was, for one 
should not privilege one world above another, in the social world to which 
they must both return from these white nights and sunny days – there was 
little real connection between them. Maud was a beautiful woman such as he 
had no claim to possess. She had a secure job and an international reputation. 
Moreover, in some dark and outdated English social system of class, which he 
did not believe in, but felt obscurely working and gripping him, Maud was 
County, and he was urban lower-middle-class, in some places more, in some 
places less acceptable than Maud, but in almost all incompatible. 

All that was the plot of a Romance. He was in a Romance, a vulgar and a 
high Romance simultaneously, a Romance was one of the systems that 
controlled him, as the expectations of Romance control almost everyone in the 
western world, for better or worse, at some point or another. 

He supposed the Romance must give way to social realism, even if the 
aesthetic temper of the time was against it. 

In any case, since Blackadder and Leonora and Cropper had come, it had 
changed from Quest, a good romantic form, into Chase and Race, two other 
equally valid ones. 

 

We hit here the core of the matter. Romance possession, combined 

with possession in flesh and mind, total possession, must have been 

what Byatt was after when she chose that title, but she could not easily 

forego the temptation of mocking at literary scholars while at it. 

Possession of literary texts is a chimera. She replaces it (the ‗Quest‘) by 

‗Chase and Race‘, a technique of the thriller, a deconstruction of literary 

criticism and biography in one. 

 

► p. 442, from Ellen Ash‘s Journal, on Ash‘s death: ‗I write this 

sitting at his desk at two in the morning. I cannot sleep and he sleeps his 

last sleep in the coffin, quite still, and his soul gone away. I sit among his 
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possessions...‘ Both the ‗vulgar‘ and the ‗high‘ romance (present and 

past) are speechless in front of the finality of death. But Byatt cannot 

help interfering with death as well: she ends the book pushing time back 

to when Ash was alive and had found his little daughter by Christabel. 

Ending like this, with the sensation of Ash‘s indomitable power and zest 

for life, the book itself becomes the possession of the invented poet. 

 

► p. 480, the moment when Roland is summoned to tell Blackadder 

about the beginning of his quest:  

 

This was the moment of truth. Also the moment of dispossession, or 
perhaps the word was exorcism. 

 ‗I was reading Vico,‘ he said. ‗Ash‘s copy of Michelet‘s translation of 
Vico. In the London Library. And all these papers sprang out. Stationery bills, 
Latin notes, letters, invitations. I told Professor Blackadder, of course. But I 
didn‘t tell him I found two drafts of a beginning of a letter to a woman – it 
didn‘t say who – but it was after he went to breakfast with Crabb Robinson – 
so I did some research – and found Christabel La Motte. So I went to see 
Maud, who was suggested to me – oh yes, by Fergus Wolff – I didn‘t know of 
the family connection, or anything – and she showed me Blanche Glover‘s 
journal – and then we began to wonder about whether there was anything at 
Seal Court – we went just to look at it – and met Lady Bailey – and were 
shown Christabel‘s turret – and Maud remembered a poem about dolls 
keeping a secret, and investigated a doll‘s bed – it was still in her room – and 
there it was – there they were, the letters – hidden in a cavity under the 
mattress...‘  

 

► As a conclusion to the summary of the whole book as a detective 

story, Roland can only say (p. 486): ‗I felt possessed, I had to know.‘ So, 

it is not only Ash who possesses the book or its heroes, but also the book 
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that possesses the present, the past that swallows the immediacy we 

would expect of the present moment of experience.  

Consequently, Roland and Maud do not stand a chance as heroes; 

they are mere tools in finding out, reenacting the past, proving a point. 

The point is no scholar should be allowed to plunge his claws into a text, 

because the text can take revenge.  

Possession is all about this revenge of the written text. We come to 

trust only the incidents supported by letters, diaries, quotations, and 

might easily miss the only three important incidents, the only certainties, 

just because they are told in the author‘s voice.  

We mistrust the author and this is as she wanted us to behave. In 

inventing this novel, Byatt teaches us that we must by all means 

preserve the innocence of reading, that, once we slip into scholarly 

complication, we lose the core, the truth of the text, the intuition. And 

this intuition can only be communicated by the writer himself,  

which she does.  

She tells us herself the key truths we need to know about Ash and 

Christabel. The whole mass of documents she invents cannot solve the 

riddle, and only the reader of Byatt‘s words knows it all, while her 

scholar-heroes, although beings of the present, are left in the dark. They 

feel their quest to be a failure, while we alone realize the past is calm and 

happy and can go to rest.  

 

► p. 506, in Maud‘s explanation of her attitude to Roland: ‗People 
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treat you as a kind of possession if you have a certain sort of good 

looks.‘ Beauty awakens the need for possession (does this remind us of 

the mixture of realism and modernism in Galsworthy‘s Soames?). 

Byatt‘s novel itself is a thing of beauty, so, whether she likes it or not, we 

feel the need to decipher and possess it in the end. 

 

► p. 507:  

 

And very slowly and with infinite gentle delays and delicate diversions and 
variations of indirect assault Roland finally, to use an outdated phrase, 
entered and took possession of all her white coolness that grew warm against 
him, so that there seemed to be no boundaries, and he heard, towards dawn, 
from a long way off, her clear voice crying out, uninhibited, unashamed, in 
pleasure and triumph.  

 

Unlike Ash, Roland actually promises: ‗I‘ll take care of you, Maud.‘ His 

possession is here sexual, and, unlike Ash, he commits himself totally to 

it, but it is too late, the novel is over (we realize we only have a few more 

pages to read, so it must come to an end, time has run out).  

Consequently, the past is painful, while the present could be 

reassuring. What is really reassuring in this mixture of devices and 

pretence is the guiding light of the author. We seem to hear her voice 

saying: as long as you take my word for it all (not the critics‘ voice, not 

the literary scholars‘ explanations), you are safe and on the right track. I 

alone am the key and the light.  

Is after-Modernism heading back for Modernism, for T.S. Eliot and 
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his insistence that the author himself is the first and best critic of the 

work? 

 

 

 

 Byatt‘s Possession uses a number of modes of narration: 

 

1. Third person account of incidents:  

 

The book was thick and black and covered with dust. (...) The librarian 
handed it to Roland Michell, who was sitting waiting for it in the Reading 
Room of the London Library. (p. 1) 

 

2. Direct dialogue: between present heroes, leading mainly to the 

deciphering of the past, and with very little impact on the present itself. 

Its only aim is to create and try to reveal the mystery, which is finally a 

secret to those who talk (heroes), and only the reader gets to share it 

with the novelist. 

 

3. Reported dialogue, between heroes of the past, mainly when the 

author does not support a particular incident with written proof: Ash 

talks either to Christabel or, in the very end, to their young daughter. 

We cannot help wondering if this rendering of Ash‘s words is reliable. 

The book educates us in the spirit of this initiated doubt. We require the 
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proof of recorded words in order to believe, but we must not forget that 

this very story of possession is recorded on paper itself, so the novelist 

rests her case. 

 

4. Quotations from the poetry of Ash and LaMotte – invented by 

Byatt as she goes along, carefully planned – support the present and past 

narrative, validating both documents and the novelist‘s own rendering 

of the three key incidents, which no other document supports (the 

moment of love-making between Ash and Christabel, the contents of her 

letter to him before his death – revealing the existence of their daughter, 

and his encounter with their daughter when she is a very young child – 

which reveals that he has known about her all along). This may possibly 

emulate Fowles‘s technique of quoting Victorians in The French 

Lieutenant’s Woman.  

 

5. Quotations from Christabel‟s fairy tales 

 

6. Quotations from the letters which Christabel and Ash 

exchanged and which were preserved, found with various degrees of 

ingenuity by Roland and Maud 

 

7. Quotations from the diary of Sabine Lucrèce Charlotte de Kercoz, 

written in France, in the vicinity of the legendary realm of Ys. We learn 

from it that, after the escapade in Yorkshire, Christabel spent the nine 
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months of her pregnancy in France, with her uncle and cousin. She gave 

birth – nobody knew where or to whom – and returned to live with her 

sister, who – as we later find out – brought up Christabel‘s daughter as 

her own.  

 

8. Quotations from scholarly works of the present, belonging to the 

Americans Mortimer Cropper and Leonora Stern, and from Beatrice 

Nest‘s ‗Finals paper.‘ 

 

9. Quotations from Ellen Ash‘s and Blanche‘s diaries. 

 

10. Fragments from a TV show with Blackadder and Leonora, when 

Blackadder states,  

 

Randolph Henry Ash was one of the great love poets in our language. Ask to 
Embla is one of the great poems of true sexual passion. No one has ever really 
known whom those poems were written for. In my view the explanation 
advanced in the standard biography always looked unconvincing and silly. 
Now we know who it was – we‘ve discovered Ash‘s Dark Lady. It‘s the kind of 
discovery scholars dream of. The letters have got to stay in our country – they‘re 
part of our national story. (p. 404)  

 

Christabel is then Ash‘s Dark Lady. The secret of this possession  

is discovered by Roland. Is Roland‘s Dark Lady Maud? Will  

we have to wait for a few more centuries and another novel like 

Possession to find out?   
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          11. Flitting quotations from other writers, such as John Donne:  

 

A bracelet of bright hair – about the bone. When my grave is broken up again 
– ha, Ellen? Always – that poem – thought of that poem – as ours, yours and 
mine – yes.   

 

The last ‗yes‘ definitely reminds of Joyce‘s Molly and her final ‗yes‘. The 

whole novel is a parody, defiant and carefree. If Joyce and Eliot used 

parody systematically, in earnest, hoping to convey a system of 

meanings with a plan, Byatt and the other after-Modernists mock for the 

sake of mocking. They defy and do not think twice about the act. To 

quote Eliot again, ‗Well, now that‘s done and I am glad it‘s over‘ (The 

Waste Land). Superficial quotation has replaced the intense 

intertextuality of Modernism.  

 

12. Letters quoted in full: 

o from Lady Bailey to Roland 

o from Fergus Wolff to Maud 

o from Leonora to Maud 

o from Ash to Ellen 

o from Blanche to Ellen – quoted in her diary by Ellen herself 

o Blanche Glover‘s suicide note 

o Ariane Le Minier‘s letter from Nantes to Leonora – about 

Sabine‘s diary 

o note from Ariane to Maud 
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o Christabel‘s letter to Mortimer Cropper‘s ancestress – Priscilla 

Penn Cropper 

o Christabel‘s letter to Ellen Ash – asking her to give Randolph 

her letter in which she tells him they have a daughter 

o Ash‘s letter to Christabel – which Ellen burned, but not before 

we get to read it 

o three letters to Roland which offer him a job – among which 

one from Blackadder 

o Christabel‘s letter buried by Ellen in the box found by the 

merry group of scholars when they dig up Ash‘s grave. 

 

 Intertextuality is the raison de vivre of this novel. The first object 

mentioned on the first page is ‗the book...‘ The last words which end the 

story enclose a message which, we are told, will be forgotten and remain 

unknown forever. The little girl (Ash and Christabel‘s daughter) forgets 

Ash‘s message to her aunt (the child does not have the slightest idea that 

Christabel, the aunt, is her mother):  

 

 ‗Tell your aunt,‘ he said, ‗that you met a poet, who was looking for the Belle 
Dame Sans Merci, and who met you instead, and who sends her his 
compliments and will not disturb her, and is on his way to fresh woods and 
pastures new.‘   

 

But, ‗she forgot the message, which was never delivered.‘ (p. 511) This is 

how the novel ends, and it makes us feel powerful, because we know 
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more than all the heroes, past or present. We master time and narrative. 

Byatt chooses to make us the ultimate masters of Possession.  

 Intertextuality is, then, Byatt‘s theme. The author mocks at the 

academics who discover it. We have quotations within quotations within 

quotations (the line goes on) more than once. We lose track of who is 

speaking, and the quotation turns into the novel itself, which is exactly 

what the novelist aims at. And when there is no quotation, we feel lost 

and do not know what to make of the story. 

 Another ridiculed motif (part of intertextuality) is that of Americans 

trying to steal European texts. Henry James, Ezra Pound,  

T. S. Eliot came from America to England in order to find literature (the 

text). Roland, Maud, Blackadder are truly scared of the Croppers and 

Leonoras who come to pilfer their past and carry home victoriously all 

memorabilia. America on the lookout for a past is the theme of Lodge‘s 

The British Museum Is Falling Down, Ishiguro‘s The Remains of the Day, and 

many more. It is no longer the aristocratic European who is the scheming 

villain (versus the innocent American), as Henry James saw things. It is 

the American who plots and undigs graves at night (Mortimer Cropper), 

who builds huge American museums out of fragments stolen from the 

old world, who fits the English past texts into his much more affluent 

edifice of ‗education‘. In this book, very obviously, Cropper and Leonora 

are the rich guys, while the British researchers struggle hard to prevent 

them from buying or editing the text.  

 Possession is also a campus novel. Blackadder, Beatrice Nest, Fergus 
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Wolff, Roland and Maud are the closest we can get to a campus in 

England. The demon of theory masters the literary campus: Roland 

thinks enviously of Fergus as the man ‗in the right field, which was 

literary theory‘ (p. 14). It seems to be the novelist‘s intention to ridicule 

both theory and biography. Her novel is a denial of both, anyway.  

 Feminism is no less ridiculed. Leonora Stern is its main supporter. 

Maud is not quite that good, so there is some hope for her in the plot. 

Leonora is a feminist through and through, which means she devours text 

and sex in the same manner. It is a women‘s world, and she knows she is 

in command. She easily sucks in men and women (although both Maud 

and Blackadder reject her). Her vitality rescues her from literary death, 

but not from ridicule. Maud and Leonora are the world experts on 

Christabel La Motte, and this is how Fergus introduces them to both the 

reader and the amazed Roland, both in search of Christabel: 

 

There are two people in the world who know all that is known about 
Christabel La Motte. One is Professor Leonora Stern, in Tallahassee. And the 
other is Dr. Maud Bailey in Lincoln University. I met them both at that Paris 
conference on sexuality and textuality I went to. If you remember. I don‘t 
think they like men. Nevertheless I had a brief affair with the redoutable 
Maud. (p. 34) 

 

Roland‘s first reaction is of fear, even though hidden behind irony. 

He asks: ‗What is she like? Will she eat me?‘ She does not eat him, but 

her subsequent attachment to him is very hard to believe. If there is any 

feeling at all in this novel of quotations within quotations, it is attributed 
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to dead bodies only. The living bodies are in love with ideas. Byatt does 

not invite us to sympathize, but to decode an enigma. We are minds not 

souls when we read her. 

The novel has several heroines, besides Christabel. They are all 

unmarried, with the exception of Val, Roland‘s girl-friend, who finds a 

better mate than him, it seems. The food of feminist researchers, 

Christabel, turns out to have been very much in love and to have 

conceived a child with – horror of horrors – a man. Leonora will take 

anyone who comes her way, man or woman, but no one seems to want 

her. Maud is colder than ice and Roland is not much of a fire himself, so 

their story will die peacefully in due time, outside the space of this book. 

Their love story is unconvincing. Beatrice Nest is hopeless. Lady Bailey 

has been in a wheelchair for decades. Love – in good after-Modernist 

tradition – is thoroughly discredited.  

Both Maud and Roland are redeemed partly by the fact that they 

start studying their respective authors – Christabel and Ash – for 

emotional reasons rooted in their childhood: Maud liked a poem by 

Christabel when she was ‗very small‘ (p. 53), and Roland‘s mother liked 

Ash. Both reinvent, rewrite the past. The novel is thus recreation, and it 

is Byatt‘s private joke: she rewrites something that has never been 

written, she reinvents an age. The two Victorian lovers she fitfully 

describes in the most unexpected ways have never ever existed.  

Possession discredits the idea of a prince coming to find the woman of 

his dreams. Christabel‘s The GLASS COFFIN introduces him as a 
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character, but that was not at all what her affair with Ash brought her. 

Actually, all men behave oddly, if not irresponsibly. Ash never offers 

Christabel anything but an affair. Roland almost pushes Val out of their 

relationship. He promises to take care of Maud in the end, it is true, but 

that is such a weak promise, and also made to a feminist, a woman who 

does not need a man to feel complete. The only man who takes care of his 

wife is Lord Bailey, who once urged her to go hunting, and because of 

whom she actually ended in the wheelchair in the first place. As has 

already been underlined, the idea of the couple is nonexistent. 

The irony with which Byatt treats love is also used for everything 

else, from names (Mortimer is the person who kills the present in his 

insane race for past traces; Leonora Stern is anything but a morally stern 

being; Beatrice Nest cannot find her nest anywhere; Roland is the 

opposite of Browning‘s Childe Roland, who clamours his victory of 

having found the Dark Tower, even though he does help find imaginary 

Ash‘s ‗Dark Lady‘, etc) to the very essence of the novel. The novelist deals 

with ‗romance‘ and innocence with incredible wisdom: both are 

debunked. 

The novel is a love story more than a romance, and this love story is 

built with the technique of a thriller. Love is not ‗pure‘ or chivalrous at all. 

First we are shown its lesbian side (Christabel lives with Blanche), then its 

heterosexual storm sets in. Christabel falls in love with a married poet, 

deliberately goes  away with him for a month, knowing he will never 

offer her marriage. His hypocrisy in the matter is revolting, but she – 
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Christabel – is the only one who takes it meekly. She bears him a child 

and tries to keep it a secret, but even this satisfaction is denied to her: he 

finds the child, and, out of the true generosity of his heart, he allows both 

mother (known to the child as aunt, due to his own inability to offer her 

the marital status which would have enabled her to raise her child as her 

own) and child the freedom to go on with their lives – not before his so-

called love has maimed them significantly.  

Can this book be a romance? Not when love aborts in lost 

motherhood and apparent spinsterhood, to say nothing of Blanche‘s 

suicide, which was also caused by Christabel‘s involvement with Ash, 

among other reasons. Death, a hidden birth, denied motherhood, no 

communication between the Victorian lovers since the time of their affair 

to the time their letters are discovered (after death) and pieced together, 

all these incidents are the fruit of very bitter irony, directed against the 

idea of romance.  

What Roland and Maud do, in fact, is to make Ash and Christabel 

meet again after death, in a new idea of time, and make up, more or less. 

Ash has the upper hand, the reader resents him all along, and we end up 

wondering: if not a romance, can this be a feminist book?  

Not in the least. Christabel is the worst subject a twenty-first 

century feminist could choose (she did need a man and a child in her 

life, and died deploring her condition, which denied her both). Maud – 

the feminist who chooses her as a topic – inherits her letters, but not her 

fate: Roland promises to ‗take care‘ of her. Which promise, put down to 
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paper by a bitingly ironical Byatt, is downright menacing. 

Byatt‘s irony mixes the present with several layers of the past, in 

this quotation-within-quotation technique. The reader has moments of 

confusion, when he is no longer aware who is narrating. Among many 

masks/voices, we wake up hearing each hero talk out loud, from Ash, 

Christabel, Ellen, Blanche, Sabine (all in the past, yet fearfully alive) to 

Mortimer, Roland, Leonora (Blackadder and Beatrice are less articulate; 

could that be because Byatt bears a grudge against academics or 

scholarly dealers in literature?).  

The past steals the life of the present, and we realize in the end we 

envy Ash and Christabel their love (not at all a romance, but no 

complaints in that respect from the reader), and we wish a present idyll 

could parallel their passionate love-hatred involvement.  

Actually Byatt denies our time the life of the past. We are made to 

feel guilty of leading devitalized lives, of wasting our awareness and 

ignoring our ability to love. Possession is the loveless narration of a 

might-have-been love story, which was wasted because of a man‘s 

(Ash‘s) insensibility (feminists, beware, this is not your cue, Byatt seems 

to grin).  

The whole novel, like other texts by Byatt, is emotionless. Love is 

looked for in a detective way, after more than a century has elapsed 

since it could have existed. Ishiguro does something similar in When We 

Were Orphans. The technique of the thriller tries to recapture emotion, 

which the novel has unfortunately lost.  
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Joyce, Woolf and Eliot were intensely emotional. Modernism 

changed the body of the novel, while refining its soul. After-Modernists 

carry that change too far, and lose some of the soul altogether, which 

may soon turn against them. Their triumph of defiance is drawing to an 

end, and the readers may choose to go back to what was lost in their 

after-Modernist dissimilarity from emotional texts of all times.  

‗Narrative uncertainty‘ (p. 129, attributed to one of Maud‘s thoughts) 

is the main device of this novel. Whenever a story begins, we are 

maddened by its frailty, by the prospect of our never finding out how it 

ends. Narrative uncertainty is another way of saying the story should not 

end, but Byatt mocks at this Modernist device, too, in very good after-

Modernist tradition. She claims she knows nothing for certain, she 

educates the reader to believe (take for granted) nothing but written 

documents (letters, diaries, essays). She steps into the story firmly – after 

she has introduced it by means of her heroes‘ written testimony – and 

pushes the narrative on with her own bare hands. What we need to know 

in the guise of dénouement, we know from her directly. All the rest, all 

the other documents, are a mere source of suspense.  

Considering the way Possession feeds on letters, it might be a mock-

variant of Richardson‘s letter-novel. Indirectness – implied in squeezing 

the narrative from the heroes‘ mouths, whether in letters or diaries – is 

the insurance policy of this novelist who rejects the old convention of 

story-telling to such an extent that she mocks at her own story while she 

is making it up.  
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Byatt is very much like Valéry‘s serpent, who bites his own tail 

incessantly. This novelist devours her own incidents – she makes us fear 

there will be no final revelation, we may never get to know what 

actually happened, how it ended after all – and this incredulous sense of 

suspense is more effective than any kind of suspense ever used before. It 

is an intellectual suspense. We experience an intellectual anxiety.  

It could not matter in the least who loved whom, and what 

happened to that love, as Ash and Christabel have been dead for 

centuries, while the others are too dry to love. Yet we must know what 

was. This love of the mind for long vanished souls – supported by 

communication with the world of spirits in séances – triggers a life of our 

own souls. We enter Byatt‘s novel with the mind and get out on the all 

fours of the heart. 

Several times during Byatt‘s novel America offers British scholars a 

better place to work, and that reminds one of David Lodge‘s Nice Work. 

The theme of the American march versus Europe in Modernism (see 

Henry James, Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot) has changed into a quick trot 

the opposite way. America has come of age while Europe has to fight for 

her traditions, her priority. Ishiguro, Bradbury, Amis Swift, Mo and 

many others have noticed and rendered this.  

Byatt is spiteful. She does not like the new world of Mortimer 

Cropper and Leonora Stern. She likes the old-time luster of the Ash-

LaMotte story at home, in nineteenth century Britain. If Roland and 

Maud stand a chance at romance, Leonora and Mortimer could 
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successfully bury it. If Possession is a ‗Romance‘, then it excludes 

American affluence and efficiency. 

Graphically the novel is quite resourceful: it uses italics, smaller 

characters, lines from poems (for quotations). Even dialogue is 

resourceful. Byatt finds a new graphical way of rendering the 

simultaneity of speech, using an accolade (p. 142). When the pages are 

plain and monotonous, the text is disenchanting. We find ourselves 

looking for the variation of quotation, for graphical inventivity.  

It would be a hard job to find out who the main hero of this novel 

is. Apparently Roland filters everything, but he pales in comparison 

with Christabel and Ash. Each hero is the main hero at one point. Byatt 

cannot or will not make up her mind. I suspect the latter, as she knows 

from Virginia Woolf that the novel has changed, and a main hero is a 

disgrace.  

Stream of Consciousness was a way of bringing the mind to the 

forefront, and giving it more power than the plot had. After-Modernists 

go a step forward – since we already know that between Modernists and 

after-Modernists there is at best a difference of degree, not of essence – 

and allow everyone their moment of fame. We have one main witness – 

it is so much easier to follow – and a variety of minds which are 

revealed.  

A multiplied Stream of Consciousness, a number of souls partially 

laid bare, is what Byatt offers in these pages of almost unwilling 

psychological analysis. We fail to identify with any. We end up 
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confused, not knowing whom we side with or if we side with anyone at 

all. Byatt‘s defiance of sympathy baffles her readers. 

The novelist excels in finding the picturesque side of the situations 

she builds. There is always an enchanting wood, beach or cave, a 

memorable landscape (in its Victorian sense). She seems to be winking at 

Emily Brontë from time to time. Nature also acquires Hardy‘s lyrical 

intensity. Unlike most after-Modernists, Byatt enjoys description here, 

but keeps it short. She makes the best of dreamy sunshine and menacing 

darkness, while reducing the landscape to a minimum of space, and yet 

expanding its function to a maximum. This use of the picturesque – 

intensely enjoyable to the reader and illuminating for the mood of the 

text – is an argument offered to those who try to demonstrate that after-

Modernism is a rewriting of tradition. 

Byatt enjoys – here and elsewhere – playing with the status of the 

author. She sometimes addresses us in her own voice, conversing with a 

reader who is not exactly ‗us.‘ Besides that, her quotations within 

quotations have an imaginary author. Trying to identify with other 

authors, other readers, we lose track of all the eyes interposed in the 

process of narration. Roland reads a story by Christabel LaMotte, but 

when she writes ‗dear readers‘ it feels as though we were the only 

readers in sight. Roland, the hero of Byatt‘s own novel, is pushed aside, 

and we wake up confused: who is speaking to whom?  

Byatt is aware she trespasses on tradition, and tries to use variations 

in the margin of story telling. She even plays with the role of the 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

123 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

narrator, in the manner of John Fowles, relishing her after-Modernist 

freedom to narrate in any manner she chooses: 

 

And one day we will write it otherwise, that he would not come, that he 
stayed, or chose the sparkling ones, or went out again onto the moors to live 
free of fate, if such can be. But you must know now, that it turned out as it 
must turn out, must you not? Such is the power of necessity in tales. (p. 155) 

 

In this way, there are many narrators in this many-voiced novel: the 

novelist herself, Roland, Maud, Blackadder, Beatrice Nest, Leonora 

Stern, Mortimer Cropper, the Baileys, Ash, Christabel, Blanche, Ellen, 

the heroes of Christabel‘s tale (quoted in full), heroes in various poems, 

diaries and letters. Everyone ever mentioned has a tale to narrate and, in 

good Jamesian tradition, gets to tell it. Byatt enjoys herself thoroughly 

when the reader no longer knows who is speaking, but goes on reading 

all the same – which is equivalent to a statement to the effect that the 

literary form does not matter as long as we learn what we hunger to 

know. And what Byatt‘s readers need to know is entirely in her hands. 

The most intense parts of the novel are the letters. Their style, full of 

dashes that suggest interruption of thought because of anxiety, reminds 

of Emily Dickinson‘s lyrical intensity. Broken sentences, melting 

statements, breathless speech: another device which enriches the formal 

ingenuity of this text. These letters, mainly Ash‘s letters, show a 

revolting lack of sensibility on his part. He makes it very clear that he 

wants a short affair, after which each must go his own way: 
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‘I have a wife and I love her. Not as I love you. (...) my love for you need not hurt her.’ 
(p. 198) 

 

Christabel tries very delicately to hint at this, but gets no response. 

At last she takes the decision to meet him on his terms. When she hides 

their child from him, he is angry. The reader is irritated. Byatt herself 

blames Ash, the man, and sides with the woman. And yet this is not a 

feminist novel. We are told in due time that Ash never had a sexual life 

with his wife (Ellen‘s diary reveals this truth in the end). He remained 

faithful to their marriage, though. Byatt devised an impossible situation, 

in which nobody is happy and love is unimportant. 

In dealing with Ash and Christabel, Byatt claims three times the 

right to be the  narrator, and she tells us herself what no document can. 

We learn from her directly that Ash and Christabel went on a month-

long trip together. Ash is described in what could be termed as stream of 

consciousness, while Christabel is more of a mystery and is described by 

objective narration. The intervention of the author is mediated by Ellen‘s 

thoughts before and immediately after Ash‘s death; inevitably, both Ash 

and Christabel are described from the outside, while we are allowed to 

learn the workings of Ellen‘s mind (in a very traditional garb). The last 

direct claim of the author to our curiosity shows Ash talking to 

Christabel‘s (and his) daughter, and we know for certain that Christabel 

never learns about this, that she never imagines Ash knows they have a 
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child, that he actually manages to find the child and it is his decision to 

stay away.  

On the whole, we feel rather disillusioned with the man. Irritated 

might be the word. And Byatt does not help things either. We are so used 

to learning everything by letters or other written documents that we fail 

to trust her completely. We feel she is asking for too much power in 

taking it upon herself to know the ultimate truth and tell the story herself. 

Why has she suddenly decided to solve the mystery?, we wonder. Since 

Possession is an after-Modernist novel, we shall never know.   

Maud and Roland try to revive the past. They play a detective 

game, they keep secrets from their scholarly colleagues, they treat Ash 

and Christabel as their career-prop, as their biographical, more than 

intellectual, property. They find out about a love story and seem to fall 

in love in the process. Byatt‘s irony prevents them from doing that: 

 

‗Oddly,‘ said Maud, ‗if we were obsessed with each other, no one would think 
we were mad.‘  (p. 332) 

 

 From time to time the novelist herself addresses her own reader 

directly, such as on page 335: 

 

There, over the next three days, they read Sabine‘s journal. What they thought 
will be told later. 

 

 This whole novel is like a game of chess, in which one narrator 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

126 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

pushes another off the board. The past becomes more present than the 

present. It is deliberately granted more intensity, and it stirs the present, 

makes it come to life again. In this chess game, the two Victorian poets‘ 

lives become a thriller, and there is no room left for romance at all.  

 Whenever we hope to find out the truth and reach the end of the 

story, a new narrator or narrative device (usually document) shows up, 

and we are baffled, our curiosity is famished once more. The end of the 

novel is a lucky get-together of all living, present heroes, which makes it 

all sound a little artificial. We feel the story has been strained too much. 

If at first it is the reader who is in the dark about the heroes of the past, 

there comes towards the end a moment when the present heroes (Maud, 

Roland and all those looking for Ash and Christabel) know less than the 

reader, and that is mainly because the novelist has chosen to narrate in 

her own voice at a certain point.  

 Comparing the two couples, Ash-Christabel and Roland-Maud, 

Byatt writes about modern criticism and scholars in love (if any) with 

bitter irony: 

 

Things had changed between them nevertheless. They were children of a time 
and a culture which mistrusted love, ‗in love‘, romantic love, romance in toto, 
and which nevertheless in revenge proliferated sexual language, linguistic 
sexuality, analysis, dissection, deconstruction, exposure. They were 
theoretically knowing: they knew about phallocracy and penisneid, 
punctuation, puncturing and penetration, about polymorphous and 
polysemous perversity, orality, good and bad breasts, clitoral tumescence, 
vesicle persecution, the fluids, the solids, the metaphors for these, the systems 
of desire and damage, infantile greed and oppression and transgression, the 
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iconography of the cervix and the imagery of the expanding and contracting 
Body, desired, attacked, consumed, feared. (p. 423) 

 

This paragraph could make any critic hide in shame. And yet the novel 

itself is concerned with critics – biographers, scholars, feminists – and 

the story was born out of a critical impulse at first. Possession is a 

demonstration. It begins with a question: What matters most, art or life? 

To Byatt it is life as/and irony of art. 

 

A. S. Byatt, Possession, 1990 (Vintage, 1991) 
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Rewriting and denying romance:  

A. S. Byatt, Still Life  

 

 

Still Life is a restless novel. Life is far from still. The novelist 

despises whatever is placid and devoid of surprise. She apparently 

narrates objectively, restoring the novel its old dignity. In fact she hides 

behind the convention of objective narration. She uses tricks found in the 

tradition of pre-Modernism, which she madly amalgamates.  

A. S. Byatt has here an immense respect for her characters. Nothing 

happens behind their back. Either they know exactly what is going on or 

nothing goes on at all. Dickens or Galsworthy allowed their readers to 

know more than the heroes, and sometimes feel the need to prompt 

these heroes, to push them in the right direction. There is no right 

direction for Byatt. We go whatever way her characters think or live. The 

only true story is life itself. In true after-Modernist tradition, life 

happens to her heroes, and they either experience it (it never leaves 

them any wiser), or are killed by the suspense (which literally happens 

to Stephanie Potter, who is electrocuted while trying to save a bird from 

under her kitchen refrigerator).   

Still Life is the second novel of the Frederica quartet. It is  

rather difficult to take it for granted that Byatt has a major hero and that, 

in this case, that hero is Frederica. Unlike most after-Modernists, A. S. 
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Byatt does not focus on one sensibility alone. This story comes in the 

shape of a personal diary, but this diary has a multiple hero, so to say. 

This is what misleads us into thinking we are dealing with objective 

narration. We are not really.  

The novelist chooses to share many heroes‘ consciousnesses, and we 

are led into several inner labyrinths, instead of one. Eventually, most of 

these crooked paths give way, are blurred, and only one is left to 

dominate the stage. The author would definitely like to think it is 

Frederica. The reader can choose to sympathize with someone else, 

though. This technical ambiguity, this indecision as to who the main hero 

might be, separates A.S. Byatt from after-Modernists, who usually prefer 

to write the diary of a single hero and not involve other sensibilities. 

There are many presences in an after-Modernist novel, but only one X-ray 

machine. Well, A.S. Byatt is more technical than others. She has invested 

more in her equipment. Her novel is very technical, and the very fact that 

it mixes technicalities makes it an after-Modernist novel. 

Still Life begins with a Prologue which is placed in the year 1980, 

while the body of the novel takes place in the fifties and sixties. This 

Prologue brings the conclusion of the novel before its substance. The end 

literally comes first, and it is confusing. It is also easily forgotten as we 

go along, and it is no use unless reread at the end of the book. It must 

have been written last and placed first, there is no other explanation for 

its total misplacement if we consider the comfort of the reading 

experience.  
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The reader‘s comfort is the least of Byatt‘s concerns. She means to 

displease and ruffle the reader‘s habits. She likes to go against the grain. 

The novel has as many heroes as life itself, and if we cannot remember 

them all, it is our fault. The novelist refuses to help and simplify.  

The prologue is an image of the heroes‘ future. Placed first, it 

becomes a faint, staggering memory. The future itself is thus presented 

as a mere recollection. The present is confusing and the past is taboo. No 

psychoanalysis – unless used with a ton of irony – and no melancholy 

trips down lost paradises. Just a plain, hopeless present. This use of time 

is very much an after-Modernist one. 

Three characters are singled out for use in this Prologue: the 

playwright Alexander Wedderbun, the priest Daniel (much later called 

by his family name, Orton) and Frederica Potter, from ‗Radio 3 Critics‘ 

Forum‘ (p. 3). The great absent is Frederica‘s sister, Stephanie, married 

to Daniel, who had two children by him and died electrocuted while still 

very young.  

Is this the novel of an absence? It is hard to decide. All its heroes are 

a little absent, they are dragged by their lives, trapped and animated 

against their own will, as it were. The novelist handles them with 

violence. She lets them know everything, she never plots behind their 

backs, but also forces them to know and do more than they seem willing 

to undergo. Byatt forces life on her paper beings, and the novel is 

burdened and a burden to the reader himself. 

The Prologue begins with a ‗he‘ who is Alexander Wedderburn, but 
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Alexander is by no means a very important pawn. He fills in, is weak and 

superficially left on his own, like so many others. If Byatt can be 

reproached for anything in this novel, it is the fact that, out of superficiality 

or not, she leaves too many heroes on their own, not allowing us to know 

them or share their thoughts. Addicted to the mind as the after-Modernist 

reader is, he will hardly be satisfied with a few details.  

The novel has a peculiar habit of rephrasing dialogue into 

descriptive narration of the kind ‗he said that ... and she replied that ...‘ 

With Henry James open dialogue denied the reader the author‘s 

comments, offering him however a first hand experience of the life he 

was witnessing. Byatt tries to have her cake and eat it: she offers indirect 

dialogue, filtered by the author‘s interpretation of the words. We are 

supposed to get both hero and author in one, and yet we somehow miss 

both. This technique is annoying and impersonal, yet not objective 

enough. Once again, objectivity is imperfect, and subjectivity is put on 

hold.  

The ‗he‘ of the Prologue is followed in the next paragraph by a ‗she‘ 

who is not yet introduced by name. He is a sixty-two-year-old 

Alexander, she is an elderly Frederica. In between there is a lot of Van 

Gogh, about whom, we learn much later, Alexander writes a 

controversial play. The relationship of Alexander with Frederica is 

summoned on the first page: 

 

She had been a nuisance, a threat, a torment and was now a friend. (p. 1)  
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 The sentence sums up a favourite theme with Byatt, which is 

rewriting romance. Platonic love, chivalrous distance, female admiring 

adoration are key attitudes. When a heroine like Stephanie comes in 

with pedestrian love and matrimony, she is killed by the plot, and her 

surviving husband is made to feel guilty: 

 

Although he was fourteen years younger than Alexander, Daniel too was in 
the habit of thinking of himself as a survivor, a battered and grizzled 
survivor. (p. 4) 

 

The fruit of their tame love, two children, who were very young when 

she died, and who were raised by Stephanie‘s parents, presumably (the 

novel hardly mentions them at all), are a very awkward presence, 

probably as awkward as children were in T.S. Eliot‘s poetry (which 

Byatt very often mentions in her novels).  

 The older boy, Will, is somewhere abroad and will not even write to 

his father, who left them when his wife‘s death shattered his life. We 

learn this from one of Frederica‘s thoughts: 

 

Sometimes she wished Will would not write to her at all, if he would send no 
message to Daniel. (p. 11) 

 

The explanation for this neglect of characters who are not hopelessly in 

love or hopelessly frustrated lies in Byatt‘s interest in the emotion itself, 

not at all in its gratification, in its tale. Stephanie‘s epiphany of marital 
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bliss (the moment of perfect communion with Daniel in bed) is all that 

matters, the rest are unimportant facts that move no one, not the reader 

anyway. That is also why Frederica is the main heroine of this novel, 

because she feeds on emotion and never lingers long enough in one 

emotion to see it carried out into grey reality, palpable fact. 

 The novel‘s plot focusses on the early fifties at first: Stephanie gives 

birth to a boy, Frederica goes to Cambridge. Stephanie sees herself as ‗sunk 

in biology‘ (p. 13), Frederica is on her way to being sucked in by learning. 

Byatt is in both their minds and those of other characters too. She places 

these minds within small stories, even though she is quite careless of plot 

on the whole. She offers a bushy narrative, with numberless details and 

small incidents that have little relevance to the plot.  

 Stephanie and Frederica are perfect opposites. Stephanie goes to a 

medical check up and sees a woman losing her baby: 

 

Someone in our queue lost her baby. Just there. On the floor. Fast. (p. 17) 

 

She was trying to read her book while a woman was losing her baby. 

She tries to share this memory with Daniel: 

 

Only I felt bad because she tried to tell me she felt rotten, and I was just trying 
to read. (p. 17) 

 

What brings together all Byatt‘s heroes, in fact, is their chronic solitude, 

their inability to share. Byatt is a novelist with a clenched fist. 
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 Alexander Wedderburn is not the only character who has a minor 

status. Marcus, Stephanie and Frederica‘s younger brother, is another. 

He goes in and out of depression, with psychoanalytical explanations, 

with psychological treatment which does not help, and ends up as a 

young man who has left his teenage fears behind. There are so many 

loose ends in his story that he cannot be considered a character. He is 

just a receptacle of stories that slow down the progress of the two girls‘ 

evolution, bringing indirect information about Stephanie, in whose 

house he spends a lot of time, and whom she witnesses dying, unable to 

think of unplugging the fridge in time to save her.  

 Hero-creation is deficient, but the novel stands to gain from this. 

Out of their disparate experiences, some with no narrative meaning, just 

momentary moods or thoughts, a general atmosphere of the soul rises. 

We perceive Still Life as inner life above all. The narrative may be still-

born, in spite of all the incidents narrated, but the soul of the book is 

intense. Stephanie and Frederica survive all stories. Stephanie even 

survives her own death, because Byatt‘s story is not credible (not meant 

to be so), but mainly formative. 

 After-Modernist heroes are individualists. Frederica leaves school 

with a distaste for life in collectivity: 

 

No more group life. I won‘t belong to anything, ever again. I stand for me.  
(p. 25) 
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The reader himself is on his own, and from time to time we are allowed 

insights of one privileged hero into other minds or souls. The best 

medium in this particular novel is Stephanie, the more sensitive, the 

more tolerant and observant of the two sisters: 

 

Stephanie could feel Frederica‘s tolerant and arrogant knowledge that 
she, Frederica, was now tangential to all this. She could feel  
Mrs Orton wanting to be noticed, desiring to be liked, preventing  
these things. 

And there was Daniel, who was unhappy or angry, she did not know 
why. She could hear him being professionally cheerful, caricaturing himself 
and the Cloth, as he did under stress. (p. 46) 

 

The reason why we might feel that it is Stephanie who monopolizes 

this novel is precisely this kind of insights and her constant sympathy 

for every character, her welcoming mood. She is the unifier of the plot. 

In spite of Stephanie‘s importance for the plot, her own share of 

action is small: she is married when the novel starts, then has two 

children, and finally she dies trying to save from under the refrigerator 

the bird her elder son wants. In between she comforts everyone: her 

brother Marcus (who prefers living in her house than with his bullying 

father), her mother-in-law (an aggravating elderly lady with a broken 

hip, which is broken again before the novel ends, and who also comes 

to live with her), Daniel‘s mentally ill (or just ailing) parishioners (who 

highly appreciate her gentle acceptance of them in her home). 

Stephanie is the giver, Frederica the taker. This seems to be the 

unconscious pattern of this novel which opposes gentleness to survival. 
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Frederica, on the other hand, has a lively story. She escapes from 

home with delight. First she goes to France as a kind of governess 

(which she is no good at). Then she goes to Cambridge and has a lot of 

intellectual and sexual affairs. When all about Frederica is said and 

done, spectacular as she may seem, she cannot diminish our interest in 

Stephanie, who, in her turn, is interested in everyone. Frederica is an 

egotistical creature of the mind. She discovers that the body has a life of 

its own, that there is more to love than a chivalrous romance which one 

rewrites endlessly in one‘s mind. Nigel Reiver – a name which is soon 

forgotten by the reader – seems to be her initiator, but too little is 

revealed about him for us to share her true initiation. In short, we have 

in Stephanie a blossoming heroine, and in Frederica a denied one. 

Frederica‘ most overwhelming experience is love, in spite of the fact 

that she is afraid of feeling and prefers to keep herself at the surface of 

things, always in control. The text suggests this in every possible way. 

Here is Byatt‘s description of Frederica‘s first love, Alexander 

Wedderburn, the man who, in the prologue which announces the future 

on the very first page, calls her ‗a nuisance, a threat, a torment and ... 

now a friend‘ (p. 1): 

 

Frederica was agitated. She remembered her last encounter with Alexander 
and failed yet again to understand her own behaviour. She had stalked with 
infinite care, she had attacked him frontally, she had thrown herself at him 
and teased him, and finally reached the point of consummation where he was 
coming to dinner, in an empty house, wanting her. And what she had done 
was to flee to Scarborough on the back of Wilkie‘s motorbike. She loved 
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Alexander. Wilkie was only a friend to whom she chattered. She had always 
loved Alexander. She had an intimation that it had been important to her to 
have an impersonal initiation, in her own control, not overwhelming. But how 
could she ever explain this to Alexander, who anyway no longer wanted to 
understand? (p. 63) 

 

 Frederica is in love with the idea of a chivalrous romance – a hobby 

horse for Byatt – and repeats this first experience when she falls in love 

with another professor, Raphael Faber. It is surprising that we end by 

knowing precious little about these two important men in a central 

heroine‘s life. Alexander has an affair with a friend‘s wife (he stays for a 

while in their house, after the husband has had a child by an actress, and 

the wife repeatedly offers herself to Alexander). The friend‘s wife has a 

child soon after that, and she declares she has no idea if it is Alexander‘s 

or her husband‘s. Alexander‘s reaction is to move out. His mind is 

blank. Raphaels mind is equally blank. Are these omissions the 

novelist‘s fault or forte? 

 The difference between Stephanie and Frederica is one of state. 

Stephanie is, while Frederica thinks. Alexander brings this truth out 

early in the story: 

 

‗Can‘t you just be in a place, Frederica?‘ 
‗No. I think. I have to think. So do you.‘ (p. 78) 

 

Of the two sisters, one values existence and the other one intelligence. At 

the end of this second part of the Frederica quartet, we think with 

Frederica‘s mind and feel with Stephanie‘s heart. If we take the novel to 
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be about love, Stephanie is the main hero. If we see in it a diary of ideas 

while growing up, it is Frederica‘s turn to come to the front, and she 

shares this position with her brother Marcus. 

 The experience of giving birth is the most intense in the whole book. 

Stephanie analyses herself as she is giving birth to her son William. She 

‗was aware of bliss, a word she didn‘t like, but the only one.‘ (p. 94) A 

page further the novelist changes her mind and focusses more on irony 

than bliss: ‗The adrenalin, or glory, had ebbed away, though she held 

fiercely on to the memory of it.‘ (p. 95) The author herself steps in (‗it is 

not possible for me to say...‘ p. 107), but this is a wilful intrusion which 

Byatt rarely uses, therefore so much more efficiently. By this use of 

narration in the author‘s name, she asserts the right to be looked upon as 

the one in control. 

 The same as Fowles, she faces the reader from her privileged 

position as leader of the writing game: 

 

I had the idea that this novel could be written innocently (...). This turned out 
to be impossible (...). We all remake the world as we see it, as we look at it. (...) 
Communication is a partial and incomplete business... (p. 108) 

 

It may sound like Virginia Woolf thus quoted, but it certainly is much 

more devious. Virginia Woolf abandoned herself to the soul even while 

her mind analysed it. A.S. Byatt, on the other hand, is very much in 

control: she carefully composes situations which lead to characters. She 

heaps on the page a mass of details and stories she later on forgets 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

139 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

about. The novel has a lot of loose strings, of incidents better left 

forgotten, of dead ends, such as Alexander, Raphael, even Nigel. Most 

loose ends occur in Frederica‘s half of the field, which might indicate 

that more coherent thought on the author‘s part went into the more 

emotional Stephanie.  

 Besides Byatt‘s carefully planned moments of authorial intrusion, 

her next best device is the use of indirect dialogue, a mixture of the 

objective with the subjective in rendering what is being said, a 

combination of several subjectivities at once: 

 

There was a terrible silence and then Stephanie, books flung down, had 
scooped up her still son, who simply winded, began to scream. Mrs Orton 
cried that she was sure she‘d broke a bone again, it hurt something terrible, 
they must get the doctor, it was all the fault of that daft boy who wasn‘t fit to 
be let loose, who expected to be waited on hand and foot, hand and foot, the 
pain was something terrible, get a doctor. (p. 157) 

 

 Three characters think and react simultaneously here, and the baby 

is the fourth. Mrs Orton even imposes her speech (‗she‘d broke a bone 

again, it hurt something terrible‘), Stephanie has to deal with the mess 

created in her short absence, Marcus is horrified and totally silent (but 

mentioned pitilessly, despised for his impotence by Mrs Orton). We 

realize in these few lines, from this indirect dialogue, exactly what each 

of the heroes experiences: Mrs Orton is indignant and clamours 

attention, Marcus is helpless, while Stephanie is in control. She is more 

in control in this apparently insignificant occurrence than Frederica is in 
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the whole decade this novel deals with. 

 In one of the author‘s intrusions we are told: 

 

Language is against us. (...) We now go beyond and beyond... (...)  
The germ of this novel was a fact which was also a metaphor: a young 
woman, with a child, looking at a tray of earth in which unthinned seedlings 
on etiolated pale stalks died in the struggle for survival. She held in her hand 
the picture of a flower, the seed packet with its bright image. Nasturtium, 
Giant Climbing, mixed. (p. 236-237) 

 

 Still Life is a title with roots in Van Gogh‘s paintings, in 

Alexander‘s transitory stay in his friend‘s house (where there were 

images of ‗still life‘ arranged by his wife – ‗the breakfast table was a still 

life,‘ p. 163), and in this enigmatical confession by the author herself. It 

may point to the fact that Frederica is Byatt‘s favourite in this race for 

life which the novel becomes. The following excerpt might prove that 

point: 

 

Stephanie was also absent. She had surprised herself by feeling acute social 
fear at the thought of an evening of talk in Crowe‘s hothouse. She had grown 
used to the mumbling of the Dependants, the life-stories of Daniel‘s Mum, the 
babble of William, the murmur of Mary. She would have been surprised to 
know that Alexander noticed and regretted her absence. He had fleetingly 
thought, very vaguely, that she might be the person to tell about Simon 
Vincent Poole: she was judicious, she took things in, she did not fling out. But 
she was not there, and Frederica was. He talked to Frederica about Vincent 
Van Gogh. (p. 279)  

 

 Therefore, it turns out that the still life might be Stephanie herself, 

while Frederica is the runner, the winner, the survivor. The  
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text is all about the still life, which we understand and sympathize 

with. The author‘s love goes in the opposite direction, though, to 

Frederica, and this is the reason why this novel feels like a constant 

contradiction in terms. 

 Byatt tries to explain the novel herself: 

 

I had the idea, when I began this novel, that it would be a novel of naming 
and accuracy. I wanted to write a novel as Williams said a poem should be: no 
ideas but in things. I even thought of trying to write without figures of speech, 
but had to give up that plan, quite early. (p. 301) 

 

What makes the novel really interesting is the opposition between the 

author‘s conscious and subconscious achievements. I have a feeling that 

the reader comes to like in this text by Byatt something that Byatt herself 

never suspected was there in the first place. 

 Stephanie‘s death is the most impressive moment in the whole 

book. She bends down to save a little sparrow from under the fridge – to 

prove to her little son that life and love are always a safe ground to tread 

on – and is electrocuted: 

 

An then the refrigerator struck. She thought, as the pain ran through her, 
as her arm, fused to the metal, burned and banged, as her head filled, ‗This is 
it‘ and then, with a flashing vision of heads on pillows, ‗Oh, what will happen 
to the children?‘ And the word, altruism, and surprise at it. And then dark 
pain, and more pain. (p. 334) 

 

When Daniel comes home and finds her dead on the floor, under the 
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eyes of helpless Marcus, over their heads ‗a sudden sparrow plunged 

into the night‘ (p. 335). Stephanie‘s soul has flown out into the reader.  

 Byatt herself analyses her technique and finds that Stephanie‘s 

death is the climax of her novel: 

 

Once novels ended with marriages: now we know better, we lumber on 
inconclusively into the sands and swamps of married life, ending in a query, 
an uncertainty, a bifurcation of possibilities that allows the reader to continue 
the story with his own preferred, desired projection. Death is more of an end 
than marriage. (p. 344) 

 

This novel is a clash of two techniques, represented by Stephanie and 

Frederica. Frederica is connected with a lot of names and faces, some of 

which (as the author herself puts it) ‗do not come into this story‘ (p. 355). 

Frederica is the superficial side of the novel. The depth comes from 

Stephanie. The title derives from her. The only problem about this 

conflicting text is that Byatt cannot make up her mind which way she 

wants to go, which technicality she prefers, so we are confronted with a 

a rewriting of romance simultaneously with a denial of romance, both of 

them after-Modernist, after all. 

 

A. S. Byatt, Still Life, Chatto and Windus, 1985  

(Penguin Books, 1986) 
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Rewriting romance as fear: 

Angela Carter, The Magic Toyshop 

 

 

 Angela Carter is a typical after-Modernist novelist, and in The Magic 

Toyshop we can identify a number of features to prove it:  

 

 ▼ She makes the novel a one-hero narrative, an approximation of a 

diary (Melanie‘s experiences), while all the other characters are mere 

props to help her ahead. Every hero but Melanie is a mere pretext for the 

story to go on, while she alone has a point of view. We are constantly 

inside her mind, judging both heroes and incidents as seen through her 

eyes.  

 

 ▼ She defamiliarizes with gusto. Three orphans (fifteen-year-old 

Melanie and her two siblings, five-year-old Victoria and twelve-year-old 

Jonathon) are forced – by the death of both parents in a plane crash over 

Nevada – to leave their home in order to live with a maternal uncle 

(Philip Flower), who is a freak. His house is a frightening, cold, 

atemporal place, where they meet another three orphans (aunt Margaret 

and her two younger brothers, Finn and Francie), arrived from Ireland. 

None of these characters feels at home, and this is, of course, the 
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author‘s doing, because she plunges them in utterly unfamiliar 

environments and forces most of them to do what they hate most.  

 Thus, Melanie hates poverty and is made to live from day to day, in 

a house where the bathtub and warm water are a luxury, soap is coarse, 

new clothes never bought. We learn at the end of the novel that 

Margaret, who has been mute all along (we were told at the beginning 

that she was struck dumb when she got married to Philip), regains her 

gift of speech when she feels free from her husband‘s tyranny at last. 

Finn hates Philip for various reasons, mainly his violence, we presume. 

Francie hates Philip because Margaret is his incestuous lover, which 

Philip himself ignores up to the very last pages, when he finds them and 

sets fire to the house. Only Victoria and Jonathon accept their condition 

without protesting. As for Philip, he begins and ends as an enigma, a 

terrifying force of nature with a grotesque passion for puppet shows of 

his own making. 

 

 ▼ Uncle Philip‘s house is a real dystopia, built by Carter with great 

love for detail, and by careful contrast with Melanie‘s former home. The 

beginning of the novel shows Melanie in an affluent home, with a 

housekeeper (Mrs Rundle – whom she despises then, but remembers 

nostalgically during her stay with her miserly uncle), lots of food, 

clothes, soaps and other luxuries, which she takes for granted. She is at 

first presented like a spoilt brat, a teenager who is growing aware of her 

own maturing body and can think of nothing else.  
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 Her initially shallow psychology ought to warn the reader that the 

heroine is in for a rude awakening. She only begins to think and react 

emotionally when she is exiled to the cold, horrible house of her uncle, 

who makes toys and seems to be earning quite a lot of money, which he 

never spends. In Aunt Margaret and Uncle Philip‘s house, she learns 

what it means to give up everything, to slip from carefree land to the 

perfect dystopia: no physical, spiritual or emotional luxury. No more 

soap or shampoo, no more school, and very confused emotions, which 

she may have been dreaming of in her former home, but whose reality 

totally shocks her now. 

 The dystopic atmosphere is carefully built by Angela Carter in the 

best after-Modernist tradition, which starts with George Orwell in 1984.  

It is announced by the pleasing description of Melanie‘s first home, with 

every comfort imaginable. The same as most after-Modernists, Carter 

offers a frightening atmosphere, which becomes endearing as we go 

along (see Timothy Mo, with his Chinese home in London, in Sour Sweet; 

Martin Amis, with his hero living life backwards from death to birth and 

wriggling in despair at the illogicality of it all, in Time’s Arrow; Ishiguro‘s 

orphaned detective in constant search of a childhood paradise and 

crossing a loveless desert all through When We Were Orphans; Rose 

Tremain‘s Merivel, who keeps losing what he acquires in point of 

familiar comfort, and is repeatedly plunged into dystopias that he has to 

tame and appropriate, in Restoration; and the list could go on endlessly).  

 Describing a dystopia in detail aims at rendering it familiar, 
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therefore appealing. When we finish reading Alasdair Gray‘s Lanark, we 

would like to keep inhabiting his world. Similarly, we grow to like the 

squalid meals in Uncle Philip‘s kitchen, and the more we learn about the 

food they prepare (greasy, coarse, but very real), the more involved we 

are in the story, the better we like it. The cold is as important an element 

as the primitive food. It also becomes enjoyable at last, and, when the 

fire set by Philip warms up the atmosphere, so to say, we feel this cold 

as a most desired and benefic refuge, we regret it and would like to 

continue experiencing it. These details of a dystopic environment have 

only one aim in view, namely familiarizing the reader with what seemed 

at first sight to be utterly unfamiliar. With all after-Modernists, this 

technique is always successful. 

 

 ▼ Another after-Modernist feature is the ‗no romance‘ sign, posted 

in capitals all over the story. At the beginning of the narrative, Melanie 

dreams of romantic poses, the romantic advent of love, she even puts on 

her mother‘s wedding gown one night. This extreme sign of coming 

romance (ending in happy marriage) is seen by Melanie as the direct 

cause of her parents‘ death.  

 Carter uses romance with a clear agenda: she discards it in the end. 

Melanie and her brother and sister are left with no money at all (her 

father, a famous novelist, never saved anything, so their country house 

is sold), and their only maternal uncle takes them up.  

 When they arrive in London, Margaret‘s two brothers come to pick 
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them up at the station. We soon learn that Finn and Francie are two very 

coarse young men. One can hardly speak (Francie), and the other (Finn) 

almost never washes, so he smells and looks dirty all the time. We learn 

on the last few pages that Francie and Margaret are ‗lovers‘, and have 

always been.  

 Needless to say, Margaret and Philip share no romantic 

involvement. Their wedding struck Margaret dumb, like a ‗curse‘. He 

merely makes love to her on Sunday nights. She is scared in his 

presence, like all the others. She wears religiously a silver ‗collar‘ 

(designed and made by Philip himself), which ‗chokes‘ her, prevents her 

from moving her head or even eating at ease. This sign of union that 

Philip imposes on her is far from suggesting love. There is, however, 

intensity of feeling between Margaret and her brothers, but that is also 

very far from romance. 

 Finn, on the other hand, is the last person who could be relied on to 

provide romantic relief, but he is the only young male (he is nineteen) 

available and around. He kisses Melanie for the first time, never makes 

love to her during the story, but seems destined to marry her, and, 

anyway, rescues her from the house on fire. The end of the novel is: 

 

‗Nothing is left but us.‘ 
At night, in the garden, they faced each other in a wild surmise. (p. 200) 

 

 Melanie grows up from expectations of Prince Charming to a house 
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where ‗they lived like pigs.‘ She learns to yearn for Finn‘s proximity. At 

first, she still has romantic anxieties: 

 

She wished someone was watching them, to appreciate them, or that  
she herself was watching them, Finn kissing this black-haired young girl, from a 
bush a hundred yards away. Then it would seem romantic. (p. 106) 

 

In the end, the mere fact that Finn washes – the first time in this story – 

makes her happy and content. Her expectations of romance have been 

reduced to nothing. And yet, the ending is ambiguous. Angela Carter 

does not forbid the reader to imagine whatever he can about Melanie 

and Finn, but he must do so on his own. The novel will not encourage 

any interest in romance. 

 

 ▼ Although relying heavily on suspense, The Magic Toyshop is 

open-ended. It takes Melanie out of her self-centred, teenage dreaminess 

into very brutal facts of life. She is confronted with poverty, violence, 

finally death. She is taught a lesson of survival.  

 The menace, embodied by ‗your uncle Philip‘, is hardly ever seen or 

explained. We have no idea why he hates Melanie‘s father as much as 

his two brothers-in-law claim. We do not know if he loves or ever loved 

his wife. We could suspect that he is a billionaire miser at some point, as 

he never gives anyone any money, but runs a very peculiar toyshop 

(magic, as the title says), which he fills with scary, sophisticated toys, all 

sold at remarkably good prices.  
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 The first time we hear about him is when he sends little Melanie a 

‗jack-in-the-box‘, which frightens her to death. It is the end of civilized 

relations between Melanie‘s parents and Philip. When Melanie is 

brought to Philip‘s house, she is told he does not like girls in trousers, he 

does not like a number of things, and she is scared by the obedience 

with which Margaret, Francie and Finn respect his wishes. Her only 

perception of uncle Philip is a pervading sense of unexplained fear. For a 

long time she only sees his dentures in a glass of water, as the sole sign 

of his being at home (they inhabit the house above the shop) or down in 

the workshop.  

 If we take this dim fear to be what the book is all about, then it 

certainly has an ending: the fear dies, the heroes are set free, first by the 

uncle‘s welcomed short absence, then by the fire started by cruel, mean, 

boorish, hateful Philip. We do not know what happens to these heroes 

other than the fact that they are suddenly freed from obeying, and 

celebrate it with gusto. They escape into the wide world. Margaret, with 

Francie and Victoria, probably run away, God knows to what kind of 

incestuous life. Jonathon, who barely seemed to exist at all, is lost trace 

of. Nobody could care less whether Philip lives or dies. Actually they all 

want him dead, and, at a certain point along the plot, we even expect to 

hear uncle Philip has died and has left them free and comfortably well 

off, so that they can start a new, decent life.  

 Philip‘s fortune is of no interest to Carter. She loves his rage. 

Melanie and Finn escape this rage. Neither has ever properly gone to 
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school long enough or learnt any trade at all (Finn paints toys, but that 

could hardly earn him a living). We find it hard to hope for the best as 

far as their future is concerned. They are set free. The rest is a dark 

question mark.  

 The ending is not an ending: it is just the beginning of dark, 

oppressive imagination. The reader wonders whether he should follow 

the heroes in his mind. Which way? To what avail? This ending baffles 

and scares at the same time, just like the toy Philip sent little Melanie. 

The message is: however old we may be, fear finds a way of 

overwhelming each of us when the time comes. Carter‘s time for fear is 

The Magic Toyshop. Nothing else – psychology, plot, happiness, love – 

matters.  

 

 ▼ This novel by Angela Carter, like many other after-Modernist 

novels, rewrites. It may be an involuntary rehashing of previous texts. 

Carter may not have intended to parody other novels, but, like all 

writers after the 1950s, she writes with the awareness that everything 

has been said and she must show she can compete.  

 The awareness of ‗tradition and the individual talent‘ comes from 

Modernists (the phrase quotes the title of T.S. Eliot‘s essay), but it only 

becomes a technique with the after-Modernists, those who come after 

the realization proper.  

 Virginia Woolf, Joyce and T.S. Eliot paved the way, theoretically 

speaking. In practice, they very much wrote with the old needs in mind: 
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plot, love, romance, happiness. They could not perform because their 

tools were changing, but were not yet refined. This is what after-

Modernists do: they refine the tools of dryness and irony. 

 The Magic Toyshop begins as any book about romantic involvement 

might begin: the dreams of a teenager about the effect of her own 

growing body. She thinks of Lady Chatterley’s Lover. There is dry irony in 

Melanie‘s reaction to the housekeeper, but not disturbing enough to 

suggest we are not in for a love story or a story of romantic woe – 

whichever the novelist has set out to do.  

 On reaching the end of the novel, we realize Carter was rewriting 

the expectation of love as seen by writers. This expected love, 

culminating in Melanie‘s seeing herself (more or less – since the attempt 

is aborted) in her mother‘s wedding dress, brings about the tumbling of 

the only decent world she will ever know. Wearing the wedding gown 

proves humiliating and full of anxiety (she locks herself out in the cold 

at midnight, ruins the dress, cuts herself all over, climbs a tree, manages 

to get back in without being found out stark naked in the garden). That 

particular moment is the beginning of Melanie‘s change, from a girl who 

pines for love into a helpless being, an object of love that is not really 

understood.  

 Not many after-Modernist heroes change. Rose Tremain‘s Merivel 

(Restoration) does. Melanie changes, too. In this respect she rewrites the 

bildungsroman: life teaches her what the real values of the heart are. She 

learns to love Margaret, Francie, Finn and also her own brother and sister. 
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She realizes where she belongs, even though society at large is of no 

consequence. She learns how to give. Whether she gives to man or 

woman is irrelevant. She gives tenderness, not really love.  

 Come to think of it, Carter faithfully rewrites most Dickensian 

themes: the     ogre-hero (Philip), the orphan (Melanie, Finn, and all the 

rest), poverty, hard work for children (teenagers here), human meanness 

which causes constant fear. A customer who buys an expensive Noah‘s 

Ark from the toyshop actually says: 

 

‗Gee,‘ said the woman, who was American or, at least, had a transatlantic 
accent, ‗don‘t be sorry. I think it‘s charming. It suits your old-fashioned kind 
of shop. Kind of Dickensian.‘ (p. 137) 

 

Dickens resorted to those themes for the very reason that they gave rise 

to various kinds of pity, thus moving the reader into sympathizing 

with the heroes (sometimes with the villains). Dickens bathed in pity. 

Carter is the very opposite. She does not want sympathy, she rejects 

pity violently. Philip is an ogre, indeed, but he becomes so utterly 

powerless at the end that he is almost ridiculous, we just cannot take 

him seriously.  

 Carter grins at us from behind the scenes, while the magic toyshop 

burns for ever and ever in the reader‘s mind (since this is the last image 

the book offers). Dickens‘s novels had a magic deus-ex-machina quality 

about them, while with Carter there is no magic at all. Dickens‘s magic 

was the halo of emotion. Carter conveys the absence of emotion in dry 
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words, with a miserly hand. Emotion is not magic (romantic) to her. It is 

matter of fact, a matter of survival, of human solidarity, not a feast.  

 Dickens loved details just as much as Carter. We learn a lot about 

the orphan working hard, about cold, beatings, poverty, hopelessness. 

His dark details were usually counterbalanced by the relief of a happy 

ending. Carter suppresses the happy ending, so the grimness of the 

picture becomes more pregnant, and the book is somewhat lacking in 

balance. The reader feels called upon to provide the missing leg of this 

limp story. Rewriting the romanticism of Dickens‘s novels proves Carter 

devoid of hope. She sees the misery and no way out of it. 

 Involuntarily, I suspect, Carter also rewrites Modernism. We read 

all the incidents through Melanie‘s eyes alone. Nobody else is allowed a 

point of view. We learn what Melanie thinks about every little detail, 

and have no idea at all what goes on in the minds of all the others. This 

unilateral Stream of Consciousness shows the flaws of the method.  

 The favourite Modernist theme of madness is also rewritten in this 

novel. Woolf and Eliot were very fond of the workings of a confused 

mind. Joyce was fond of confusing his readers. Carter is not in love with 

confusion. She uses it to feed fear. Philip is definitely mad. His magic 

toyshop is a crazy idea. His secret hobby, the puppet theatre, which he 

imposes upon the six orphans bound by their own helplessness to his 

home, is a supreme madness.  

 Melanie actually feels she is going mad. She sees a bleeding, cut 

hand in a drawer. She misreads the relationships between the three Irish 
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siblings, until she learns the truth about incest. The real cause of 

madness is the change from an affluent home to one of nightmare, from 

the twentieth to the nineteenth century, from the television to a time of 

almost no books (not even of collective reading of installments in front 

of the fire). Melanie realizes this is what life can offer her, and, like a 

good after-Modernist trooper, makes the best of it. We could even say 

she does not fear madness: she thrives on it. 

 As for the one really obvious rewriting in The Magic Toyshop, the 

story of Leda and the Swan (reminding us of Yeats‘s poem, but also of 

Greek mythology directly), it gives the reader the creeps. Philip has a 

secret puppet theatre. He is chief puppeteer. Finn paints his puppets and 

helps him, until one day he breaks a puppet. After that Finn expects 

Philip to kill him in a burst of violence. Actually we feel Finn ready to 

kill Philip. The puppets are handled for the benefit of the six orphans on 

special Sundays or holidays (such as Christmas Eve). They are supposed 

to enjoy it deliriously, and, prompted by the terrible fear Margaret feels 

for her husband, they all applaud loudly. When Philip decides to make a 

swan-puppet, he wants to use Melanie as Leda. He actually does. He 

reenacts the rapt, making the huge swan lie over her. The whole incident 

is sexually repelling. Melanie herself was supposed to rehearse it with 

Finn – Philip‘s order – and she half expected to have sex with him in the 

process. She likes and dislikes Finn at the same time. What she learns 

from Finn and his siblings is that tenderness matters far more than 

physical love.  
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 After the show – during which Melanie has the feeling she has got 

lost in a parallel reality, has gone temporarily mad – Finn gets drunk 

and chops up the swan, burying it in the garden where he first kissed 

Melanie. He hates the idea of the swan having raped Melanie. His own 

love for the girl is never followed by sex, not until the novel is over 

anyway.  

 Philip, on the other hand, is a horrible revelation of lust. He uses 

Melanie, and he is beside himself with rage when he finds his wife 

making love to her brother. These two, and his violence towards Finn, 

are his only reactions. Yeats saw in the Swan (Zeus) impregnating Leda 

the promise of a new historical cycle, a new age. Greek mythology had 

this promise of novelty and life enclosed in the act, too. Philip‘s staging 

only suggests death. It causes death, as a matter of fact. As Finn explains 

about the swan and Philip, 

 

‗He put himself into it. That is why it had to go...‘ (p. 174) 

 

 It releases anger, makes Finn rebel, and the mechanism of the magic 

toyshop goes to pieces. Its credibility is lost. Carter‘s use of the myth of 

Leda and the Swan, therefore, goes against its original, or even 

Modernist (Yeats‘s) meaning. It is a scary rewriting, like the whole book: 

an apprenticeship to poverty and fear, a lesson of survival. 

 One more faint echo comes to close this strange novel about the 

endurance of human values, of the human heart. It may be that of 
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Charlotte Brontë‘s Jane Eyre. In Brontë‘s novel, a mad former wife sets 

fire to the house, and the main male is struck blind. The heroine finds 

him years later, brings him back to life and restores his eyesight by 

means of her undying love.  

 Charlotte Brontë‘s fire is one of hope. It promises to make it up to 

the reader for his frustrated expectations at some point. Philip‘s fire is 

final. He is beyond hope. We have run out of expectations. Carter 

educates us to suspect, not to expect. We build several possible plots as 

we read along, but, as the end approaches, we notice in exasperation 

that none of them works. Carter‘s fire is not a narrative tool, then. It is an 

end in itself. Just like Peter Ackroyd‘s fire in The Great Fire of London. The 

difference between Modernism and after-Modernism is, again, one 

between pity and dryness. The author stays aloof. 

 In The Magic Toyshop Angela Carter fights her need of a story with 

her realistic skills. She takes refuge in describing details, rewriting old 

themes, building a dystopia. The details postpone the incidents, 

proving that plot is not the most important pawn of this book. The 

mood is. And in Angela Carter‘s case, the mood is fear. The last page of 

this short novel (rather a longer short story) confirms that there is only 

fear. 

 

Angela Carter, The Magic Toyshop, 1967 (Virago Press, 1997) 
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The after-Modernist Prince Charming   

             disappoints the fairy tale:  

Tracy Chevalier, Girl With A Pearl Earring  

 

 

 Tracy Chevalier‘s first person narrative in the Past Tense, Girl with 

A Pearl Earring (1999), tells a story of the 1660s and 1670s (1664–1676). It 

is a sumptuous narration of how a maid falls platonically in love with 

the Dutch painter Vermeer. It reminds us in a way of the platonical 

might-have-been love of Ishiguro‘s butler in The Remains of the Day.  

 The main character is Griet, a sixteen-year-old girl hired as a maid 

by Johannes Vermeer‘s wife to clean his studio, as the wife is too clumsy 

to do it herself, much as she would have liked to be allowed in (but she 

is not). All the other characters are reflections in Griet‘s soul. The major 

reflection is the painter himself, whom she only calls ‗He‘ at all times. He 

absorbs her body and soul, till he makes her pierce her own ears and 

wear the pearl he paints, and the reader feels that insignificant violence 

as a taunting ritual of deflowering. 

 In this novel Tracy Chevalier runs against the current of her 

generation. Born in 1962, she is a young after-Modernist, one who feels 
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comfortable enough with her time. Girl With A Pearl Earring is, however, 

an attempt out of the circle. Compared to contemporary writers older 

than herself (Lodge, Swift, Ackroyd, to name just very few), Tracy 

Chevalier looks quite different from what fiction has been doing after 

the failure of Modernism.  

 With Joyce & Co, in 1922, with The Waste Land and Ulysses, 

chronological causality was dying, and, with it, the reader‘s conviction 

that the proper stuff of fiction was the eternal boy-meets-girl focus, the 

fairy-tale tradition. Joyce, Eliot and especially Woolf proclaimed the 

death of the past-that-caused-a-present-which-caused-a-future-in-its-

turn. It was the death of an important narrative universal: the 

chronological pattern that described human life. 

 The Modernist author felt free to feed the reader the future on the 

first page and actually end his story at a moment previous to its 

inception. In Mrs Dalloway we begin by almost seeing Clarissa dying, 

and we end up spending her youth with her. In The Waste Land Eliot 

begins with the sense of death, ‗April is the cruellest month breeding/ 

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing/ Memory and desire, stirring/ Dull 

roots with spring rain‘ (lines 1–4); he then chooses to end his poem with 

a lost hope for young love, ‗the awful daring of a moment‘s surrender/ 

Which an age of prudence can never retract‘ (lines 404–405).  

 The Modernists had discovered the need to defy the fairy-tale 

tradition (known to stories since the Bible, if not before that), but did not 

actually dare jump into the abyss of conventionlessness. It was after-
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Modernists like Lodge who forgot about love interest and chronological 

causality, and who also chose to disregard the Modernist verbal 

concentration (the attempt at preverbality during the Stream of 

Consciousness).  

 The Modernists imagined they were rebuilding the house, while they 

were simply repainting its walls. Joyce and Eliot adorned the tree of 

language and burdened it with symbols to such an extent that it ceased to 

be a common convention and turned into an individual adventure. It was 

the after-Modernists who brought common clarity back to the language of 

literature and the reader back to the pleasure of the text. 

 Lodge focusses his stories on a clarity of irony. He makes it his 

priority to steer clear of pre-Modernism and Modernism at the same 

time. He sneers at love-interest, prince charmings and fights with the 

dragon for the triumph of love. He – the same as Huxley, Orwell, 

Bradbury, Alasdair Gray – made his stories into negative versions of the 

beautifully coloured pre-Modernist films.  This is where Tracy Chevalier 

and Laura Hird (a Scottish young fiction writer) come in: they bring 

colour back to fiction, under the guise of tenderness. 

 It may well be argued that Girl With A Pearl Earring is not really the 

story of a seduced Cinderella, but the indirect recreation of an elderly 

Prince Charming –  married, with a continually growing family (even 

as the fairy tale unfurls) – by a wise, obedient and yet determined 

(feminist?) damsel in distress. Tracy Chevalier is ironical and 

compassionate at once. She extols tenderness while pushing it beyond 
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reach.  

 Griet, the maid and the painter‘s model, is starving for affection. 

Vermeer, the enigmatic, exquisitely artistic mind, dies without doing 

more than touching Griet‘s lips with his thumb (which she – bold 

feminist! – licks), but on his deathbed confesses (in his own way) he is 

guilty of the tenderness the maid had silently begged of him: he compels 

his wife to give Griet the pearl earrings. The earrings for which she 

pierced her own ears in a gesture of supreme female surrender to the 

male.  

 What does Griet do with this last testament of unconsummated 

love? She sells the pearl earrings for ‗twenty guilders‘ (the Vermeers‘ 

debt to her husband, Pieter the butcher – a debt which, according to 

Catharina, the painter‘s wife, drove the painter ‗into a frenzy‘, p. 231). 

Her last thought is: 

 

Pieter would be pleased (...), the debt now settled. I would not have cost him 
anything. A maid came free. 

 

 The innocent princess discovered the sweetness of tenderness for 

Prince Charming and the bitterness of not having him. His deathbed 

(implied) declaration of love is all right for dreams, but worth no more 

than a debt to the butcher in real life. Chevalier is cruel, and yet 

unbearably sentimental in the way she builds her story detail by detail, 

thought by thought. She begins Girl With A Pearl Earring as a Mediaeval 
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record of blooming love, and ends it as an after-Modernist statement 

that love is dead.  

 It must be added, though, that Chevalier belongs to a second wave 

of after-Modernists: love may have died all right, but there is always 

tenderness. Tenderness is the pearl of the heart. The girl with the pearl is 

the protagonist of this tale of tenderness: discovered, worshipped, 

denied, reconsidered, and – last but not least – resisting all irony, just 

like the pearl born of a grain of sand and sold for a ‗smile and a shake of 

the hand‘ (T. S. Eliot, La Figlia che Piange). 

 The first sentence of the novel introduces us to the two worlds the 

narrator belongs to (until she gets married and makes a world  

for herself): 

 

My mother did not tell me they were coming. (p. 3) 

 

On the one hand, the narrator is ‗chopping vegetables in the kitchen‘, 

and on the other she watches another world, which crosses her own: 

 

I could hear rich carpets in their voices, books and pearls and fur. (p. 3) 

 

 The two families are separated by material wealth. Griet‘s parents 

are poor. Her father has gone blind and can no longer paint tiles (which 

used to be his craft), while her brother Frans is apprenticed to become 

what his father once was. In the meantime, they have to rely on the 
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small income Griet can bring them as a maid in the Vermeer house at 

Papists‘ Corner (a Catholic place, and Griet is a Protestant). They own 

pearls and rich combs, decent clothes, they eat meat every day and they 

do not do their hard work themselves.  

 Chevalier did wonders with the small amount of historical 

information she could gather. Every detail is carefully considered and 

placed with an eye to furthering the suspense, the story. Furthermore, it 

is not merely descriptive: every new element sheds additional light on 

Griet‘s personality, a sixteen-year-old who is ‗too young to marry,‘ but 

good enough to serve as muse. 

 Griet‘s flashes of information concerning Catharina and Johannes 

Vermeer give us her intuition as to what these two – secondary – 

heroes are to develop into. Catharina is the clumsy, rather unkempt, 

eternally pregnant woman – the emblem of unattractiveness. Johannes, 

on the other hand, has red hair and an eagle‘s eye for colour: he notices 

Griet‘s instinct of placing vegetables according to colour, which 

amounts to an acknowledgement of a very special ability in her, 

namely that of seeing more than most. She is preparing the food, but in 

fact she is travelling in a totally different world: her soul prompts her 

to set the vegetables ‗as they should be‘ (p. 50), because ‗the colours 

fight when they are side by side.‘ (p. 5) In other words, Griet has a key 

to the world that ‗he‘ is using, too. This key (which is the painter‘s 

sensibility) brings them together, in a common world nobody else 

shares. At least not in this book. 
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 Chevalier‘s story about this ‗silence that I knew was him‘ (p. 20) 

looks poor in outside incidents, almost no story at all. The author – 

unlike most after-Modernists – builds here an emotional suspense, a 

blossoming of the soul and its subsequent fading fate. The recurrent 

motif of the death of love (and the  beginning of the struggle to survive, 

to rear a family) is blood, the blood from the meat that Griet‘s family 

considered a privilege, almost a kind of currency. The embodiment of 

blood is Pieter the butcher‘s son, whose nails are always stained by 

blood. Griet feels sick at the sight. Between the painter‘s food for the 

soul and Pieter‘s food for the body, Griet is forced to choose the body. 

Her family need meat, she needs a home. She leaves the Vermeers‘ 

house at the very last moment. The painter has deflowered her soul, has 

painted her love. The pearl earrings he bequeathes to her later on, right 

before he dies, are the emblem of the sensibility they share.  

 Art is seen by Chevalier as a parallel world. Griet is forced to join the 

butcher‘s family, has two sons, has blood under her nails at the end of the 

story, too, and sells the pearl earrings. She makes a point of giving up 

(selling) the sign of her first and only love. She chooses the money, thus 

buying her dignity while giving up love. Pieter thinks this is the 

Vermeers‘ debt to their butcher, which he was willing to forget the 

moment Griet ran from their house to his. He took her in and he paid (as 

price, in exchange for her) the meat the painter had nourished his family 

with till then. The meat that kept their bodies. Griet could never have had 

the painter‘s body. All she ever had was his soul. So she pays the bodily 
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price, gives up the earrings and makes sure Pieter will not have paid 

anything for her. As she herself thinks in the last sentence of her long 

monologue, ‗I would not have cost him anything. A maid came free.‘ And 

it turns out that the only man who treated her right, after all, was not the 

butcher, who took her in as if she were a merchandise, another piece of 

meat. It was the painter, who hungered after her soul. 

 Tracy Chevalier is not so much interested in her heroine‘s story as 

in her initiation in art as a parallel world. At the beginning of the novel, 

Griet is quite innocent and hardly suspects her seventeenth century 

experience as a sixteen-year-old can lead her to a parallel world of 

creation. When the painter makes her look into a ‗camera obscura‘, the 

artificial shapes she sees in there scare her. She asks: 

 

‗What‘s an image, sir? It is not a word I know.‘ 

 

 Griet‘s life is built with painstaking materiality and concrete detail: 

the sister who dies because of the plague; the brother who runs away 

from the tile factory his father paid to send him to; the blind father in 

whose face ‗one day the kiln exploded, taking his eyes and his trade‘; the 

mother who pushes her into a marriage with the  butcher‘s son out of 

her own hunger; Catharina, the painter‘s wife, who bears his children; 

Maria Thins, Catharina‘s mother and the master of the house in the 

absence of a more down-to-earth son-in-law; and, larger than all the rest, 

the ghost of a painter who has no idea what goes on around him, 
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detached from everyone (children and wife included), and who only 

shares his parallel world with a teenager who creates him inside her 

mind, with her heart, out of her need for tenderness. A creator of beauty 

together with the painter, Griet chooses an honourable life as a butcher‘s 

wife, is haunted by the temptation of  a lost parallel world of love and 

art,  and ends up as a liberated maid-wife, sadder and wiser, with an 

unfulfilled longing for something beyond. 

 We could safely say that, besides a lesson of wasted tenderness (too 

little, too late), Chevalier‘s main achievement is to retrace, recreate 

history. She puts together bits of information: what it felt like to be 

trapped in by the plague, what people ate and wore, the value of an 

object like the comb, the 17th c meaning of wealth and poverty, the feel of 

an age when communication was slow and knowledge only beginning. 

She sees art as another kind of life. It takes a special soul to perceive the 

world as subject for a painting. Geography is a minimal presence 

(Holland, Delft, the Hague barely mentioned, never seen although only 

a two hours‘ walk away), the seasons have their specific chores, the 

biting frost of winter is as real as it might be today. Small details, which 

make the texture of 17th c life, are unfamiliar, and we feel we are entering 

a dystopia of harsh conditions, difficult survival, more hard work that 

we have ever contemplated in our daily routine. 

 One thing that Chevalier addresses tongue in cheek is the situation 

of the woman in society. More precisely, Griet‘s predicament. Poor and 

uneducated, she has no right to pearl earrings and painting, yet she 
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manages to get them both – and they turn out not to be of very much use 

to her. Her life focusses on survival in the end. This could be an attempt 

at foretelling the death of art, as a change from the after-Modernist 

warning that the human race is dying. Chevalier merely questions the 

endurance of art. 

 Caught between ‗His‘ tenderness (Vermeer‘s) and his patron‘s (van 

Ruijven‘s) lust, Griet, the typical blushing virgin in distress, makes the 

sensible choice and keeps both Prince Charming and the ogre at arm‘s 

length. The painter wants her in his soul and from there on canvas, 

while van Ruijven wants her on canvas and from there in his bed. Her 

blind father is the only one who has a naive intuition of what is going 

on, when, as she describes Vermeer painting the baker‘s daughter, he 

asks: 

 

‗But what is the story in the painting?‘ (p. 91) 

 

 He seems to have a foreboding that his own daughter is on the point 

of becoming meaningful as an art object. The whole book is thus an 

implicit theory on the birth and meaning of painting, of art, and the fact 

that you can accede to it by gift, not by birth, wealth, education, morality 

or any other path. Griet is ‗assisting‘ (p. 93) the painter as a secret ritual. 

Instead of working as a maid and only that, instead of merely cleaning 

the sanctuary of painting, she becomes apprenticed to painting itself. She 

learns colours and images by instinct, and she falls in love with the 
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parallel world of the soul. As she herself describes her work side by side 

with the painter, ‗I was warmed by his presence.‘ (p. 114) 

 The expectations of the book are no more than two, roughly:  

 

Stealing and tempting the master of the house – that was what mistresses 
were always looking for in maids. (p. 141) 

 

Suspense is built on Griet‘s being accused of theft and shaking the 

accusation off (with her master‘s help), and on nobody being able to pin 

down her tempting the master of the house, which she does and gets 

away with. The temptation is so strong that ‗He‘ bequeathes her his 

wife‘s pearl earrings on his deathbed.  

 The moment she sells them in order to pay what Pieter had to pay 

in order to make a maid his wife, she is not a maid any more. She has 

shaken off her condition. The last sentence of the novel is incredibly 

enigmatical: ‗A maid came free‘.  

 The strong word is ‗free‘, and we feel as if Griet had struggled free 

of her time, her social conventions, which kept the painter away from 

her, in a failed fairy tale. Chevalier builds here a nostalgic story and also 

traces the roots of the time when the fairy tale began dying. Girl With A 

Pearl Earring, in 1998, is her own interpretation of the  death of love. 

 Pieter tells Griet: 

 

‗You‘re getting caught where you should not be, Griet (...). Theirs is not your 
world. (...) But you have little power over what happens to you.‘ (p. 159) 
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He underestimates the narrator, who is only apparently afraid of her 

cruel fate (to be sacrificed to the ogre, while Prince Charming cannot 

reach her, will not save her in time).  Griet is the only flaw of this 

splendid little love story that narrowly misses the happy end. She is the 

opposite of weak or powerless. She finds out soon enough what it is she 

wants, and pursues it, without qualms, without morality, without fear. 

She wants ‗Him‘ to be her initiator into tenderness. But, as she is not 

Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty, as she is neither frail nor in distress, the 

story fails to trap us into pity. We do not pity Griet, we admire her for her 

feminist strength avant la lettre. Her younger brother Frans spells it out: 

 

‗It‘s clear from your face. You want him. You can hide it from our parents and 
your butcher man, but you can‘t hide it from me.‘ (p. 167) 

 

 The difference between the kind son of the butcher and the 

enigmatic painter is the essence of their attitude to Griet. The painter 

loves her mystery, her power never to show any thoughts when she 

poses (which his wife is said to be unable to do), as well as the heat of 

her eyes staring into his. The butcher‘s son is looking forward to their 

wedding and says with fervent hope: 

 

‗You will not always be a secret to me.‘ (p. 175) 

 

He lives according to all the old fashioned conventions when he 
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announces, ‗I‘ll make you happy, Griet.‘ (p. 176).  The destabilizing, 

challenging, bewitched character is the painter, who takes his secret to 

an early grave. The spell he casts is in his paintings of tenderness itself. 

As he declares, he ‗will not‘ paint Griet as a maid. What, then, is Griet to 

him? He will not confess. He merely states: 

 

‗I will paint you as I first saw you, Griet. Just you.‘ (p. 179) 

 

 Griet never has a good look at his portrait of herself. She says about 

a face he painted earlier in fur and pearls: 

 

I wanted to know the man who painted her like that. (p. 36) 

 

She never gets to know Him, though. Shy, provocative, virginal and a 

harlot all in one, she reminds the sophisticated reader of the beginnings 

of the novelistic art with Samuel Richardson‘s Pamela. She wrings her 

hands at the thought she might be taken for a whore and used as such, 

but she is deeply unhappy when her master lets her go and get married 

to another man.  

 Vermeer is the faux pas, the mystery man who destabilizes her. She 

expects him to be her Prince Charming, and he is Merlin. She expects him 

to be the reason of her becoming a whore, and he allows her to belong to 

Pieter alone. He is so much of a mystery that the author herself is unwilling 

to unmask him, so we shall never be sure what he felt for Griet. 
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 If anyone tried to argue this novel was about painting  

not tenderness, the following remark (made by Van Leeuwenhoek) 

might help: 

 

‗He thinks only of himself and his work, not of you. (...) The women in 
his paintings – he traps them in his world. You can get lost there.‘ (p. 
186) 

 

We soon notice that this is just one more misery Griet invents for herself. 

She courts danger, hoping her Prince will save her. First she feels 

unprotected, having to leave home at sixteen. Then she is humiliated 

when she becomes a maid. Later on she is persecuted by one of the 

daughters, Cornelia. Soon all the men in the picture want her (Van 

Ruijven – to whom she is the ‗wide-eyed‘,  Pieter, a stranger passing by, 

a soldier watching her plague-stricken street...). She is ‗so much trouble‘ 

(Maria Thins says so).  

 This is the tactics Fowls uses for Sarah in The French Lieutenant’s 

Woman. It is the ‗damsel in distress‘ tactics that has worked ever since 

stories have existed. Greet thinks to herself while piercing her ear: ‗You 

will ruin me.‘ (p. 197) What Chevalier does right is to contradict the 

pattern by refusing to allow her Vermeer to comply and do what the 

story expects of him. Destabilizing the story is her after-Modernist trick.  

 This virginal story of the disappointed princess has in fact very 

contemporary accents of sexuality. Greet makes love to Pieter in an alley 

after Vermeer stops short of attempting to do it himself. Their only 
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caress – the moment Greet asks Him to ‗insert the earring‘ (p. 208) – is 

far from innocent: 

 

He did not remove his hand. His fingers brushed against my neck and 
along my jaw. He traced the side of my face up to my cheek, then blotted the 
tears that spilled from my eyes with his thumb. He ran his thumb over my 
lower lip. I licked it and tasted salt. (p. 208) 

 

Does Greet stand for art? Her first thought when the painting is done is: 

 

Now that the painting was finished he no longer wanted me. (p. 210) 

 

She decides to wait till night in order to be able to study the painting at 

ease, but, 

 

I always regretted that decision. I never got to have a proper look at the 
finished painting. (p. 210) 

 

 The ‗always‘ the narrator uses betrays – for the first time in this 

story – that Greet is considerably older than 16 when she remembers this 

story. Her story is artfully remembered. The same as Chevalier, Greet 

has a clear pleasure of suspense. This is the reason why the artificially 

dramatic end becomes meaningless. Catharina finds out her earrings 

have been worn while Greet was posing for her husband secretly. The 

daughter who persecuted the maid (Cornelia) tells her. Catharina‘s rage 

flares: 
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‗Why,‘ she asked, ‗have you never painted me?‘ (p. 214) 

 

 The knife as a threatening object turns up twice, and it betrays the 

author‘s fascination with well-told stories. The first time a knife is 

mentioned in connection with Catharina and Greet, it happens on the 

second page of the book, at the very beginning, when we hardly know a 

thing about the two rivals in love. Greet is ‗chopping vegetables in the 

kitchen‘ at home when Vermeer and his wife come to have a look at her 

as a possible maid: 

 

‗Well. She‘s not very big. Is she strong enough?‘As the woman  
turned to look at the man, a fold of her mantle caught the handle of the knife I 
had been using, knocking it off the table so that it spun across the floor.‘ (p. 4) 

 

The second time Chevalier‘s plot uses the knife shows that the maid 

turns out to be stronger than her mistress. She takes Vermeer‘s soul 

away from her, and succeeds where the wife has failed. Greet has 

become the painting, she is Vermeer‘s art. The painting and the model 

melt in what Greet calls ‗my‘ eye (the eye of the painted face, actually), 

when Catharina is on the point of slashing the canvas with her knife: 

 

He moved with Catharina as she stepped up to the painting. She was 
quick but he was quicker – he caught her by the wrist as she plunged the 
diamond blade of the knife towards the painting. He stopped it just before the 
blade touched my eye. From where I stood I could see the wide eye, a flicker of 
earring he had just added, and the winking of the blade as it hovered before the 
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painting. Catharina struggled but he held her wrist firmly, waiting for her to 
drop the knife. Suddenly she groaned. Flinging the knife away, she clutched 
her belly. The knife skidded across the tiles to my feet, then spun and spun, 
slower and slower, as we all stared at it. It came to a stop with the blade 
pointed at me. 

I was meant to pick it up. That was what maids were meant to do – pick 
up their master‘s and mistress‘s things and put them back in their place. 

I looked up and met his eye, holding his grey gaze for a long moment. I 
knew it was for the last time. I did not look at anyone else. 

In his eyes I thought I could see regret. (p. 215) [Italics mine] 
 

 Catharina is the mother of the painter‘s children (and actually 

delivers one in his studio), but Greet is the nurturer of his art. 

Obviously, Chevalier makes Vermeer‘s choice for him: his body stays 

with his wife and children. When he knows he is dying (and will be 

leaving the compulsions the story has built for him), he feels free to 

present the girl with not one, but two pearl earrings – so he bequeathes 

his wife‘s pearls to the maid.  

 What ‗regret‘ means to the narrator (who may be seventy at the time 

she narrates, for all we know) amounts to the fact that the author has 

claimed authorial authority and has made not only the painter‘s mind 

up for him, but Grit‘s as well. She could have chosen to go to her 

parents, to van Ruijven‘s house, to van Leeuwenhoek, to Frans in 

Rotterdam, but she marries Pieter. For all the reader knows, she could 

easily have eloped with Vermeer if the author had had a mind to make 

that happen. But Tracy Chevalier needed a disappointed princess, and 

she carefully built Griet from the very first incidents of the story. 

 The author focusses on disappointing her story, which she does in 
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good after-Modernist tradition. She builds a story while pretending she 

does not see it. The reader follows, sometimes breathlessly, usually at 

ease. The story comes to an end that baffles expectations in the manner 

of Fowles, who is a master of baffled expectations, with his multiplied 

endings in The French Lieutenant’s Woman.  

 The progress of the story is done by all the rules of suspense. The 

focus is a thesis, an attempt at proving that, in spite of the rules of 

narration, the author can escape convention. But we must not forget 

that, when the painter looks at his model for the last time, and both 

know that is the end, the narrator ‗thinks‘ she sees regret in his eyes. 

Chevalier uses her after-Modernist Prince Charming in order to 

disappoint her (otherwise conventionally built) fairy tale. 

 In Girl with A Pearl Earring, Tracy Chevalier is, then, the author of a 

regretful story, both for its disappointed heroes and its starving readers, 

who cannot help wanting more when the last word closes the page. This 

mood of the reader when the story is finished signals to the reader that 

(however much he may want his fairy tale) he is reading an after-

Modernist text. 

 

Tracy Chevalier, Girl With A Pearl Earring, 1998 (Plume, 2001) 
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The small-talk novel about the end of the 

                       human race: 

Jonathan Coe, The Accidental Woman  

   

 

 

 Jonathan Coe is a novelist who narrates for fun. His fun comes from 

confusing the reader as to when things happen, and also from 

concealing his heroes from him. It is partly the fun of Victorian fiction, 

partly the fun of someone who has emerged out of after-Modernist 

sophistication and wit, and invents a kind of fictional relaxation whose 

name (as a trend) has not yet been invented.  

 His Accidental Woman, Maria, is a perplexing, deliberately 

unexplained (yet not quite enigmatic) heroine. The lack of mystery 

comes from Coe‘s wilful disregard for suspense. Who cares what 

happens next?, the novelist seems to sneer. What does ‗fairy tale‘ mean? 

He does not even take the trouble of demolishing the dead convention of  

‗they lived happily ever after.‘  

 Maria is not the core of a story we are eager to know. She ignores 

herself and everybody else. Her favourite posture is to lie awake in an 

utterly dark, dispiritingly poor and unfriendly room, listening to 
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classical music in the dead of night. What she does best is to sleep. She 

sleepwalks through life, forming no attachment whatsoever. The idea of 

parents, of lovers, of a family seems – in the context of this novel – 

preposterous.  

 Coe belongs to a later generation of after-Modernists, who are 

carefree. He likes to make fun of and recycle whatever bits of the past he 

happens to come across. I cannot help thinking here of Ackroyd‘s The 

Plato Papers as the best effigy for after-Modernists: a world which exists 

simultaneously with its past and future, and is totally unaware of its not 

being the only one around, distorts the past in the most hilarious 

misunderstandings. Its past is so dead that it can be reinvented at last. 

Ackroyd reinvents it from syllables, half-titles, fragments of names. His 

invention is both ironic and nostalgic. He feels the loss, and his witty 

rewriting, deep down, grieves for it. Like all after-Modernists, he is 

heartbroken (T. S. Eliot‘s Modernist inheritance, I should say).  

 Coe‘s sensibility is free like a bird. He has no battle to fight. No 

aftermath of stream-of-consciousness focus on emotion is felt any longer.  

No lyrical burden on the text (after the style of fiction had been its tyrant 

in Joyce and Woolf). Since 1922 till not long ago, the focus of literature 

was rather on the ‗telling‘ than on the ‗told‘. It started with confusion – of 

both thoughts/emotions and their expression – and slipped into a fake 

clarity, a clarity which was only meant to be a life insurance for a dying 

novel, a clarity which managed to obliterate the meaning in Ishiguro just 

as much as authors such as Henry James or James Joyce did in their mind-
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and-soul-bound way of writing. The Modernist confusion and partly the 

subsequent after-Modernist clarity are emotionally very intense. Coe 

treads the new ground of ‗I could not care less – for convention or 

conventionlessness, for old wars and victories, for all the texts I have 

never read and maybe never will. My ignorance is my universe. I am 

history-less.‘ The novel is a brave new world. 

 

 

 

 The story begins with two statements in which two narrative 

approaches clash: the Victorian (mostly Dickensian) convention, and the 

after-Modernist feeling that stories tell themselves. What is at stake here 

is the status of the author. The Dickensian omniscient, domineering 

narrator is snubbed. No defiance any more. After the Modernist revolt, 

the after-Modernist appropriation of  the whole history of literature ever 

(Modernist defiance included), the late after-Modernist Coe puts on a 

pair of casual jeans and talks to us with his feet up on the story, 

watching the show while rubbing shoulders with the reader. He begins 

his novel as a joke. Chapter one is ‗Beforewards‘ and his first words, 

 

Take a birth. Any birth. (p. 7) 

 

 He goes on in the present, with several summarizing sentences 
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which unmistakably recall Dickens: 

 

Arriving on the threshold of womanhood (for it is she, as chance would have it) 
Maria finds herself in Mrs Leadbetter‘s study. Mrs Leadbetter the headmistress. 
She beamed at Maria and waved her to an armchair. (p. 7) 

 

As can be seen, the present is at once followed, within the very same 

paragraph, by a past. No need for narrative universals. We are given the 

details we need to know with Dickensian care for our information, and 

with a nonchalance which it would never have occurred to Dickens to 

adopt. We could call it familiarity with the reader if we did compare it to 

Dickens‘s eagerness to please his readers, to make himself understood. 

We are haunted here by the feeling that someone is being outsmarted. In 

The Accidental Woman, Coe achieves a feat: he ruins the story while 

narrating it.  

 He chooses Dickens as the obvious focus of his ‗bantering‘ (to use an 

echo from Ishiguro‘s The Remains of the Day), but he also mocks at himself. 

‗Am I telling a story?‘ he seems to wonder. ‗After all these centuries of 

narrative tricks, do you still want a story from me?‘ In case we might say 

no, he draws us, the readers, into whatever it is he is doing: 

 

Here you are to imagine a short silence. (p. 9) 

 

Or he talks about himself as 
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we in the trade. (p. 9) 

 

Maria used to write poems as a teenager, and she is writing one when 

the story begins: 

 

...she composed a poem, or fragments of a poem, on her walk home that 
evening. It was a peculiar poem, well worth preserving, I wish I could give 

you the whole of it. (p. 11) 

 

Coe seems to lean heavily on his reader to help him make things up. He 

overtly associates himself with this reader: 

 

...the vestiges of a sense of duty, the origins of which she had always chosen, 
sensibly, not to analyse. 

But perhaps we could undertake this analysis for her. (p. 13) 

 

 The topics which he considers non-themes – such as the idea of a 

family – are rejected by the author off-hand, in his own, unambiguous 

name: 

 

Here you are to imagine a short scene of family jubilation, I‘m buggered if I 
can describe one. (p. 18) 

 

Which proves that the Jamesian tradition of the understatement, so well 

prolonged and refined by authors such as Kazuo Ishiguro or Graham 

Swift, is safely dead. Jonathan Coe does not really want to be in 

command, he hardly knows his own story, he wants the reader to step in 
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and rather live than write: in simple words, he wants his text to be more 

lifelike – which  instinct is as old as the hills. The attempt to portray life 

as truthfully as if the reader were sharing it has kept literature going 

ever since it has been known to exist. In substance, then, Coe is not that 

far from the old convention. 

 Coe claims he reveals to the reader what the hero himself may not 

yet know. After-Modernist authors are very shy in front of psychological 

analysis, after the torrents of preverbal thought in Joyce or after the 

vivisection of sensibility in Woolf and Eliot. Yet, while after-Modernists 

are born into psychological analysis (just as Modernists were born into 

the fairy-tale tradition) and cannot help carrying it in the back of their 

minds, Coe feels free to dispose of the need to account for what is going 

on inside the character‘s mind or soul. This is the best explanation for a 

sentence such as, 

 

End of analysis. (p. 37) 

 

 The author is trying to know as little about his story as his reader – 

which, obviously, would be impossible, considering that he wants his 

readership, he wants to write a bestseller, he wants his story to win 

prizes. The dream of the author has moved from achieving technical 

novelty to acceding to widespread success, mainly with financial 

repercussions. He is relaxed as far as the ‗telling‘ is concerned, but very 

alert to the ‗selling‘. 
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 Coe often poses as the ‗forgetful‘ narrator. At one point he writes: 

 

Maria laughed or cried, I forget which. (p. 42) 

 

This is a strategy meant to confuse the reader as to the literary status of 

the text. Is it a text? Is it closer than literature to real life? The ambiguity 

of the author‘s status is to blame. He both uses and abuses the narrative 

universals. He writes: 

 

There was one time which kept coming back to her, as she sat waiting outside 
his college that hot afternoon, it came back to her in fragments, glimpses 
insistent in form and character, always the same, but this is not how I shall 

narrate it. (p. 69, my emphasis.) 

 

Our dialogue with the narrator (forced on us) discourages our 

expectations, since we are half supposed to know the end, we are half-

creating it as we go along. The writer blames the story on us, so to say. 

 From the very beginning, then, and all through the narrative, the 

author sides with the reader, apparently. He warns us about every trick: 

 

Irony coming up. (p. 70) 

 

He claims he is as innocent as his reader, as confused – when in fact he is 

confusing this reader out of his wits, ruining all conventions for him, 

undermining his status as a reader:  
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...how can we account for its absurdity? An absurdity apparent to everyone 
but Maria, apparent even to the passers-by who stared and shook their heads 
at the spectacle of her yearning vigilance. The best we can do is to surmise. 
Her course of action would probably have been to have hidden behind that 
tree, until he passed, and then to have called out, in an accent of surprise, Oh, 
hello, Stephen. And what she would have done after that is anybody‟s guess, 
for it would have depended entirely upon his response, and what his 
response would have been is nobody‘s business. I have enough difficulty 

predicting Maria‟s behaviour without bothering about this. (p. 72)      
                                                 

 The heroine, Maria, was on the point of embarking on a fairy tale 

(she loved Stephen and, if he returned her love, they might have lived 

happily ever after), if the author had been up to the task of imagining 

this kind of story, but he decides he is not at all the right person to do 

such a thing: 

 

...it might all have been plain sailing, love offered and reciprocated, nothing 
new really but it seems to mean a lot to the people involved. It never quite 

happened. (p. 73) 

 

One could easily remember here Fowles and his games with narrative 

universals, with the status of the author (whom he even made a hero in 

the story – see The French Lieutenant’s Woman) if it were not for a certain 

disabused air of the present narration.  

 Fowles was well aware of his hobby for games and enjoyed every 

minute of it. Coe does not share the after-Modernists‘ passion for the 

text as a game, for means of enhancing the writer‘s self-awareness. Coe 

places himself somewhere in the context, while after-Modernists are 

always – like most other writers – in the subtext. 
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 We are suddenly confronted not with an ambiguous text, but with 

an explanatory one. Coe explains to us each one of his moves. We know 

his mind. He shares his intentions. The story is no longer a mere space of 

intention. It becomes a place of explanation. The writer feels called upon 

to explain himself, make his approach clear while writing. 

 Once we finish reading The Accidental Woman, we do not feel the joy 

of having followed suspense and having unveiled the reason why the 

text pleases us. Can it be because the author is not trying to humour his 

reader, to please his expectations? Neither does the after-Modernist 

novelist, or even the Modernist for that matter. With Joyce or Eliot we 

were fascinated by the preverbal stream of sensibility, of lyricism and 

defiance of convention. With after-Modernists we are enthralled by the 

passion for gambling all devices at the risk of losing all they have.  

 Coe is lost in explanations. Riveted on the borderline between many 

spaces/disciplines at once (literary history, literary criticism, sociology, 

the psychology of creation, literary theory, even semantics, lexicology), 

we feel as if, overnight, while we were not really paying attention, 

interdisciplinarity had stolen upon us and had played havoc with our 

reading experience.  

 After-Modernists replace the very idea of emulating previous 

authors in the act of explanation. Dickens tried to tell a story better than 

Fielding, possibly. Galsworthy tried to beat all narrators ever at their 

own game. Joyce found out that you could tell a story while actually 

tearing it to pieces. Some after-Modernists feel sure they can ruin the 
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fairy tale in such a way that nobody will notice it has died for good, thus 

having their cake and eating it. Coe‘s interdisciplinarity (the favourite 

wonder child of so many cultural studies specialists today) is one way of 

renewing what was menacing to become boring, predictable convention. 

It is in this spirit that Coe makes statements such as: 

 

It is customary, of course, when it comes to stories like this, to believe 
whatever the author tells you... (p. 81) 

 

Or such as: 

 

Ronny‘s delight and surprise upon seeing her lie outside the emotional range 
of this book. (p. 79) 

 

 When he explains his story in this obvious manner, Coe definitely 

detaches himself from the attempt at telling the most captivating story 

ever, the best-seller. He decides to explain everything, beginning with 

himself: 

 

It was her own self which she most wanted to escape. Sounds rather trite, put 
like that, doesn‘t it. We must recognize, though, that included in what Maria, 
or was it me, termed her self, was a whole crowd of people who really had no 
business to be there at all. I don‘t have to remind you of their names, for you 
know them all; I have introduced all the important ones in the course of 
telling this story. (p. 129) 

 

 As we go along with the story, this dialogue of the author with the 

reader gradually becomes more important than the reader‘s focussing on 
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the hero. The author makes himself so obvious while explaining his plans 

for his heroine that the heroine is pushed aside. She is replaced by the 

impression the author creates that the reader is involved in her creation. 

The end of the novel has a footnote which states: 

 

I was conscious in this last passage that I could never achieve exactly my 
intended effect. Readers may therefore prefer to miss it out altogether, and to 
listen instead to the end of the first movement of  Prokofiev‘s F minor violin 
sonata, where they will find a much more concrete version of what I was here 
trying to express. (p. 148) 

 

 Coe‘s intended effect is that of absence of the hero. The novel begins 

with Maria‘s noticing the  

 

school motto, Per ardua ad astra, which she could read, upside down, on Mrs 
Leadbetter‘s headed notepaper. (p. 7) 

 

when her teacher congratulates her on having ‗won a place at Oxford.‘ 

(p. 7). She goes to Oxford, does not find anything of interest to her there, 

gets married by accident, after having constantly rejected a man who 

loves her and after having fallen in love with a man whose feelings for 

her stay a mystery, is forced by her husband to divorce and leave her 

three-year-old son with him and his mistress, has a few totally 

uninteresting jobs, is ‗stood up‘ by the man who has loved her since high 

school but does not turn up at their wedding when she at last proposes 

to him.  

 The end of the story (if a story it is) takes her back home, none the 
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wiser, none the richer, none the happier – just older. Everything has 

remained unchanged but time (the narrative covers fifteen years) and 

the school motto, which promised at first ‗ad astra,‘ and is simply 

remembered as ‗per ardua‘ now: 

 

The bus took her past her old school, St. Jude‘s, which she realised she had 
not seen since the day she left it, fifteen years ago. She had a vague 
recollection of the day she had sat in Mrs Leadbetter‘s office, receiving the 
headmistress‘s congratulations, but it was not at all vivid, dark winter 
evenings being hard to visualise on Summer Saturday afternoons. One detail, 
however, bobbed up in her mind quite distinctly, as she sighed. Per ardua, 
maybe. (p. 143) 
 

 Nothing fills her life. Coe annihilates all the themes of the fairy tale 

(they lived happily ever after), all the reader‘s expectations of a romantic 

emotional life (or sexual for that matter), all moral conclusions that the 

family is the ultimate refuge. He also justifies his denial, and his novel 

comes out of the need to explain himself. Maria‘s story is in fact the story 

of a novelist who decides there is no story to tell, but that even the lack of 

a story – especially that – can be accounted for, analysed, turned into a 

mood and offered as food for thought. 

 His real aim is to state that nothing is worth making a romance out 

of, but the feeling of absence and emptiness can be passionate in itself. 

Which is as much as to say that the idea of theme and heroes has moved 

into themelessness and herolessness. It is up to the novelist to fill the void 

he has chosen as a main topic with his craft, sensibility and wit.  

 Stream-of-consciousness authors filled the pages with their 
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preverbal emotional storms, after-Modernist writers use the clearest 

possible words to hide inner turmoil (not to banish it), while Coe 

wanders away from emotion altogether. There is a whole new world of 

emotionlessness out there, he seems to say, and all we have to do is to 

blow life into it. What he means is we can do his work for him: we lend 

his heroine the life we know. The novel is thus not just very clear and 

familiar (what we put in it must, obviously, be accessible to us) but also 

very dear to us. As an alternative to loving the author‘s world or heroes, 

Coe urges us to explain ours, find out how, why we love what we see. 

This effect – making the reader feel in control – has been at the root of all 

renewal in art. Art trying to come closer and closer to life has bred a long 

line of devices. Once again, the narrator finds a new approach and the 

reader is fooled, thinking this is the truth at last. It is merely art going 

on. 

     

 

 

 The Accidental Woman is a novel which changes absence (of family, 

of love, of sex, of a career, even of a life of the mind) into an exacerbated 

general loneliness which springs out of displacement and 

defamiliarization. Significantly the novel begins with a Beforewards and 

ends with an Afterhand. ‗Beforewards‘ is one way of saying ‗towards 

before‘, of contradicting ‗beforehand,‘ of announcing that the direction 
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of the novel  is not towards an end, but actually to a place and time 

before the novel was born. This will be good to bear in mind when we 

deal with the particular type of suspense (or rather non-suspense) the 

author resorts to in this book. 

 For the time being, we are interested in the Afterhand, which is 

deliberately neither an afterword, nor an afterwards. The main 

prerequisite for this novel to exist is our willingness to go out of our way 

to share it, furnish it, fill it. We may have met the author halfway 

hundreds of times before (it is the essence of reading to do so). Filling in 

is a technique that has always existed, but which was used by 

Modernism more than ever before. Modernist Henry James relied 

heavily on understatement, and after-Modernist Kazuo Ishiguro 

perfected the approach (to plot and heroes) beyond James‘ wildest 

expectations. We could certainly have tried to double guess Richardson, 

Dickens, George Eliot, Galsworthy, but all we would have managed to 

do would have been to dig up something that already existed in the text, 

something the author had already sown there.  

 Double guessing Joyce, on the other hand, is mandatory. Who could 

understand Joyce, Eliot, Woolf without reading between the lines? The 

design was unquestionably theirs, though; we could hardly reach a 

conclusion they would not have envisaged ‗beforehand‘. The author had 

a plan and we found it, in pre-Modernism. Modernists found out it was 

fun to make the reader‘s life hell, and their reward for the reader was the 

discovery of the author‘s meaning. 
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 After-Modernists realize that they can withdraw meaning. Your guess 

is as good as mine. They build their books in such a way as to give the 

reader an idea of the past of all literature they are able to coexist with. 

Jonathan Coe, after-Modernist as he is, pushes the past aside. Needless 

to say, once again, literature survives... 

 Maria‘s story is a 151-page description of what Coe cannot find 

worth telling us about her. She leaves her family to go to College and 

comes back to them on the last page, but her emotions have nothing to 

do with anyone. Her schoolmate Ronny claims to be in love with her 

almost up to the last page, yet, when (out of solitude, we infer) she asks 

him to marry her, he stands her up at the ‗register office‘ (‗The bastard 

had stood her up,‘ p. 126) Sex is omitted as totally unimportant. A few 

guesses at gay openings make the story alert here and there – which, 

when they are infirmed, makes us realize how eager we have become 

for the uncommon, how much we like the out of the ordinary (this 

certainly being one reason why gay literature is all the rage today).  

 We can hardly notice Maria going towards a career. When the story 

stops (and she is thirty-two) she has none to speak of. She merely makes 

a living. She works in order to survive. She refuses to subscribe to a life 

of the mind. She comes here dangerously close to Anthony Burgess‘s 

Alex in A Clockwork Orange. Both Maria and Alex like to listen to 

classical music. It is their only joy, the authors emphatically underline, 

and society takes it away from them eventually. They grow up, shed all 

joy, and the book ends. Alex is ready to find a ‗mate‘ and have a child – 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

190 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

who will probably reiterate his violence. What about Maria? Coe does 

not even bother to mention a direction for her. Strange as it may seem, 

the reader‘s expectations have died. 

 The author‘s irony builds on his confused feeling of chronology as a 

narrative universal. The time of narration is inessential and can be 

playfully rolled along: 

 

In those days Maria wrote poems, too. For instance, she composed a poem, or 
fragments of a poem, on her walk home that evening. It was a peculiar poem, 
well worth preserving, I wish I could give you the whole of it. Unfortunately it 
was destroyed, along with so many other mementoes of Maria‘s life at this 
period, in the fire which burnt down half of her parents‘ home in 1982. 
(Touching to reflect that of this event, which is not due for nearly twelve years 

yet, she has at present little inkling.) The poem concerned, among other 
things, the contact of half-formed snowflakes with unresisting cheek, the act of 
unthinking uphill progression, the texture of street lamp glow where it merges 
with winter sky, and the comfort to be derived from states of solitude. Maria 
felt happiest when she was alone by and large, but the thought of being always 
alone terrified her, because she was only human...  (p. 11) 

 

The first emotion mentioned in this novel is that of fear. At first it seems 

to be placed in a future-in-the past, or rather a past-in-the future. 

Whatever the time, this fear is unexplained, possibly unexplainable at 

the level of the story.  

 Jonathan Coe‘s irony is fierce. He does not simply defy. He acts as if 

all the texts ever written had only been produced to allow him to 

pretend they had never existed. His favourite target – aimed at quite a 

number of times in The Accidental Woman – is Victorian fiction: 
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Love destroys,‘ said Philip, from between his fingers. ‗It is a raging fire 
which warms you, then burns, then leaves you for a heap of ashes, grey and 
barely glowing.‘ He got up suddenly.‘ Do you mind if I write that down? (p. 
32) 

 

Whenever Coe feels like telling a decent story, he looks in his own 

pocket Victorian mirror and describes his Maria with sentences such as, 

 

I know what love isn‘t. (p. 40) 

 

or 

 

‗Explain the train of thought,‘ said Maria, ‗which leads from love to 
happiness, and then to marriage.‘ (p. 41) 

 

 When Coe has done telling us his version of the story, a fiend 

whispers in our minds: ‗How about hearing it in Dickensian language all 

over again?‘ After a paragraph like the following, we cannot help 

wondering which we would prefer after all: 

 

It took him a week or two at first to entice Maria into his bed, and to gain 
admission to hers, but once the precedent had been established this interval 
decreased, until it could be done within a minute or two or in exceptional 
circumstances a matter of seconds. There is no need to give the details. Why 
describe all the gropings, the senseless fumbles and thrusts which this poor 
misguided couple executed   upon each other on warm spring afternoons and 
clammy evenings? Why enumerate, in the hope of enlightening or perhaps 
even arousing the reader, the various gasps, kisses, groans, caresses, stains and 
clasps which characterise this ludicrous pantomime? Far better to forget, as 
Maria tried often and vainly to forget, the hours she had spent with this man in 
the flagging pursuit of a hazy gratification. (p. 49) 
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The story does not really matter. The author fills the space with small 

gestures, which attempt familiarization and fail. Nothing is unbearably 

intense, nothing reminds us of Joyce, Woolf, Eliot, even Galsworthy (to 

say nothing of a Fielding, Thackeray, Dickens). An excerpt like the 

following could easily have come close to Ishiguro‘s The Remains of the 

Day. It is a love story on a ‗wasted day, an unhappy day, a very beautiful 

day in some respects.‘ The author labels is as ‗the heat of anxiety and of 

desire‘, which he sums up as a ‗pretty pass‘: 

 

Of all the Oxford days which Maria ever looked back on, she remembered 
none so clearly or with so much pain as a blazing summer‘s day at the end of 
her last term. It was a wasted day, an unhappy day, a very beautiful day in 
some respects. It started, as far as Maria‟s memory and therefore as far as we 

are concerned, in the afternoon. Armed only with a copy of poems by 
Baudelaire, which she had no intention of reading, she stationed herself on a 
bench, beneath a tree, opposite the main entrance to one of the men‘s colleges. 
It was astonishingly hot, and had been for about a week, the heat was 
beginning to have that weighty feel which means that a storm is not far off. It 
weighed her down, supplemented internally by the heat of anxiety and of 

desire. Her heart pounded, as hearts do at such moments, and in such 
situations, not an unpleasant feeling as long as it doesn‘t happen too often, 
more than once every few weeks for example. In this position, which she varied 
only in a small way as we shall see, she waited for five hours, during which 
time she reflected haphazardly on the circumstances, the feelings and former 
incidents, which had brought her to this pretty pass. She did not recall them in 
chronological order, she did not so much recall them at all, in fact, it would be 
truer to say that they assaulted her, but we shall record them chronologically, 

for the reader‟s benefit. (p. 65) 

 

 Maria‘s memory, chronologically recollected ‗for the reader‘s 

benefit‘, involves two heroes: herself and Stephen. The whole chapter is 
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the approximation of a text about a young girl in love: 

 

...she was not at all certain, she had no concrete evidence whatsoever, that 
Stephen returned her love. (And just when I was thinking that we could get 
away without using the word.) (p. 67) 

  

In telling us the half story of Maria‘s ‗love‘ for Stephen, Coe demolishes 

both convention and the reader‘s expectations: 

 

Maria‘s love for Stephen (in for a penny) bore little relation to her love for 
Nigel. They never went to bed together.  They never kissed.  These were not 
Maria‘s decisions, she would have done both, simultaneously for preference. 
But at the same time she felt that it made a nice change not to do these things, it 
gave her a sense of independence to think that she could love without seeking 
petty satisfactions. Stephen himself never mentioned the matter. Occasionally 
Maria wondered whether he found her unattractive, or whether he was a 
homosexual, or frigid, but more often she was happy to let things continue as 
they were.  She had never had any use for wiles, the little feminine wiles in 
which it was considered   by some indispensable to be adept. Charlotte, for 
instance, had found her attitude in this respect particularly hard to understand. 
You will never get anywhere, Maria, she had said once, until you learn to 
practise the ways, the little feminine wiles and ways by which we of the weaker 
sex are able to exercise our authority. Little gestures, Maria, and little actions, 
which render men helpless, which turn them to putty in our hands. These had 
turned out to be, in ascending order of effectiveness, the fluttering of the 
eyelashes, the crossing of the legs, and the sucking of the penis. Maria was not 
impressed by this advice and had never acted upon it. She felt that it would be 
wrong, apart from anything else, to force upon Stephen attentions and 
pressures which he  had  not  invited. She was happy already, and did not want 
to jeopardise her happiness. (pp. 67–68) 

 

 Besides the very rich gay theme, which is clearly suggested in this 

novel more than once, for both sexes, this fragment amply draws on the 

death of the fairy-tale tradition. To make things very clear for us, Coe 
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steps in and pushes all texts off the table, both pre-Modernist and 

Modernist:  

 

There had been others, many others. Days when she had waited outside 
Stephen‘s college, knowing what time he was most likely to emerge in order 
to meet an appointment or an engagement, and had then followed him 
through the street, debating always within herself whether to approach him 
and to feign surprise, as if they had met by chance. Sometimes Maria could be 
very foolish. She knew that if Stephen ever found out about this behaviour, he 
would consider it incomprehensible, and might stop loving her, or might 
never start loving her, or might even stop liking her. Yes, might even stop 
liking her. But that didn‘t stop her doing it. There was one time which kept 
coming back to her, as she sat waiting outside his college that hot afternoon, it 
came back to her in fragments, glimpses insistent in form and character, 
always the same, but this is not how I shall narrate it. (p. 69) 

 

 Modernists, defiant as they might have been, stuck to the story with 

all their might. We knew all about Leopold‘s Bloom love or Clarissa 

Dalloway‘s rich inner life. We stole inside the heroes after 1922, and 

shared their innermost thoughts. After-Modernists come after that 

shameless display of the self, and their game is to hide it. They withdraw 

the story, and question the very point of narration.  

 Consequently, Stephen leaves before we know what he feels and the 

whole book revolves around a never answered question: 

 

Did he leave a message? (p. 75)  

 

 Irony is something Coe himself admits to: 
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Even now she felt a shudder, perhaps of pleasure, perhaps of pain, at the thought 
of the scene as her mind‘s and her remembrance’s eye had between them framed it, 
the pale glowing tetragon of sunlight on the slabs, the shaft of sunlight 
connecting this figure to her nearest window, the dustclouds dancing before her, 
the shade around, and the soft, insistent music, to which Maria hardly listened, 
at least in her usual way, but which might have spoken to her of regretful 
acceptance, if she had been interested in that sort of conjecture. Now here‘s a 
funny thing. The music, as far as Maria was concerned, was Stephen‘s. It was he 
who made it, and filled the chapel with it, it was he alone who was humanly 
responsible for the sound of those moments, for the sound which her world 
made, in other words, during that time. This was how she liked to look at it, and 
this was at the heart of all that day‘s worth. Irony coming up. But to tell the truth, 
never a bad thing to do occasionally even in a book, it had not been Stephen 
playing the organ at all, in this instance, for his teacher, exasperated beyond 
measure by the hopelessness of his performance, had taken over and played the 
whole prelude without  stopping, as a demonstration of how it should be done. 
Maria did not know this. But her inaccurate memory meant much more to her than 
our knowledge of the facts can ever mean to us, so we needn‘t feel superior. (p. 
70) 

 

This excerpt kills quite a number of birds at once. Maria remembers her 

lost moment of love (falling in love, actually – the pure emotion, not the 

anecdote) with her ‗remembrance‘s eye‘ – which unmistakably sounds 

like Proust‘s (Shakespeare‘s) remembrance of things past. With after-

Modernist disabused avoidance of intense emotion, the ‗funny‘ thing is 

that what she remembers (the object of her affections playing the organ) 

is a false image. The beautiful epiphany her mind (actually Coe‘s, with a 

real passion for un-writing, rather than re-writing Joyce) builds into the 

church scene (‗the pale glowing tetragon of sunlight on the slabs, the 

shaft of sunlight connecting this figure to her nearest window, the 

dustclouds dancing before her, the shade around, and the soft, insistent 

music...‘) is a very commonplace case of mistaken identity. 
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 But Coe does not stop here. He warns us: ‗Irony coming up.‘ He 

makes it clear it is a convention we are looking at (‗even in a book‘). And 

then he brings Modernism, and after-Modernism face to face in only one 

sentence: ‗But her inaccurate memory meant much more to her than our 

knowledge of the facts can ever mean to us, so we needn‘t feel superior.‘ 

Modernism, indeed would greatly have appreciated the poetry of 

Maria‘s inaccurate memory. After-Modernists, on the other hand, would 

have been reticent to subscribe to feelings, so they would have belittled 

them. 

 What does Coe do now? After the after-Modernist fake pact with 

the reader, Coe climbs down from the pedestal all authors before him 

have used, and crosses the fine line between reader and author. He 

creates not only lonely heroes, but also very lonely (and homesick) 

readers. Displaced from the tradition of the fairy tale (the happy or 

unhappy ending), defamiliarized in a world deprived of emotional 

intensity, this reader is looking for the something that matters. While this 

novel‘s heroine fails to find it, the reader can, on condition he can read in 

the right way. 

 After we have crossed a number of very traditional themes (gossip 

and friends, crossed love, useless love, unreliability of a hero‘s memory) 

and some after-Modernist hobby horses (death of the sense of family, the 

tragic mistake of getting married or having a child, gay love, insanity, 

drugs, even crime), we have the feeling that no story is worth our 

attention. What is, then?  
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 Before deciding upon that, one case of intertextuality cannot be 

missed. After Maria has refused Ronny and has been ignored by 

Stephen (who leaves for China, anyway), she makes a ‗mistake‘ which 

results in her marrying a man who, within six years, makes her hate sex 

(because of his vulgarity, selfishness and violent attitude), who cheats on 

her with the maid and eventually divorces her (and blames it all on her), 

takes their little boy away from her, raises him with the maid and then 

bullies the maid, too, forcing her to take refuge at a shelter where Maria 

recognizes her, and so the incidents come full circle without anything 

amounting to a ‗story‘ yet. That initial mistake is ‗gammon‘: 

 

It is customary, of course, when it comes to stories like this to believe 
whatever the author tells you, and yet I can imagine that for some of you 
there might be a problem in taking at face value my assertion in the first 
sentence of this chapter. I repeat, that if Maria had not chosen gammon, she 
would not have married Martin. For gammon, as you know, is often very 
salty, and liable to induce thirst, and if Maria had not been thirsty she would 
have had no reason, no reason whatsoever, to go into a tea shop that 
afternoon after saying goodbye to Ronny. And if she had not gone into the 
tea-shop, she would not have chanced upon her old friend Louise, and if she 
had not chanced upon Louise, Louise would not have invited her to a party 
that night. And she would not have gone to the party, and she would not 
have met Martin, for where else could she have met Martin, who lived in 
Essex and had never been to Oxford in his life before or since? She had never 
loved him, and he had never loved her, but he was looking for a wife and she 
was looking for something to do, so they seemed as well suited as most 
couples ever are. They had a whirlwind courtship, consisting of much sex, 
and a bit of theatre-going, married in October, honeymooned on the Riviera, 
and produced their first and only child exactly sixteen months later. Maria 
was by now twenty-three, pushing twenty-four, and she was already aware 
that she had made a bad mistake. (pp. 79–80) 
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 This short paragraph contains more stories than a Victorian novel. It 

is similar to the short description of Maria waiting for Stephen, while 

jealous Ronny is spying on her: 

 

 Maria waited for five hours outside Stephen‘s college. After one and a 
half hours, he had left for his viva by a back route, known only to members, 
and after another hour he had returned, the same way. He had then spent 
three hours packing, and had left for the station, by the front route, but by 
then Maria herself had left, in despair, and slightly pissed off with the whole 
business. And Maria chose to get up and leave, as it happened, at a time when 
Ronny was in the lavatory, so he neither saw her go nor knew where she 
went. The afternoon had not worked out too well all round. (p. 74) 

 

This agglomeration of stories exhales a very Modernist (Joycean, 

Woolfian, Eliotian) perfume. But the word ‗gammon, can hardly fail to 

trigger the memory of The Waste Land, where Lil – toothless, with five 

children and a recent abortion – is on the point of being bereft by a 

husband returned from military service in the navy, a husband who 

‗wants a good time‘ and who will possibly find it with Lil‘s confidante 

(nameless in this poem), whose sentence about ‗hot gammon‘ is left as 

unfinished as Coe‘s novel, as a matter of fact: 

 

When Lil‘s husband got demobbed, I said – 
I didn‘t mince my words, I said to her myself,                          140 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME 
Now Albert‘s coming back, make yourself a bit smart. 
He‘ll want to know what you done with that money he gave you 
To get yourself some teeth. He did, I was there. 
You have them all out, Lil, and get a nice set, 
He said, I swear, I can‘t bear to look at you. 
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And no more can‘t I, I said, and think of poor Albert, 
He‘s been in the army four years, he wants a good time, 
And if you don‘t give it him, there‘s others will, I said. 
Oh is there, she said. Something o‘ that, I said.                        150 
Then I‘ll know who to thank, she said, and give me a straight look. 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME 
If you don‘t like it you can get on with it, I said. 
Others can pick and choose if you can‘t. 
But if Albert makes off, it won‘t be for lack of telling. 
You ought to be ashamed, I said, to look so antique. 
(And her only thirty-one.) 
I can‘t help it, she said, pulling a long face, 
It‘s them pills I took, to bring it off, she said. 
(She‘s had five already, and nearly died of young George.)              160 
The chemist said it would be all right, but I‘ve never been the same. 
You are a proper fool, I said. 
Well, if Albert won‘t leave you alone, there it is, I said, 
What you get married for if you don‘t want children? 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME 
Well, that Sunday Albert was home, they had a hot gammon, 
And they asked me in to dinner, to get the beauty of it hot – 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME 
Goonight Bill. Goonight Lou. Goonight May. Goonight.   170 
Ta ta. Goonight. Goonight. 
Good night, ladies, good night, sweet ladies, good night, good night.  

(T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land) 

 

 Coe‘s contemporary after-Modernists dream of the bestseller, which 

is the most profitable way of telling a story. The Modernists – who always 

encoded their stories in oceans of lyricism – did not exclusively focus of 

the success of their stories. The Accidental Woman feeds on fear. It conjures 

up all kinds of threats. Maria‘s progress from high school to her thirty-

second year of solitude is a constant initiation. With Coe we do not so 

much care about the story because fear has ceased to be an imaginary 
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alternative. Coe‘s fear is the real thing, and we have no refuge from it. We 

cannot just put the book down to make fear go away. Coe‘s text does not 

need suspense because there really is no other end but the ultimate one, 

the final DOOM, the death of the human species. Ian McEwan‘s Saturday 

(2005), for instance, conveys the same message.  

 Ruled by fear, the story looks pointless. The heroine is 

(understandably) powerless: 

 

...sleep now being one of the very few aspects of existence for which she felt 
any degree of enthusiasm. (p. 133) 

 

Before falling asleep, though, the old fairy-tale convention of the story 

still haunts her: 

 

And how often, during those wakeful seconds, did she hear the words: a man 
rang. I can‘t remember. Did he give his name, no. Did he leave a message, no. 
(p. 134) 

 

 Love having been left out, fear takes its place. There is only 

aggressivity all around. Not just acquaintances, but friends, husbands 

and even brothers and parents are enemies. The circle of fear closes 

when Maria is faced with what could have been her future, but is now 

a past absence of incident: the woman who took her husband and her 

son away is no happier than herself. The author manages to narrate a 

lot of things about Maria while using a very interesting technique of 

belittling/denying incidents:   
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And now is there anything more, I wonder, that you can possibly want to 
know about Maria‘s years in Chester. Did she ever leave the city, for a holiday, 
or for a seaside outing? No, never. Did she not communicate with her family, 
all this time? Very occasionally, by letter, or by telephone. Did she never have 
any visitors to stay, in the spare bedroom, none of those old friends who 
thronged her fancy in  moods  of fond  remembrance? Unnecessary sarcasm. 
No, of course not. Then surely I have told you all that you need to be told. Yet 
looking back, it seems to be rather a short chapter. Well, there is next to no 
direct speech, so you are still getting value for money, of sorts. Let‘s be honest, I 
begin to weary of Maria, and her story, just as Maria begins to weary of Maria 
and her story. What little fun there ever was in her, and in it, seems to have 
quite gone away, and I wouldn‘t be at all surprised to learn that she desires 
nothing more than to have it brought to an end, rapid and painless. Let us 
move on, for I have only one more episode to relate of Maria‘s life, and then we 
shall be done, and we can say goodbye. 

But there, you start chatting with the reader and before you know where 
you are you find that you have forgotten all about the narrative. Did I not say, 
at the beginning of the chapter, that it was a Tuesday, and that there was 
something particularly interesting about Maria‘s thoughts, as she walked 
home from work? Know, then, that Maria was that day feeling even worse 
than usual. A new woman had come to the refuge, with her child. The boy 
was nine years old, and they were fleeing from a husband who had attacked 
and beaten them in a drunken rage. Maria had recognised them at once as 
Angela, her old nanny, and her son, Edward. (pp. 135–136) 

 

 This would have been a narrative lead worth pursuing in a 

traditional novel. As Coe himself notices, he has ‗forgotten all about the 

narrative‘ while ‗chatting with the reader‘. This may be the time to 

answer the question as to what the story and suspense have been 

replaced by. In Coe‘s case, they have been replaced by the pleasure 

offered by the novel as small-talk.  

 The author does not really care when things happen. What weighs 

on his story and makes it seem badly managed is a lyrical sense of 
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human tragedy. Maria, a woman of our days, is born in a ‗clockwork‘ 

family, grows up to be a clockwork being, gives birth (so the species will 

not die just yet) and ends loveless, family-less, career-less, friendless, 

deprived of any joy that we can notice, and overwhelmed with the 

tragedy, the fear of the END: 

    

She felt suddenly and savagely sad to have seen her parents looking so 
old. But even this moment passed, and in its wake Maria felt, now, a curious 
lack of emotion. All at once the park appeared to have nothing to do with her 
memory, it belonged neither to her youth nor to her middle age, neither to 
remembrance nor to hope and this was good, because from now on Maria 
would be leaving all of these things behind. 

She could hear a lark singing nearby. The bird was perched on a branch 
of the hawthorn bush, and was looking at Maria with intense interest, 
fascination, you might say. She returned its stare, and for a while these two 
creatures stood quite still, watching one another. I find the thoughts of both, 
at this point, equally impossible to divine. It is even hard to say with which, 
of the two, I feel more in sympathy, but let us for the sake of this story cast 
our lot with the lark, for whom the sight of Maria‘s quick unmoving eyes 
eventually became too much. He flew off the branch and launched himself 
into mid air. On the ascent, he took another look at her, saw her dwindle, 
spiralled, saw her move, saw her smaller and smaller still, climbed, looked 
again, saw her little figure on the hillside, climbed higher, and higher again, 
and then saw only the hillside, where we must leave her, leave her to her last 
calm, Maria, a speck in the unseen, homeward bound, alone, and indifferent, 
indifferent even in the face of death which who knows may be the next thing 
chance has in store for her. (p. 151, closing paragraph) 

 

 Coe‘s after-Modernist dystopic apprehension of life and the story is 

governed by the fear that the species is dying. In The Accidental Woman, 

his first novel, it must have seemed to him that the small-talk novel was 

the way to convey it. It may not be the only way, not even a new way for 

a writer (although few have done it to this degree), but it certainly is the 
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way he takes out of the Modernist age into an after-Modernism which 

rewrites the fairy tale as fear, and often misplaces narration in the 

process. 

 

Jonathan Coe, The Accidental Woman, Sceptre 1987 
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Can interest in “They lived happily    

            ever after” be revived? 

Helen Fielding, Bridget Jones’s Diary 

 

 

Helen Fielding is not a very subtle novelist. Jane Austen – whose 

Pride and Prejudice she claims she is echoing in Bridget Jones’s Diary – is 

oceans of sensibility away. While the Victorian novelist has an eye open 

to a future Stream of Consciousness, the after-Modernist Helen Fielding 

has both eyes  wilfully shut to avoid catching the faintest glimpse of it. 

Her Diary is a way of concealing, not in the least revealing, her heroine‘s 

true sensibility. At her sincerest, Bridget Jones is only concerned with 

hiding her real nature from the reader. Fielding‘s suspense comes from 

the reader‘s finding the heroine out. All on his own and even – it would 

seem – against the author‘s attempts to sidetrack him. 

 The plot is highly unlikely, relying on old tricks of bringing about 

laughter without really resorting to a plain joke. Bridget Jones is single 

(this being the tragedy the novel sets out to remedy). She is in her 

thirties. She is surrounded by this so-called tragedy: 

 

► She hates her job.  

She works for a publishing agency whose boss is Daniel Cleaver 
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(whom she has a crush on from the very first pages). Her immediate 

superior, Perpetua (philosophical name suggesting there is always 

someone in charge who can make your life miserable), keeps her busy, 

although she would much rather drink and go to parties, mourning her 

singleness in the process.  

 Considering she is an English graduate (from Bangor), we sensibly 

wonder – on our own, no clue and no hint from the author – what else if 

not books she might be interested in as a job. Unfortunately, her never 

mentioned inner life in the novel will not fuel any kind of sympathy 

along this line. We are encouraged to mock, to enjoy everyone else‘s 

mockery, laugh at its cruelty, but be careful about thinking.  

Things change a little (though only superficially) when Bridget gets 

a job for a TV station, as a news reporter. She announces she might like 

to do that – spontaneity, a spontaneous sense of humour actually, is said 

to be her huge gift – but we never see her relishing her intellectual 

activity. She claims she really wants to be a ‗career woman‘, yet we fail 

to see the career. She is so busy being funny that she simply has no time 

for intellectual joy. The author‘s mockery undermines her heroine at this 

point.  

This is a first flaw of the novel. We read the diary of an intellectual 

who behaves like an ape. Was it Fielding‘s aim to prompt us to discover 

the tragedy behind the laughter? But, in that case, what could that 

tragedy be, exactly? Bridget never seems aware of her being insufficient 

as a heroine with a career.  
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► Although surrounded by friends (hers, her parents‘), she is 

completely alone.  

Her parents‘ friends can only think of her biological clock, and the 

question that exasperates Bridget most is ‗How‘s your love-life?‘ These 

friends – whose names are not significant – are actually interchangeable, 

since they are all a chorus of elderly people, standing for the previous 

generation, the generation without whose obsession with the biological 

clock Bridget Jones and Mark Darcy would never have met. 

Bridget‘s mother has her old friends, whom she almost swindles out 

of significant amounts of money, with the help of a new friend, Julio, a 

‗Portuguese tour operator‘ (p. 220), her lover during part of the year the 

novel narrates. The mother is sixty. Bridget is significantly younger, but 

poor (she repeatedly cannot ‗afford‘ a lot of things) and loveless. Things 

turn when Mark Darcy (very conveniently a lawyer) helps both mother 

and daughter, catches the robber, returns the money to the mother‘s 

friends and announces to Bridget the advent of  love, which it seems she 

has never experienced. End of loneliness, we might suspect (although 

the novel ends only six days after this discovery of love, so we hardly 

know what will become of it). 

Bridget‘s own friends, on the other hand, can only think of their 

own bodies. They lose and retrieve sex-partners (families are as fragile 

as short-lived affairs), and they either talk about the misery of love or 

the advantages of feminism. Fielding even devises a homosexual, Tom, 
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who is Bridget‘s best girl-friend. Unavoidably, we are reminded of  Sex 

and the City, not just by a girl‘s gay best friend, but also by the artificial 

emotions the other friends arouse.   

Bridget‘s friends buy her a meal on her birthday (when she 

lamentably fails as a cook), eat her (accidentally) ‗blue soup‘ on another 

occasion, exchange useless Christmas gifts with her, share their love life 

with her and take more or less interest in her own, go to parties to which 

she is at first or in the long run invited (even though some are ‗Marrieds‘ 

and few are ‗Singletons‘). She gets drunk with her women-friends, and 

the only confession she makes to them is the sole statement in the novel: 

Bridget is lonely because she is single. If we compare this to Elizabeth 

and the complicated web of tenderness and innuendo around her 

mystery (and Darcy‘s) in Pride and Prejudice, we can only gape at Helen 

Fielding‘s novel and wonder what has become of the novelist‘s 

necessary ambiguity. 

 

► The boyfriend has nothing to do with the notion of friend. 

A boyfriend is first and foremost, it would seem, a social must. 

Bridget does not want to go to parties alone any more, drive herself to 

her parents‘ home for holidays or sleep in her childhood single bed at 

Christmas, be asked about her love life by her parents‘ friends. She 

develops a theory according to which anyone can use your life if you do 

not share it with a partner: parents ask you to come over whenever they 

please, friends come over at all hours, strangers think you 
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‗dysfunctional‘.  

A boyfriend is also a playmate, and the game is ‗sex‘. Daniel 

Cleaver, Bridget‘s first lover in this novel (one year in her life – so there 

have been other lovers, of course), is incredibly funny and sexy. Does 

Bridget want more from him? Of course: she wants him to behave like a 

boyfriend, and he does. He spends weekends with her, watching cricket. 

He even accepts to go on a ‗mini-break‘ with her, and he watches cricket 

there, too. He has sex with her, with more or less enthusiasm. 

Unfortunately he cheats on her and even gets married to the girl in 

question. Later on he returns and claims he has made a ‗terrible 

mistake‘, so he wants Bridget back.  

 Considering the quality of this morally dubious playmate, Bridget is 

very upright: she refuses to go on having sex with him when he fails to 

act as a social boyfriend; she refuses to have sex wit him again when he 

marries another woman and returns to her. There is only so much that a 

girl can do. But another man can do more: Darcy reveals to her that the 

reason why he appeared to dislike Daniel on the first pages of the novel 

was that the man had slept with his wife only two weeks after Darcy‘s 

wedding. Would Austen have imagined such a plot? As Bridget herself 

fantasizes, would Austen have described Elizabeth and Darcy in bed, 

smoking after sex? I, for one, am very pleased the answer eludes me. 

 The main difference between Victorian Jane Austen and after-

Modernist Helen Fielding is the difference between love and sex. In Jane 

Austen‘s time, the heroes were in love. In Helen Fielding‘s time, the 
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heroes are in (to) sex. Bridget faintly whispers the word love here and 

there, but she would not dream of going to the platonic lengths Austen‘s 

heroes go to. She either jumps in bed, or the boy is just a friend, which 

boyfriends seldom are. Boys are either boyfriends or enemies, ready to 

marry the enemy (the more appealing girl). Love is a contest for a place 

in bed and in society (which it often boiled down to of old, too, but those 

who confessed to doing so in Jane Austen‘s time were the bad guys, no 

scruples, no souls).  

 Somehow romance is still there in Bridget Jones’s Diary, though. We 

can hardly find out why, since the heroes‘ feelings have really nothing to 

do with it. The explanation why Daniel is not the chosen one while Mark 

is has a lot to do with the fact that Mark comes to the rescue of the damsel 

in distress: Mark Darcy is the only one who is willing to do something 

selfless for Bridget. Her own mother keeps using as leverage the very fact 

that she gave her ‗the gift of life‘. Mark breaks the cell of solitude, 

sympathizes with Bridget and helps her when she least expects it of 

anyone (even though his help is rather far fetched). Bridget is grateful, 

and also desperate to find a mate, pushed by both her social and 

biological clocks. The novel ends before we can find out if this is real love 

for Bridget or another boyfriend in a long line.  

 

► Is family an ideal? 

 The only future prospect of the novel is the projection of the heroine 

against the background of what she already knows: if she does marry 
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Darcy, there is a possibility that they may turn out like her own family; 

notwithstanding differences in generation, expectations seem to be the 

same. Fielding has provided an ending to her novel in spite of her 

determination not to do so. If Bridget and Mark end up together, they 

may become another Mr and Mrs Jones/Darcy. Bridget allows herself to 

dream of children and vacations on the beach. Her diary is very angry 

with all Marrieds, but it is more than obvious that a husband and 

children is exactly what she dreams she will settle for. 

 How does Fielding mock at Bridget‘s parents? By building the 

entire comedy on them. On Bridget‘s mother, actually. The motto of the 

novel makes it very clear that, aside from Bridget (passive author of the 

recorded tale), there is only one other character, the only active one, the 

mother: 

 

To my mum, Nellie, for not being like Bridget‘s. 

 

The understatement obviously suggests that Mrs Jones goes against 

Bridget‘s expectations, irritating, humiliating, yet helping her to some 

extent. Mrs Jones is closer than any other character in the novel to 

Austen‘s world. She is a perfect counterpart of Mrs Bennet at the turn of 

the third millennium.  

 Jane Austen uses Mrs Bennet in order to make Elizabeth‘s qualities 

more obvious. Helen Fielding must have been aware of the fact that her 

Mrs Jones not only makes Bridget look worse, but she also swallows the 
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whole plot and sort of kills her daughter as a heroine. The Diary is her 

story, not Bridget‘s. First she tries to ‗fix‘ Bridget with Mark Darcy, 

hoping to help her start a family and lead a socially correct life. But she 

is not consistent in her behaviour. She begins by promoting the family 

and suddenly changes her mind. She meets improbable Julio (and other 

prospective lovers her own age), leaves her husband, starts her own TV 

show (‗Suddenly Single‘), even helps Bridget get her reporter‘s job, after 

which she mysteriously leaves for Portugal, whence Mark brings her 

back (after legal and detective efforts), and we find out Julio has extorted 

money from all her friends in exchange for nonexistent ‗time-share 

apartments‘. But neither is Julio the perfect villain, nor is she the 

innocent victim. Fielding‘s sense of humour is clumsy here. When Julio 

learns that Mrs Jones is on the point of sleeping with her husband again 

(returning to her old ideal of  a family), he rushes back to England and 

yells his love out loud: ‗You sleep with my woman!‘ (p. 302) Mrs Jones 

vanishes with him upstairs, to calm him down, and returns with her 

blouse ‗inside out‘ – which detail is noticed by her husband, whose joy 

at having his wife back is undiminished nevertheless. 

 Mrs Jones sees more action (improbable as it may be) than everyone 

else in the novel; she mars and mends a family, rushes to Portugal, is 

brought back by the police, goes to court and is exempt from charges, 

goes into and out of television, starts as a housewife, hideously changes 

into a career woman, and meekly returns to family life when the year is 

over and the plot is about to end. None of the incidents makes sense. 
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Bridget‘s mother is as disagreeable and also as unlikely (exaggerated) as 

Elizabeth‘s mother, but much less realistic. Fielding has sacrificed 

verisimilitude to comedy. 

 The question is, why is Helen Fielding wrong when she mocks at 

Bridget‘s mother? Subterraneously she is wrong because Bridget longs 

to become exactly what she seems to hate: if and when she marries 

Darcy, she may well turn into another Mrs Jones, and it is in the nature 

of things that she should. To imply – as the motto does – that not all 

mothers are like Mrs Jones (or daughters like Bridget) is to simply 

confirm the rule.  

 Theoretically, what Helen Fielding is trying to do here is stabbing the 

fairy-tale tradition while preserving love interest (not just sex interest), or, 

in other words, eating her cake and having it. The scene in which Bridget 

meets her mate is supposed to be magic, and the whole plot is built to 

prepare the union suggested by the last few pages. Suspense grows from 

our expectation of this happy union. Bridget follows Elizabeth closely in 

her fervent wish to love and be loved. The two novelists part when 

Austen takes happiness seriously, while Fielding crushes it under her 

foot. Does Bridget hope to become her mother? Can the numberless 

incongruous details and loose ends of the story melt in her mating 

happiness? Helen Fielding‘s reader will no longer be satisfied with a 

happy ending. That is why Fielding does not really end her plot. She 

cannot live without love, but we can‘t help wondering if she can really 

live with it. Bridget ridicules the image of the happy family, yet she can 
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think of nothing she would like better than that. 

 One major point this Diary makes is to use a humorous style. The 

absence of ‗I‘ as a subject when Bridget talks about herself, the absence 

of articles and first person possessives, the use of ‗self‘ to replace 

‗myself‘, abbreviations used in quick business notations, pompous 

business wooden language, very contemporary job-related slang, are all 

tricks meant to defamiliarize language, attract attention to its jocular use, 

destabilize routine in communication and stress the ironical tone. Here 

are a few examples: 

 

9 a.m. Ugh. Cannot face thought of going to work. Only thing which makes it 
tolerable is thought of seeing Daniel again, but  even that is inadvisable since 
am fat, have spot on chin, and desire only to sit on cushion eating chocolate 
and watching Xmas specials. (p. 17) 
 
Right. Determined to be v. positive about everything. Am going to change 
life: become well informed re: current affairs, stop smoking entirely and form 
functional relationship with adult man. (p. 189) 
 
4 a.m. Startling. One of the most startling events of life. 
 After got depressed on Friday Jude came round and talked to me about 
being more positive about things, bringing with her fantastic black dress for me 
to borrow for party. Was worried that might split or spill on the dress but she 
said she had lots of money and dresses because of top job and did not matter so 
not to worry about it. Love Jude. Girls are so much nicer than men (apart from 
Tom – but homosexual). (p. 227) 
 
11 a.m. In loos at work. Oh no. Oh no. On top of humiliating standing-up 
débâcle, found self horrible centre of attention at morning meeting today. (p. 
239) 
 

 

These artifices – unlike Joyce‘s reordering of morphology and syntax as a 
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means of probing the substance of words – are superficial causes of 

laughter. Bridget‘s informal speech, faithfully rendered on page (like 

most after-Modernists, Fielding makes a point of parading the most 

offensive words), is as entertaining and as unsubstantial as a soap bubble. 

 Bridget Jones’s Diary is – as its style spells out profusely – a comedy, a 

comic rewriting (a comic prolongation into contemporaneity) of Jane 

Austen‘s romantic subtlety of the soul and mind. Unlike Austen, Fielding 

is anything but romantic. Love is secondary to sex. Bridget and Darcy 

have hardly had time to realize they like each other when they find 

themselves in bed, and the novel ends six days later, too late for Jane 

Austen (who would never have got so physical), and yet too early for this 

new millennium, when nothing is either certain or final for that matter. 

Austen ended her novel with a certainty: 

 

Elizabeth‘s spirits soon rising to playfulness again, she wanted Mr. Darcy to 
account for his having ever fallen in love with her. ‗How could you begin?‘ 
said she. ‗I can comprehend your going on charmingly, when you had once 
made a beginning; but what could set you off in the first place?‘ ‗I cannot fix 
on the hour, or the spot, or the look, or the words, which laid the foundation. 
It is too long ago. I was in the middle before I knew that I had begun.‘ ‗My 
beauty you had early withstood, and as for my manners – my behaviour to 

you was at least always bordering on the uncivil, and I never spoke to you 
without rather wishing to give you pain than not. Now be sincere; did you 
admire me for my impertinence?‘ ‗For the liveliness of your mind, I did.‘ 
‗You may as well call it impertinence at once. It was very little less. The fact is, 
that you were sick of civility, of deference, of officious attention. You were 
disgusted with the women who were always speaking, and looking, and 
thinking for your approbation alone. I roused, and interested you, because I 

was so unlike them. Had you not been really amiable, you would have hated 
me for it; but in spite of the pains you took to disguise yourself, your feelings 
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were always noble and just; and in your heart, you thoroughly despised the 
persons who so assiduously courted you. There – I have saved you the 
trouble of accounting for it; and really, all things considered, I begin to think 
it perfectly reasonable. To be sure, you knew no actual good of me – but 
nobody thinks of that when they fall in love.‘ (emphasis mine) 

 

Having underlined the words which must have set Fielding going about 

debunking Austen‘s romance, we must admit that no contemporary 

reader would think more of Austen (who tied every knot in her story 

before she let it go) than of Fielding (who knows we have lived with 

endless stories for too long in order to allow any author today to dictate 

to us exactly what we should understand). This particular clarification 

does not do Austen any credit, and it teaches Fielding which way to go 

in order to avoid Austen‘s (involuntarily ridiculous) mistake.  

 This loose story, therefore, survives for two reasons. First, it 

recreates/ rewrites/ debunks a happy love-situation of the 19th c, and 

we are still greedy consumers of happy stories, however much our way 

of telling them may have changed. Second, it refuses to be precise. There 

are parts of the story which die unused (a narrative negligence Austen 

would never have allowed in a text of hers). The story itself is hardly 

believable without an effort of gullibility on the reader‘s part. And yet 

we do read and we read on breathlessly, so there must be some kind of 

suspense. It would be wrong to say, as Bridget herself states in a veiled 

form, that we can hardly wait to see Austen‘s love-story rewritten. We 

go on reading because of a literary quality which Austen did not 

possess: self-mockery, a tender view of clumsiness, the defeat of failure, 
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the survival and gratification of hope... Whatever name we give it, it 

makes Helen Fielding‘s tale infinitely more appealing to a reader today 

than Pride and Prejudice. Contemporary laughter and extravagant story 

have won over 19th c narrative earnestness. 

 

 

 

 Helen Fielding‘s story covers a whole year, from January to 

December. The year is not mentioned, but can easily be inferred from a 

multitude of very recent and sometimes hard to understand (to a foreign 

reader) details: films, actors, books, shows, political events. It is narrated 

in the first person by the author of the diary. It is therefore supposed to 

be Bridget‘s voice talking to herself – but we feel she is performing for 

the readers‘ sakes, and the pressure of their need to understand prevents 

the novelist from omitting too many first-person pronouns, possessives, 

articles. Fielding defies grammatical usage for brief spaces, but makes 

sure that the reader does not need decoding in order to get her meaning. 

Joyce‘s ghost is beckoning from afar, but clarity is no longer under siege. 

 The first page lists on two columns what Bridget ‗will not‘ and ‗will‘ 

do in the year that is just beginning. The most important of all is that she 

will ‗Form functional relationship with responsible adult.‘ It announces 

that Bridget Jones’s Diary has love interest at its core. A little modified, 

mocking at rituals of mating and social mating practices, but definitely 
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there. The short version of it is: Bridget and Mark Darcy once ‗played in 

the paddling pool‘ (p. 12) when they were very little. On the first day of 

the year, they are both invited by common family friends at ‗Una and 

Geoffrey Alconbury‘s New Year‘s Day Turkey Curry Buffet‘ (p. 8). Mark 

is described to Bridget by her mother as 

 

...one of those top-notch barristers. Masses of money. Divorced. (p. 9) 

 

 We learn later that he was once married to a woman who slept with 

Daniel Cleaver two weeks after their wedding. We also learn that he is 

one of the most eligible bachelors, according to some paper Bridget 

happens to read. For the time being (when Bridget is first invited by her 

mother to the event and does not really want to go), she retorts she does 

not ‗need to be fixed up‘ (p. 9). They meet, however, and get on each 

other‘s nerves. They seem to ignore or miss each other several more 

times, and Bridget strikes Mark in the meanwhile as ‗bizarre‘ (Austen 

described it as the ‗liveliness‘ of Elizabeth‘s mind). When Mrs Jones is 

threatened to spend years in prison because of Julio (who extorted 

money from the Darcys as well), Mark puts in an appearance as the 

Knight in Shining Armour. He saves Mrs Jones from prison and Bridget 

from the burden of dysfunctional parents. Then, precisely one year after 

their first meeting, at the same New Year‘s Day Turkey Curry Buffet, at 

last, he claims her: 
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‗Why did you bother doing all this?‘ 
‗Bridget,‘ he said. ‗Isn‘t it rather obvious?‘ 
Oh my God. 
When we got upstairs it turned out he had taken a suite. It was fantastic, 

v. posh and bloody good fun and we played with all the guest features and 
had more champagne and he told me all this stuff about how he loved me...       

                                                                                   (p. 306) 

 

 Jane Austen takes good care of the effect Elizabeth and Darcy‘s 

wedding has on all the characters, but does not even describe them 

settled down together. Bridget and Mark hop in bed. Times have 

changed, and so has the narrative zest. And yet, in spite of Virginia 

Woolf declaring that love interest was not necessary to the story any 

longer, what else could we say except, ‗Love is dead, long live love‘? 

Helen Fielding‘s 1996 novel demonstrates to all those who read it 

breathlessly that they are – to use slang – suckers for romance. 

  Intertextuality is inevitable in a novel that aims at reduplicating the 

pattern of a love story already written once. The Modernists Joyce and 

Eliot discovered it with grim earnestness; with method and at ease, they 

mocked at literature already written. After-Modernist Helen Fielding – a 

literary age later – mocks at the mockery. She takes lightly what 

Modernists held most dear, the privilege of defying, of debunking 

narrative universals. She behaves as if convention had never existed, as far 

as she is concerned, so everyone is free to use (and abuse) every text ever: 

 

It struck me as pretty ridiculous to be called Mr Darcy and to stand on your 
own looking snooty at a party. It‘s like being called Heathcliff and insisting on 
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spending the entire evening in the garden, shouting ‗Cathy‘ and banging your 
head against a tree. (p. 13) 

 

 Helen Fielding is very keen on loudly announcing the death of the 

fairy-tale narrative tradition, while her heroine wants it back with all her 

might: 

 

Oh God. Valentine‘s Day tomorrow. Why? Why? Why is entire world geared 
to make people not involved in romance feel stupid when everyone knows 
romance does not work anyway. Look at royal family. Look at Mum and Dad. 
(p. 49) 

 

‗Romance‘ may not work, but each generation has expectations that 

must be fulfilled. The feeling that the fairy tale does not work comes to 

Fielding from the fact that the two stages – expectation and post-

expectation – are reversed. Bridget‘s parents are supposed to be in a 

post-expectation stage, calm and content; on the contrary, they are as 

expectant and insecure as a teenager. Bridget, on the other hand, is fully 

entitled to expectation, but she is so disappointed by Daniel that she 

almost misses her chance with Mark. The reader, actually, definitely 

misses the reason why those two come together. But that is caused by 

poor characterization in the first place. 

 Comparing the description of after-sex by a female after-Modernist 

(Fielding) and by a male one (David Lodge), we find that the female is 

harsher and crueller. David Lodge is merely dry and ironic when he 

makes his heroine (Robyn Penrose) silence Vic Wilcox with the words: 
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Oh, shut up about last night, she said. That was just a fuck...          

    

    Helen Fielding has a much heavier load of bitterness in her own 

view of after-sex with a much-wanted Daniel Cleaver: 

 

6 p.m. Oh joy. Have spent the day in a state I can only describe as shag-
drunkenness, mooning about the flat, smiling, picking things up and putting 
them down again. It was so lovely. The only down points were 1) immediately 
it was over Daniel said, ‗Damn. I meant to take the car into the Citroën garage,‘ 
and 2) when I got up to go to the bathroom he pointed out that I had a pair of 
tights stuck to the back of my calf. (p. 60) 

 

Prince Charming is not charming any more. He is self-centered, 

insensitive and disagreeable, and a female starved for love can be more 

bitchy about details. She says so herself: 

 

5 a.m. Oh God, am so unhappy about Daniel. I love him. (p. 77) 

 

Thirty pages further on, she recants: 

 

I am not in love with Daniel any more. I am free. (p. 105) 

 

 What Fielding‘s heroes mean by love is an incredible vulnerability, 

which is spasmodically mocked at with next to no humour at all. 

Whenever Bridget is assailed by misery, she gets drunk. Her thoughts 

are reduced to mispronounced words. We could certainly use a bit of 
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her stream of consciousness from time to time. All she can offer is an 

interpretation of what goes on between Darcy and Elizabeth as 

‗shagging, or, rather courtship.‘ (p. 246) She may not be aware, but she 

finds herself blaming her own view: 

 

8.55 a.m. Just nipped out for fags prior to getting changed ready for BBC Pride 
and Prejudice. (...) The basis of my addiction, I know, is my simple human need 
for Darcy to get off with Elizabeth. (...) I would hate to see Darcy and Elizabeth 
in bed, smoking a cigarette afterwards. That would be unnatural and wrong 
and I would quickly lose interest. (p. 247) 

 

Many people would and do, too. But this is precisely what Helen Fielding 

does, as an alternative to Jane Austen‘s game of platonic emotions. 

 The reason for Fielding‘s bitter, disabused physicality is Bridget‘s 

fear that she is totally undesirable, nothing works out, nobody wants 

her, her boy-friend cheats on her and then marries the other girl, her ex-

boy-friend is getting married as well, she feels she is ‗no good at 

anything. Not men. Not social skills. Not work. Nothing.‘ (p. 224), she 

has ‗no one to love or have fun with‘ (p. 246), and the sequel to her 

existential fear is as follows: 

 

Mum rang up and I tried to talk to her about how difficult it is being a woman 
and having a sell-by date for reproduction unlike men, but she just said, ‗Oh, 
honestly, darling. You girls are just so picky and romantic these days: you‘ve 
simply got too much choice. I‘m not saying I didn‘t love Dad but, you know, we 
were always taught, instead of waiting to be swept off our feet, to ―expect little, 
forgive much.‖ And to be honest, darling, having children isn‘t all it‘s built up to 
be. I mean, no offence, I don‘t mean this personally but given my chance again 
I‘m not sure I‘d have...‘ 
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Oh God. Even my own mother wishes I‘d never been born. (p. 196) 

 

As her gay friend puts it, ‗we‘re all psychotic, single and completely 

dysfunctional‘ (p. 265) – which is a very apt description of any after-

Modernist hero. In Bridget‘s words, at the end of the year (and of the 

novel, implicitly): 

 

1 a.m. Totally alone. Entire year has been failure. (p. 299) 

 

 Helen Fielding writes, then, the novel of a contemporary existential 

failure which ends with the prospect of a retrieved fairy tale. Bridget Jones’s 

Diary is food for the fears of a reader who cannot help wondering if the 

interest in ‗they lived happily ever after‘ can be revived. Considering the 

existential fear (in the background) that the human race is approaching its 

end, that worn out narrative universal is a trifling matter. 

 

Helen Fielding, Bridget Jones’s Diary, Picador, 1996 
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A late after-Modernist born free novelist:  

Laura Hird, Born Free  

 

 

 Story-telling was a slave to the fairy-tale tradition for nineteen 

centuries and more. Actually, all stories began when imagination started 

to compensate for reality. Every story is largely a compensation for what 

reality cannot provide. The fairy-tale tradition was synonymous to the 

creation of a parallel world, based on the convention that ‗I know that 

you know‘ and ‗you know that I know that you know‘ that what the 

person who imagines narrates (or the narrator imagined by the person 

who narrates narrates – a narration of the second degree, a story within 

a story, a metafiction – all of them aware of the double convention) has 

never really happened, but it most certainly could have. 

 Authorship is based, then, on a commonly accepted convention: the 

author wants his audience to understand and believe him, while the 

audience is eager (once they accept to share the story) to escape from the 

truth into untruth. Literature is a parallel, a second-degree, a virtual 

reality. Literary convention is not unlike the invention of the coin, of 

money. The coin accumulates work till the moment comes for the buyer 

to use it for his needs. The story accumulates lives. Many lives. The coin is 

hard fact, and can only buy a limited amount. The story has a passport to 

endless imaginary realms. To be a millionaire in money is to feel concrete, 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

224 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

stable, rooted in the real. To be a reader of many stories is to be a 

millionaire in fates, to escape from time, to live millions of lives and not 

die with them. The money-wise rich people own their reality. The fairy-

tale-wise rich people struggle free from all reality, they transcend their 

human condition, and all this because the author (deviser of stories – 

which are the coins of their imagination) is born free. 

 Born Free is the title of the Scottish novelist Laura Hird‘s first novel. I 

once used to try and avoid the term Postmodernism (which seems to have 

died a natural death) by coining the label Desperado. The Desperado 

author was supposed to break all rules (conventions) and claim his own 

voice (another convention) to be the only one. The Desperado claims to be 

on his own, different from every other imagination. He mocks at, 

combines, recombines and discards all conventions ever, but he is – 

inevitably – only partially free. We cannot forget that the bestseller is the 

writerly dream of our days, combining money and imagination in one. The 

bestseller bows to the status of a common convention; otherwise it never 

pleases the readers and it is not sold. 

 Laura Hird, then, unlike most after-Modernists, was born free. The 

after-Modernists, born into the defiance of the previous nineteen-

century fairy-tale tradition, took the death of chronological causality and 

love interest for granted; they put into practice what Virginia Woolf and 

T.S. Eliot had preached one literary movement before them. Laura Hird 

belongs to what might aptly be called the literary movement of the born 

free novelists. 
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 Consequently, Laura Hird never focusses on breaking narrative 

universals such as chronological causality (the idea that, inside any 

narration, the past causes the present and, in its turn, the present causes 

a future) or love interest (the heroes found each other and they lived 

happily ever after), because the two are already broken, dead and 

buried. Her energy goes in a different direction from that initiated by 

dystopic (Huxley, Brave New World; Orwell, 1984; Burgess, A Clockwork 

Orange; Alasdair Gray, Lanark; Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go) or loveless 

fiction (Doris Lessing, The Golden Notebook; Antonia Byatt, Possession; 

Julian Barnes, Staring at the Sun). This new, late after-Modernist direction 

is emerging as we speak. 

 Laura Hird‘s novel is a plea for tenderness in a world which has no 

idea the fairy tale even existed. Like all after-fairy-tale-tradition novels, 

Born Free can either be reduced to a common-place statement (such as 

‗one month in the life of the Scott family,‘ ‗in between two drunken 

spells in Angie Scott‘s life‘, ‗the roots of Vic Scott‘s impotence,‘ ‗the sex-

mania of heroes of all ages,‘ ‗teenage violence,‘ etc.) or read in full, 

because summarizing is impossible. The major reason for this 

impossibility to trace this book‘s steps back to the unpretentious telling 

of a breath-taking story is its very pretentiousness. Like the Modernist 

Stream of Consciousness and like so many after-Modernists after it, from 

Julian Barnes to Graham Swift or Martin Amis, Laura Hird gives us a 

story wrapped in a devious inner-monologue technique. 

 The inner monologues (Vic, Angela, Joni, Jake Scott – with the 
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notable absence of Raymond Ramage – Angie‘s short-time sex and 

booze partner, whose voice is never heard) slow down our apprehension 

of the told. The ‗telling‘ exacerbates the suspense despite this 

omission/refusal (all focussing on ‗how‘ the story is told in the absence 

of suspense, actually). Unlike novels by James Joyce or Virginia Woolf, 

Laura Hird‘s narration delights in gratifying out childish, instinctive 

expectation of ‗what next?‘ Are we going back, at the start of this third 

(not forgetful, merely ignorant,  wilfully ignorant) millennium, to the 

bed-time or the fire-place story, the inn-theatrical performances, the 

picaresque narration, in short to a very early stage in what is now called 

the history of literature? Is the simplicity of Petronius‘s ‗telling‘ catching 

up with us? Are we slowly returning to the utilitarian story-telling in the 

Bible? 

 Hardly. Nothing more artful and less moralizing than Laura Hird‘s 

text. This is the time of sex without love, of heroes without a story, a 

drunken elation of the ‗telling‘: Laura Hird was born free from tradition, 

yet working hard at obtaining the same effect on the reader, at making 

the audience breathe hard because of suspense. If the child‘s question 

‗what next?‘ (in a fairy tale) was briefly replaced by ‗how‘ (in Joyce, 

Woolf, Conrad, Lawrence, Eliot), it is certainly coming back now, 

stronger than ever. The difference between an after-Modernist and a 

pre-Modernist (Cervantes, Fielding, Dickens) – both focussing on 

feeding the reader something he enjoys and makes no effort to decode – 

lies in the quality of suspense. 
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 The after-Modernist, coming after the wild technical adventures of 

Modernists, realizes that the ‗telling‘ (important as it was) should never 

kill the ‗told‘. From Huxley, Orwell and Durrell to Gray, Barnes or 

Ishiguro, all after-Modernist writers have spelt it out to the reader that 

they are not interested in riddles (the concentration and encoding of the 

plot), but in recording ‗real life.‘  Now, the illusion that literature can be 

as real as life (maybe more?) has been the mermaid of all story-tellers, 

ever since the Bible. The great Modernist break took a peak at the author 

for a change. Joyce rejoiced in making up a text which would ‗keep the 

scholars busy‘ with his authorship for a very long time – which he did. 

His technique took the place of suspense. 

 The after-Modernist author brought suspense back to the plot. He 

was born and grew up in the cult of Modernist experimentations with 

form. The Modernists, in their turn, were born in the fairy-tale tradition, 

and worshipped it in a subterranean manner even in their wildest 

dreams (Joyce‘s Ulysses is full of stories, heroes and loves – only they are 

too concentrated to be grasped at first sight). The after-Modernists, 

therefore, worship the victory of their immediate predecessors (the 

Modernists). While bathing in Modernist technical bravery, they also 

wander away from it, though, since every new literary movement will 

deny what went into its making in the first place. 

 How did after-Modernists manage to be different from Modernists? 

By reviving suspense. Their suspense is a rediscovery of the fairy tale, in 

a way. The author feels he has to feed his reader a story, but, technique-
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addicted as he is, and born of stream-of-consciousness (meaning highly 

intellectual) parents, he cannot help himself: he tells his story in a 

tricky/surprising/complicated way. 

 What the Modernists attempted/preached (Virginia Woolf: no love 

interest, no chronological causality, no clear language, but an idiom of the 

mind, of the pre-verbal thought), the after-Modernists achieved.  

 Laura Hird‘s narration is far from simple. She gives us her story in a 

Jamesian-Joycean-Woolfian manner, as points of view, interior 

monologues, semblances of the Stream of Consciousness. Her narration 

of what is happening is oblique: each hero has a piece of the truth, and it 

is really suspenseful for the reader to piece this information together in 

order to find out ‗what next?‘ It is not a fairy tale Laura Hird is telling 

us, but we do experience it as a tale. 

 I will draw a comparison between Born Free and Martin Amis‘s 

Time’s Arrow. Something extremely interesting, a definite story is being 

told there, but what the reader takes pleasure in is the author‘s dexterity 

in telling it. It must be said here that, possibly, with the  

after-Modernists, technique and story are of equal weight. The 

difference between an after-Modernist and a pre-Modernist is the 

composite nature of the former‘s technique. The after-Modernist text is a 

multitude of narrative hobby-horses. The author recycles narrative 

universals from the whole history of literature. Born in a technically 

minded (Modernist) family, he cannot help but be aware of the ‗telling‘, 

even though he feels that the ‗told‘ is what the reader expects from him, 
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that the birth of a second James Joyce might inevitably kill the novel for 

good. The after-Modernist is very much aware that he has rescued 

fiction when it was on the brink of death. What he is not aware of – since 

blood is thicker than water – is that he can hardly change his parents, 

and these (Modernist) parents are a large part of who he is, namely a 

creator of technical suspense. 

 Laura Hird, a late after-Modernist, has already seen the ‗telling‘ 

used and abused. Her first novel definitely endeavours to recuperate the 

tale. Her story in Born Free is remarkably clear, and the reader‘s reason 

for turning each page is the century-old, conventional, reassuring 

question in his mind: what next? 

 We slowly learn that Angela married Vic Scott after a one-night 

stand, when she became pregnant. They were both going to marry 

somebody else, but there is no mention of a broken heart anywhere. The 

soul was the concern of Woolf, Joyce and Eliot (even though Woolf 

stated love interest was not necessary), and the late after-Modernist 

Laura Hird is simply indifferent to them. She could not care less about 

the fairy tale, even though she likes the tale, the suspense of ‗what next‘ 

and the sense of closure at the end of it (a rather sad closure, actually 

half-open). Angie and Vic never fall in love, but they may live together 

at least (though not always happily) ever after. What keeps them going 

is a need for tenderness, for togetherness. Laura Hird feels that it is high 

time someone did something about the unbearable after-Modernist 

(dystopic and displaced) solitude. 
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 The loveless Angie and Vic (in good after-Modernist tradition) bear 

two equally loveless children: Joni (who turns sixteen when the book 

ends) and Jake (fourteen). Angie lost an unloved father (whom her son 

Jake, however, seems to have been attached to), while Vic hardly sees his 

own unloved father, and even shudders at the thought the latter might 

be romantically involved with a lady his age. Mothers are not 

mentioned. The only mother in the novel is Angie, whom everybody 

hates for being an alcoholic. Inevitably this should remind us of 

Huxley‘s Brave New World, where ‗mother‘ was a shameful word, the 

‗m__‗ word, never to be mentioned. Here we are then, in Laura Hird‘s 

Born Free (1999), witnessing Huxley‘s vision of the future in Brave New 

World (1932) actually come true. Unlike utopias, after-Modernist 

dystopias have a slow but sure way of turning into real life. 

 The novel takes place in Edinburgh, and it describes one month in 

the life of the Scotts. At the end of this month Joni turns sixteen, loses her 

virginity to a total stranger and hopes to drop out of school and become 

some kind of shop assistant (she would do anything to get away from 

home). Her brother Jake, only two years younger, but a world apart from 

her, is still a child, with childish concerns; he does not want to escape 

from the family home yet. As for the parents, they are the true surprise of 

the plot. To begin with, Vic (a bus driver) and Angie (working for a 

betting company) are like two resentful strangers. They resent each other 

as they are now, they resent having met and having stayed together. Vic 

is impotent, and usually finds himself banished from the conjugal bed on 
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a very uncomfortable settee. He does not cheat on Angela, but he 

nostalgically remembers an ex-fiancée. Angie is the really volcanic hero in 

the book. It may seem for a while Joni is a main heroine, since both Vic 

and Jake are rather subdued voices, but it is actually Angie who strikes 

the deepest roots. How could we fail to remember Joyce‘s Molly and 

Malcolm Lowry‘s drunken hero in Under the Volcano at the same time? 

Laura Hird has digested both. 

 Angie has been sober for three years when the novel starts. The 

whole family has had to move because of her previous violent behaviour 

when drunk. Within the month chosen as subject-matter by Laura Hird, 

Angie meets Raymond Ramage, whose thoughts we never know 

anything about, because the novelist does not grant him the right to an 

interior monologue – so whatever we learn about Raymond is (in a 

perfect Jamesian manner) hearsay, consequently ambiguous, yet pretty 

edifying. Angie may not realize at first that, after a month of sex and 

after falling off the wagon for his sake, he has used her. That he may 

have been planning all along to steal the money of the betting shop the 

two of them work for, first by ingratiating himself with Angie, then by 

persuading her to allow him to take care of the cash during the fourth 

and last week the book describes. At the end of that week, he vanishes 

with 15,000 pounds, without a word to Angie. If Angie is unwilling to 

admit she never meant anything to him, the reader is fully aware of her 

intensely sad solitude. 

 The whole plot revolves around Angie, her sex-affair, the barrier 
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between her and everybody else: her husband, her children, her crazy 

friend Caroline (who offers her body to all bus drivers when they reach 

the depot – Vic included), and last but not least, Raymond, her partner 

in booze, sex (more verbal than physical, actually) but not crime. And 

yet, paradoxically, Angie‘s solitude only promises to end when 

Raymond is wanted by the police and she finds herself drunk and 

loveless once more. Her husband and her children want her out of the 

house, out of the family. Critics have stated Laura Hird‘s Born Free is a 

novel about the dissolution of the family. Now, the death of family as 

the basic piece of the larger social puzzle (as in Tom Jones, David 

Copperfield, even Joyce and Woolf) is a typically after-Modernist topic. 

The theme was exhausted by novels such as Brave New World, 1984, Lord 

of the Flies, Alexandria Quartet, A Clockwork Orange, The Golden Notebook, 

Lanark, Staring at the Sun, Waterland, Never Let Me Go. I can hardly think 

of an after-Modernist novel in which the heroes find solace in a family.  

 As if intent on proving she is a late after-Modernist, here comes 

Laura Hird, with a book apparently determined to prove the family 

‗dysfunctional‘, which ends with its main heroine struggling desperately 

to fit in into the family pattern again. It may be argued that Angie is not 

the main heroine, of course; that all four heroes whose monologues we 

peep at are equally important. The statement of equal importance was 

valid for an apparently similar monological technique, used by Julian 

Barnes in Talking it over and Love, etc. Only his monologues were far 

more extrovert. The reader was deliberately told everything, dragged 
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into passing judgment, pressed to actually make a stand in the story. 

Laura Hird slips back into Henry James and James Joyce. She is asking 

for Modernist tenderness. 

 So, even though some may not agree, Born Free is mainly Angie 

Scott‘s story. There is no denying that Angie chooses to reinstate the 

family (we are not told for how long), and she seems to succeed, more or 

less. Since Laura Hird‘s novel is very far from being a fairy tale, its 

ending is an uncertain compromise. Angie gives up drink and sex for 

the sake of Vic‘s solidarity. I was tempted to say tenderness, but the last 

sentences of the novel are far too explicit: 

 

As I push into her, she lets out a wail. Her arms drop to her sides but 
still she makes no sign that she wants me to stop. As I lean down to kiss away 
the fresh tears (underlining mine), the only resistance is in her eyes. I pretend 
not to notice. This isn‘t going to take long anyway. (p.275, Vic‘s monologue, 
which ends the book). 

 

It is a disillusioned ending, but – a sign of late after-Modernism – it is a 

promise of future sharing. 

 What happens in short is: Angie is drinking more and more heavily. 

She loses her job when Raymond steals the money and runs away 

without even warning her (not much hope for love left). Her son and 

daughter – who have already had to leave one house and one set of 

friends – are afraid of her drunken violence. Her husband hates her 

drunken spells. She herself feels she is ‗on autopilot‘ (p. 90). The climax 

of the plot leads to Vic finding out Angie cheated on him. Jake, Joni and 
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Caroline tell him. Jake hears Angie screaming while having sex in their 

flat with Raymond (both drunk). Caroline is told by Angie herself, and 

she makes a point of telling Vic (the only bus driver who would not 

have sex with her in his bus, when she vulgarly invited him, at the end 

of his day). As the plot unfurls, this dénouement is the last thing we 

would have thought would matter. Would Vic care if Angie cheated? 

Would Angie care if Vic was hurt? 

 We find here the change late after-Modernism brings. Both Angie 

and Vic care, and it is not for the sake of some technical effect, not 

because it is an impressive device. Their attempt to care about each other 

is reintegrated in the need to find a refuge from solitude (the hope for 

something remotely close to tenderness). The late after-Modernist Laura 

Hird has brought back a crumb of togetherness from the fairy-tale 

wedding-cake, and after-Modernist fanatic solitude will never be the 

same again. 

 Reading Born Free with an eye to after-Modernist features, we can 

find quite a number of those. Some of them are: 

 

 ◄ The shocking orality of language, from swear-words to words 

denoting sexual anatomy and traditionally unutterable gestures, thoughts.  

 The novel starts with Joni talking about ‗that old cow‘, her mother 

(p. 1). While on a shop-lifting trip with her friend Rosie, Joni catches 

sight of her mother. The first words of the book are Joni‘s thought, 

‗CHRIST, WHAT‘S SHE doing there?‘ The ‗she,‘ which designates 
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Angie, is significantly the first hero mentioned, even though it is Joni 

who mentions her. Angie is seen to be with a ‗he,‘ whom Rosie suspects 

to be ‗her lurver‘. Joni dismisses the thought, which turns into the main 

point of suspense in the last twenty pages: 

 

Joy – riding – maybe. Affair – no danger. 

 

 Those who make vulgarity a rule of expression are the youngest, 

Joni and Jake. They seem to speak a parallel language. The vulgar words 

they use are an indirect reflection of the violence which surrounds them. 

Jake uses this ‗swearing attitude‘ every other word. It may sound 

offensive to Modernist ears, but it is totally neutre to a late after-

Modernist like Laura Hird:  

 

‗Here, I brought your bastard game. Can I play it round yours the night? 
Dad‘s pal‘s coming round, so he‘ll be getting aw his shitey auld singles out. 
Ah cannae stand it.‘ Jason takes the CD out the box and checks it. ‗I cannae 
see how it widnae load. Has your dad got a crappy Amstrad or what?‘       

He should know, he used our computer plenty before he got his. 
‗Dad‘s gettin me Fifa 98 at the weekend. We‘re gonnae see your shitey 
team play Celtic as well.‘ (p. 45) 

 

 When Vic comes home late, after fishing on his day off, he finds 

Angie was out pretty late, too, and confronts her. Angie‘s language 

might sound downright depressing to a Jamesian or Woolfian hero (not 

Joycean, though…), but it is just common, usual, meaningless oral jargon 

to Laura Hird:  
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‗...where the fuck d‘you think I‘d been, eh? Getting it elsewhere? Did old soft 
dick think I‘d finally had enough? Would you blame me? Would you fucking 
blame me?‘ (p. 147) 

 

 ◄ The violent nature of all heroes, even those who appear to be 

harmless at first sight. 

 Vic perceives his daughter Joni with genuine awe. She lashes out at 

him, shuts him out, menaces to call the police and say he abuses her. He 

keeps finding excuses for her cruelty (‗her hormones‘), but he is 

nonetheless miserable: 

 

How can a lassie of 15 be so wounding? I put up with it, like I always 
do. Being an only child myself, this is my first experience with female 
puberty, close up. I‘m not sure if she is actually psychotic, or if they‘are all 
like this. I get a shooting pain in my chest, which I assume is heart-ache, and 
need to take a Rennie‘s. I leave Joni to her hormones. (p. 10) 

 

 Jake, more vulnerable than the rest, it seems (partly because he is a 

male in his early teens, and partly because he inherits his father‘s 

peaceful temper), is the most exposed to the nightmare of physical 

violence:  

 

Rolling into a ball, I yell at them to stop, but even the lassie gets stuck in. 
A kicking‘s bad enough, but by a woman? Trying to get up again, I get an 
electric shock of pain, right up my leg. Shug takes a step back and starts 
unfastening his jeans. Oh, my God, he‘s going to shag me. He cannae shag 
me. Please dinnae let him shag me. It‘s almost a relief when he smacks his belt 
round my face. My teeth rattle, I see my eyeballs from inside but at least my 
arsehole‘s intact. When I cover my head with my hands, he smacks them as 
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well. Fucksake! They‘re going to kill me, in a fucking graveyard. I‘m going to 
die because Sean went for new trainers. On and on he beats me, round the 
arms, neck, across the back. I‘m too stunned to cry. 

Then I feel someone straddle me. I open my nippy eyes to see a Stanley 
knife being waved in my face. 

 ‗Please, dinnae, Shug. I‘ll get your magazines. You‘ll get the jail if you 
kill ies.‘ 

The blade‘s so close I can smell the rust. 
‗Shut it, fuckhead! The drugs are better in jail anyway. My brother says.‘ 
Making Daniel and the lassie grab my arms, he yanks up my jumper and 

pricks the knife into my chest. Daniel puts his hand over my mouth to stop 
me screaming. Shug draws the knife down and across in a crucifix. It‘s no 
deep but it‘s fucking agony. I almost pass out when I see little bubbles of 
blood oozing from the gash. 

‗Will I do yer bollocks, now? Have they dropped yet?‘ he growls, so 
insane-looking, even Daniel seems scared. 

‗C‘mon Shug, that‘s enough . . .‘ 
Shug just ignores him and presses the knife against my  

Adam‘s apple. 
‗How about a nice wee string of rosary beads round your  

throat, eh?‘ 
‗Dinnae, man,‘ says Daniel, grabbing him from behind and pulling him 

off me. My ankle‘s so sore I can almost hear it, but the threat of castration 
gives me enough of a rush to get up. (p. 218) 

 

 For the rest of the heroes, violence is mostly verbal and emotional. 

Angie is the main aggressor (her engine is vice, which announces the 

end of the human race). Vic, Joni and Jake are running away from her, 

but they cannot shake her off because Vic falls for her again and again. 

This repeated family reunion shows that, in spite of herself, Laura Hird 

hesitates to make a creed of the approaching death of the race. 

 

 ◄ Sex replaces the chivalrous romance, the falling in love, the 

mystery of love, the dominion of the soul, of feelings over the body. 
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 Laura Hird mentions, when she interviews Alasdair Gray, that 

Janine 1982 is her favourite novel. Born Free is similar to Alasdair Gray‘s 

novel in its sexual effervescence. All heroes are blinded by sex-

awareness. Solitary sex comes natural to Joni, Jake, Vic and Angie. 

Perverted sex afflicts Rosie (pornographically involved with her uncle 

John, who almost goes to jail because of that), Joni (who is trying to steal 

John away from Rosie but fails), Angie (who enjoys Raymond‘s dirty 

talk, and almost substitutes his desire for sex with actual intercourse, 

and also mistakes intercourse for feeling), Caroline (who lurks in the 

dark buses till their drivers reach the depot, and then offers herself to 

them all), Jake (who has a ‗queer‘ ‗PE teacher‘, and who is also beaten by 

two boys, one of whom – he thinks – almost ‗shags‘ him). 

 Sexual arousal is a permanent mood in Born Free, more 

uninhibitedly so than in Janine 1982. Alasdair Gray also entwined sex 

and drink, but Laura Hird uses the combination as background rather 

than theme. The heroes are hardly aware of what or if they feel anything 

for persons of the opposite sex. Their bodies blindfold their souls. They 

act on sexual impulse, as a mediaeval knight would have acted upon the 

illusion of love. This relaxed awareness of pleasurable sex without 

heartache (so very different from T.S. Eliot‘s wailing in The Waste Land 

that love was dead) places Laura Hird in the late after-Modernist league, 

born free of all inhibitions. 

 Angie‘s major emotion (before she finally thinks tenderness might 

do the trick and save her from being chased away from the ‗family‘ she 
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has never believed in) is described by herself in the following way:  

 

Holding his cheek, I kiss him gently on the lips, just like that, no 
fucking about. He responds, his warm, soft pillows pecking gently round the 
side of my mouth. The boozy smell on his breath evokes all sorts of deeply 
buried memories and needs. These are the best bits in life. The brief 
moments between knowing you‘re going to fuck someone and actually 
doing it. That ache. All life comes from that ache. (p. 55) 

 

 She talks about a ‗soulmate‘ and about a ‗lovely sentiment‘, but it all 

amounts to sex as a matter of fact:  

 

The sentiment is lovely but, to tell the truth, I don‘t really care about it 
being special. I just want him to fuck me. It‘s only just starting to sink in what‘s 
happened tonight. I can‘t believe I‘m not going to see him all weekend. I must 
tell them I want to start working Saturdays again. I‘m starting to miss him 
before he‘s even gone. Could I finally have met my soulmate? Christ, wait till 
he sees me with my kit off. (p. 60) 

 

She sees her life as based on a sex-mistake, while feelings do not even 

enter the equation:  

 

Vic was honest, dependable, worked hard and all the other Calvinist bullshit. 
All Rab had to offer me was a huge cock and a filthy mind. That would have 
been enough. (p. 96)  

 

And yet Angie finds her last refuge in tenderness. Laura Hird may be 

trying to prove her heroine wrong, after all. 

 Joni redefines the 1999 version of the fairy tale as drink-sex-

loneliness:  
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It‘s the best thing ever. Just me and this big, sexy man, alone in the middle of 
nowhere. (p. 206) 

 

She has sex and loses her virginity to a perfect stranger (who is married 

and whom she will never see again) while they are both drunk. Joni‘s 

fairy tale sounds desperately depressing:  

 

As he walks me to the station, I go quiet. He‘ll think I‘m some silly, wee, huffy 
lassie, but I can‘t help it. He holds my hand again. It feels lovely but I don‘t 
know why he‘s doing it, if he‘s just going to dump me. The Edinburgh train‘s 
arriving as he buys my ticket so I don‘t have time to give him my number or 
arrange to meet him again, or even find out what his second name is.      

We say goodbye as the guards bang the train doors shut. He gives me 
a long, warm kiss and a big squeeze and tells me I‘m some girl again. I‘m 
crying; when I get on the train, so I run in the toilet so he can‘t see me. I don‘t 
believe it. He won‘t even be able to come looking for me when he‘s in 
Edinburgh, ‗cause I told him complete lies about myself. Why did I say that 
stuff? He would have liked the real me. How can I possibly never see him 
again after all that? If I even had a wee photo or something to remember him. 
He didn‘t even know I was a virgin, for God‘s sake. (p. 207) 

 

 ◄  The tense, inimical relationship children-parents: the repeated 

incidence of shop-lifting, teenage drinking and drugs, the dropouts (the 

inefficiency of schooling, accompanied by the reader‘s unconscious fear 

that the world may come to an end if education dies, if one generation is 

no longer able to learn from the previous). 

 From the very first (Joni‘s) monologue, we learn: 

 

Mum really wants me to go into further education though, so I‘m going to get 
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a job in Burger King instead, to spite her. (p. 3) 

 

Not only does she hate her mother, but she also associates her with 

education, so she misses on two major experiences at once: education and 

daughterly love. Joni‘s resentment of her mother reminds us of Lessing 

and her heroines, except that, where Lessing had a psychological 

motivation (incompatible personalities), Laura Hird blames it on Angie‘s 

alcoholism, which has lately created a culture of its own. 

 Drink is not just a grown-up vice. Angie is an alcoholic, but 

everybody else drinks, more or less. We are especially alarmed by Joni 

and Jake, who drink and smoke (Joni even uses drugs) whenever they 

get a chance. 

 Vic loves his daughter Joni deeply and in a steadfast way, but he 

himself cannot help wondering: 

 

I‘m not sure if she is actually psychotic or if they‘re all like this. (p. 10)  

 

He himself, though, is a stranger from his own father. All heroes seem to 

have been born free from taboos and alone. They do not seem to think 

family ties matter. Children are in the way (for Angie), parents are even 

more in the way (for Joni, Jake, Rosie). Jake perceives ‗family‘ as deep 

sadness:  

 

When Dad explains about the football, he just smiles and slides his scarf 
off. 
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‗Don‘t worry about it, that‘s fine. A drive with my two favourite 
people‘ll be just smashing.‘ 

God, why do people do that all the time? Pretend to be happy when 
they‘re sad? How has the human race got this far when everyone says the 
exact opposite of what they mean? (p. 86) 

 

His relationship with his father and grandfather is thus summed up:  

 

Great, absolutely fucking marvellous. I‘ve been cheated out of a whole 
non-school day of my life for nothing. I could have been surfing the Net. I 
could have been Rangers against AC Milan, 45 minutes each half, and beat 
them 100-0 three times, by now. But instead I‘ve spent a whole day looking at 
poxy buildings and having to listen to these two old farts. Lying bastard. I 
hope I die before I‘m 16, I never want to end up selfish like that. (p. 90) 

 

 Nobody seems to be related to anyone else, and this is why the 

sudden turn of the ending towards family, tenderness and togetherness 

surprises us beyond words.   

 When Joni tells Angie that all she wants for her soon-to-come 

birthday is a meal with the whole family at the Italian restaurant in 

Lothian Road (where she knows she will meet the boy she thinks she 

fancies), Angie replies:  

 

‗A meal?‘ 
‗Yeah, that‘s a pretty normal thing to do on someone‘s birthday, isn‘t it? I 

thought you‘d be pleased.‘ 
Oh yes, I‘m delighted. Little bitch. 
‗But why, Joni? You can‘t even stand to eat in the same room as us. You 

can‘t speak to me without that whiny sarcastic tone in your voice. You batter 
your brother and accuse your father of abusing you. Why in God‘s name 
would you want to go out for a meal with us?‘ (p. 128) 
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 ◄  Cultural isolation from the past. 

 School and education have turned into useless, boring places (for 

Joni) or dangerous encounters (for Jake). What Joni thinks of 

Shakespeare as taught in class very much ruins the favourite after-

Modernist idea of ironical rewriting of tradition. When Modernists first 

defied the cultural past of the race, they had no idea that they would be 

followed by such witty, disabused after-Modernists. Laura Hird records 

the break with past literature in Joni‘s words:  

 

God, it just goes on and on and on. I hate Shakespeare. It‘s complete 
crap. Why do we have to learn all that old shite about crappy kings and 
queens and rich cunts with poncey, long names you can‘t pronounce? I can‘t 
even understand what anyone‘s supposed to be saying. Even when the 
teacher explains it, it‘s still crap. The Romeo and Juliet film was all right. We 
went to see it with the English class the other week. The Shakespeary bits just 
spoilt it, though. (p. 30) 

 

 French used to be the language of Molière or Proust to pupils who 

were learning it. Not any more. Jake refuses it flatly. His cultural 

curiosity (focussed on ‗cybercafé‘ at best) is dead:  

 

My head‘s hurting too much to go to French. I can‘t understand it at the best 
of times. Foreign words seem to cause a two-mile tailback in my brain. I mean 
to say, male and female words, have you ever heard such shite? They teach 
you useless stuff anyway. If I was in France I‘m sure I wouldn‘t be going about 
asking folk the time and demanding baguettes and jotters. Things like, 
where‘s the nearest cybercafé or when is the next flight out of your stinking 
Froggy country, would be far more useful. (p. 49) 

 

 As to higher education, Joni hates the idea because her mother 
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wants it, while Vic is nostalgic about not having had it: 

 

I‘m wasted in this job. I wanted to be an architect when I was at school...   

        (p. 110) 

 

 ◄ The general mood of tension, confusion, crazy speed, madness.  

 The master of this state was the Modernist T.S. Eliot, in whose The 

Waste Land we find maddening tension in every word, till the last line 

desperately implores: ‗Shantih, shantih, shantih‘ (‗Peace that passeth 

understanding,‘ as Eliot‘s own notes translate the word). 

 The after-Modernists let go of Modernist emotional intensity (the 

root of the Modernist use of madness) and focus on the fear of heroes 

who find themselves lost in an absurd game, which they cannot really 

make head or tail of. 

 The late after-Modernist Laura Hird uses madness as a behavioural 

pattern. Her heroes do not need excuses for their anti-social aggressivity. 

Unlike Ishiguro‘s The Unconsoled (where Ryder is scared to death he is 

leaving sanity for a confusion he is not at all comfortable with), Born Free 

relies on relaxed heroes, who see madness as common, as the only way 

of life. Which is as much as to say that Laura Hird is one step nearer 

than the after-Modernists to the feeling (first made public by Eliot, Joyce, 

Woolf) that the human race has lost control, is on the way out, has lost 

touch with reality.  

 The break with reality began with the Modernist defiance of 
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narrative universals and is now a deep-rooted convention in itself. It has 

become a commonplace to state that confusion has always bred latent 

fear in the human mind. What happens to the after-Modernists is that 

they dread and worship it at the same time, make it more important 

than sanity and its laws.  

 

 ◄ The new computer generation leads a virtual life, parallel  

to reality. 

 Jake spends most of his time on computer games and a little on the 

internet (this is 1999). His father perceives Jake‘s virtual existence as 

unhealthy: 

 

‗. . . that bloody computer. You should get out – fresh air, sunshine, real life, 
you know?‘ (p. 11) 

 

 ◄  The rediscovery of tenderness. 

 The novel starts with Vic dining alone with Angie ‗off our laps, on 

the settee, watching Channel 4 News‘ (p. 13). TV news is slowly taking the 

place of the Victorian novel as a common convention, to be read before 

the whole family, in front of the fireplace, in a cosy home. As compared 

to the adventures imagined by earlier fiction, the news programme 

focusses on horrors and – worse – it is ‗live‘, which means truer than 

truth itself.  

 But Vic does not care about our mad, violent world. The late after-
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Modernist Laura Hird makes him take refuge in peaceful tenderness. 

The hero (after endless adventures in picaresque, Victorian, realistic 

novels, and after a vivisection of the brain by Modernists) suddenly 

rejects all attempts at catching the reader‘s eye and claims his humble 

right to an inner life of his own, safe and secure. Here is the claim in 

Vic‘s own words: 

 

We eat off our laps, on the settee, watching Channel 4 News. It is, 
strangely enough, one of my favourite times of the day. She keeps asking me, 
as she always does, if I like the dinner. No matter how much I enthuse, she 
just keeps on asking. 

‗Is it OK?‘ 
‗Yes, lovely.‘ 
‗Do you like the lime with it?‘ 
‗Yes, really unusual. Nice taste, eh?‘ 
‗Is the chicken tender enough?‘ 
‗Gorgeous, melts in the mouth, mmm.‘ 
‗Do you think it needs some salt?‘ 
‗No, it‘s just perfect. It doesn‘t need salt.‘ 
‗Are the potatoes a bit lumpy.‘ 
‗No, perfect. Just right.‘ 
You maybe think this is a bit mundane, but you know, it‘s good to talk, 

sort of. . .  (p. 13) 

 

 ◄ Society dominated the behaviour of heroes in Fielding, Dickens, 

Galsworthy, who all wanted a future within it. It remained important in 

Joyce and Woolf, but the hero hid it all in his mind, and conversed with it 

on his own, in his memories, hopelessly aware of his ‗futurelessness‘. 

After-Modernists repeatedly withdraw from the confusion of the world. 

Laura Hird‘s heroes are utterly on their own. 
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 Vic, Angie, Jake and Joni all feel desperately alone. One uncertain, 

uninterested ‗pal‘ is all they can hope for. Vic has no one but his family, 

and that is why he is the weak link which Angie uses when she decides 

she needs her family. To Vic his family is a moral obligation and a way 

to peace of mind. Angie has Raymond (her ‗boss at the bookies,‘ p. 20) – 

who frames her, and she also has Caroline – the psychotic, 

nymphomaniac who hopes to steal her husband from her. Jake has a 

neighbour his age and the latter‘s sister, but, more prominently, he is 

haunted by two somewhat older enemies who threaten to kill him, who 

keep beating him because he does not buy them all the porno magazines 

they want. Joni has Rosie, whose uncle she is trying to have sex with 

(and steal him from Rosie). To put it in a nutshell, nobody is anybody‘s 

friend. Society is an obsolete term. The heroes have very little in 

common with each other. All they can hope to share – this is Laura 

Hird‘s paradoxical suggestion, in a novel which abuses the idea of 

‗home‘ – is tenderness in the family. 

 Jake seems to be the young male who will soon grow into the father 

of a family (like Alex, in Burgess‘ A Clockwork Orange). He takes beatings 

from older boys without a word, and he feels totally alone when faced 

with violence: 

 

 I feel dead alone, like I‘ve maybe only got about ten minutes to live and 
nobody cares. The pain just keeps getting worse. (p. 49) 
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Angie fights loneliness, too, when she realises she has not lived a love 

affair with Raymond, but a sort of reversed fairy tale, something like 

‗and they lived happily, in drink, dissolution of all families, adultery, 

violence, crime‘:  

 

My only consolation is that I told the police about our affair. Whatever 

happens now, we‘ll always be together in the annals of criminal history.  

(p. 224) 

 

 ◄ Among all the other after-Modernist features, Born Free is also a 

diary of vice. It takes place in between two sober intervals in Angie‘s 

life, lasting for a month of drunkenness. Laura Hird follows her heroine 

deep down into the abyss, to the point where her thoughts are born, just 

like Joyce, just like Malcolm Lowry. The psychology of the alcoholic is 

impeccably outlined. It starts with:  

 

It feels like my life‘s been on pause since I stopped drinking. (p. 57) 

 

Laura Hird makes Angie describe her alcoholic symptoms very accurately:  

 

There‘s a bus at the stop. As soon as I get on and the doors close, I start 
over-heating something awful. I feel a damp patch blossoming on the back of 
my dress. What am I wearing a fucking coat for? Oh Christ. Someone‘s 
crunch, crunch, crunching on a bag of cheese and onion crisps, behind me. 
Fucking what? Who eats crisps at this time of the morning? Believing I can 
actually taste the smell provokes a hastily swallowed rush of vomit. I have to 
go downstairs and stand. It‘s even hotter down there. My mascara‘s probably 
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streaming down my cheeks. Giving up, I get off. (p. 157) 

 

  We despise her, sympathise with her and hope she can get out of 

this at some point. The novel‘s suspense is recuperating the idea of a 

future, we might say, if we did not know Angie had had drinking spells 

before, and we realise they must recur at some point. This very novel 

would not exist if Angie had not ‗fallen off the wagon‘ for the sake of 

sex, in the first place.  

 Laura Hird makes Born Free a diary of vice, but it is much more than 

that. It is her theory that the human race is doomed to die of vice. Soon. 

Vic is on Prozac. T.S. Eliot comes back with  

 

My nerves are bad to-night. Yes, bad. Stay with me. 
Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak. (The Waste Land, lines 111–112) 

 

Angie is on vodka, and the illusion of sex. Joni uses drink, smoking, 

drugs and thinks she may be a pervert because she ‗X2‘s a lot (solitary 

sex in her coded phrase). Jake drinks, smokes, is a computer addict. 

Wherever you turn, nobody is safe from vice. 

 The suspense of the novel – what we expect to see on he last page, 

the ‗what next?‘ bit – seems, at first, to be Joni‘s losing her virginity 

before she is sixteen. But it is not. The real direction of suspense follows 

the most repulsive character, who is Angie. She always looms in the 

back of everyone‘s mind. She is a drink-bomb. The moment she starts 

drinking again, life (emotional, social, even sexual) disintegrates. It is 
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she who suggests that the human race will not last long. Yet, at the very 

last moment, when Vic and the children are determined to eliminate her 

from the picture, she finds a secret key, and has us wait breathlessly to 

see what the novelist‘s verdict is: is there hope for man, for life in the 

family (mating, birth, regeneration)? 

 On Friday (Joni‘s birthday) afternoon, Angie takes Vic to a marriage 

counsellor. It is obvious at first that Angie does this as a subterfuge, to 

avoid ending up in the street, homeless, moneyless, familyless.  She 

seems to be lying about everything: Vic neglects her (sexually and 

emotionally), he is the cause of her drinking problem. She promises her 

affair is over, and she will do her best as mother of the family from now 

on. She has dinner with him. She is sober for a whole day (Friday). Vic 

(whose monologue ends the novel) is the one on whom Angie practises 

her suspense. He slowly comes round:  

 

This is all I want. Please make her have been telling the truth about her man 
and the drink earlier. I‘m big enough to feel partially responsible. It makes it 
easier to forgive her. If we could just pretend the last month never happened. 
I‘m sure it was all right before. (p. 274) 

 

 Laura Hird‘s suspense in Born Free is not really one supported by 

incidents. Not much changes from the first to the last page of the novel. 

The heroes‘ lives are pretty much the same. It could be called thought-

suspense. We fervently wait for the end, but the end we are waiting for 

(which the novelist builds with every new monologue) is not a decisive 
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incident, it is a mere thought. We are anxious to see whose monologue 

will be last. Vic is the one who thinks last. Joni was first. Angie has been 

everywhere, in all monologues (like the ogre in the fairy tale) at once. But 

Joni and Jake are young and will escape from her vicinity. Angie‘s 

spectacular victim is her husband, whom she has lived with for seventeen 

years. It is he who gives the novel a title. Born Free comes up (as the title 

of a song Vic likes), twice. First, Jake, Vic, and Vic‘s father spend an 

afternoon together, and in the car, the song is played:  

 

Oh, fuck, it gets worse. Next up‘s ‗Born Free‘. As we drive along the 
seafront to Eastfield, Dad and Granda start singing their lungs out, really 
giving it laldy. Dad knows all the words to this one, and wants everyone to 
know it. It‘s like the sort of music they play in shopping centres. My God, he‘s 
even singing the bits where it‘s just the orchestra. It‘s a shame, really. He‘s 
about as free as a goldfish. (p. 87) 

 

The second time it is mentioned when Vic buries their dog:  

 

First task of the day – burying Jan. The kitchen‘s buzzing with bluebottles 
as it is. Attempts to roister support for a small service round the weeds prove 
fruitless. In the end, the congregation consists of Jan, me and Matt Munro via 
the ghetto-blaster. Still convinced Angie was responsible for her death, I mark 
the grave with a customised cocktail stirrer. Clicking on the tape, the 
singingalonga ‗Born Free‘ gives me such a sense of empathy with the deceased 
pet, I don‘t want to stop. Half-way through the first verse of ‗From Russia With 
Love‘, though, the window opens and Joni yells out, ‗Dad, please, that‘s 
horrendous!‘ (p. 243) 

 

 We realise at last that in the chain of violence, vulgarity, loneliness, 

fear, emptiness of all kinds, Vic is, indeed, the weak link. He longs for 
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the fairy tale. He is neurotic because of the lack of affection. Angie is 

shrewd. She uses him. She plays the role of the contrite wife. She 

promises him tenderness. In colloquial words, Vic is a sucker for 

romance. But is it romance? The story ends with sex (the part a fairy tale 

never mentioned), and during sex Angie weeps. It makes us wonder 

who the victim and who the aggressor is. 

 Laura Hird‘s after-Modernist thought-suspense feeds the reader a 

closing incident (the parents are together again, Joni will get a job and 

leave, but Jake, still a child, only wants to feel ‗safe‘), while she plants a 

question mark in his mind. The question is a general one. It is aimed at 

the fate of mankind. Laura Hird is far beyond dystopia. Her heroes are 

beyond fear. Late after-Modernists like Laura Hird are beyond the point 

where the novel debated whether the tale should have an ending (hope) 

or not. What Born Free tells us is that, the fairy tale is dead and, such as 

we are, we have survived it, we are free from hope, and the only thing 

left for us to do now is make the best of ogre-tales. 

 

Laura Hird, Born Free, Canongate 1999 
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             The Jamesian suspense:  

Kazuo Ishiguro, When We Were Orphans  

 

 

 

 

 

 When We Were Orphans is an attempt to return to plot and love 

interest. The after-Modernist novel is in this case orphaned, as its 

parents, irony and the deliberate lack of an ending, are nowhere in view. 

The novelist is comforting his readers with the peace of the older novel: 

hope for love and find something to catch at in the end.  

 At a close look, irony is there all right, since love for Sarah or 

friendship for Akira, or even maternal, even filial love, are debunked. 

These characters are orphans all right, bereft of feeling and rejoicing in 

their inner emptiness, parading a susceptibility that will not fool the 

reader. What has the reader fooled is the actual offer of an ending that 

solves the mystery of the plot, partly and superficially. 

 The plot of the novel explicitly covers a span of twenty-eight years 

(1930–1958), alternately spent in London and Shanghai. Displacement is 
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Ishiguro‘s major concern in all his novels. A mother comes to England 

from Japan with a suicidal daughter (A Pale View of Hills), a Japanese 

painter feels America stifling Japan in his own home (An Artist of the 

Floating World), America also conquers England and its cultural 

traditions (The Remains of the Day), a pianist feels called upon to roam the 

whole wide world and set it right (The Unconsoled). When We Were 

Orphans deals with displacement in the clearest of terms. Two young 

boys, one English (Christopher Banks) and one Japanese (Akira) find 

themselves in Shanghai, the only home they know, and both leave it to 

set home in the countries their parents came from, England and Japan. 

As kids, they do not even want to think they might ever have to go 

elsewhere or be separated. They rely on Shanghai as the realm of 

peaceful childhood and secure friendship. But Shanghai comes out of 

the war as communist territory, time passes, and the end of the book 

finds Akira briefly, leaving him possibly dead, with a wife and daughter 

waiting for him in Japan, while Christopher Banks, an ex-famous 

detective now, muses (thinking of London): 

 

This city, in other words, has come to be my home, and I should not 
mind if I had to live out the rest of my days here. Nevertheless, there are those 
times when a sort of emptiness fills my hours... 

 

 The plot advances apparently chronologically, following 

Christopher‘s life and rise as the best detective of his day, profession 

which, by 1958, when we leave the book with no desire or need to go 
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back to it (since its mystery is so clearly spelt out), is all but obsolete. The 

same as for the painter in An Artist of the Floating World, his days of glory 

have gone for good, and he feels displaced in a world that is not 

‗floating‘ any longer, a world which will not be set right by detection of 

crime. A new world, fit for others, not for the painter or the detective. 

An alien universe for grandchildren to grown in.  

 The whole novel is more about loss of life than of parents. When We 

Were Orphans is a book about death. Characters die: the childhood friend 

Akira is lost; the narrator‘s father runs away from his demanding wife 

with another woman; the narrator‘s mother pays with her dignity and 

ultimately her sanity the welfare of her only son. The text is dry, bitter and 

decoded. The ending, unhappy as it is, baffles the reader, who expected an 

enigma. Which means that after-Modernists have already built a tradition, 

and Ishiguro is struggling here to escape its rising mannerism. 

 The plain story is the following: Christopher Banks, born of British 

parents, spends his childhood in Shanghai, where his father is employed 

by a company that makes profit from facilitating the trade with opium to 

China. His mother fights the addiction of the Chinese to opium. England 

is using it in order to maneuver China more easily. We are led in turn to 

believe that this mother is in love with ‗uncle Philip‘, a man who has 

dark pacts with the devil (whether the devil is a Chinese war lord who 

protects the trade with opium, or the communists, for whom he first 

works, and whom he betrays).  

 Actually we learn in the end that it was her husband who deserted 
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her, who felt exhausted by her challenge, could not rise to her standards. 

Briefly, he took a lover and fled with her to Hong Kong, dying of 

typhoid in some obscure place. The mother, on the other hand, has a far 

more terrible fate. The Chinese war lord kidnaps her and makes her his 

white wife, whom he humiliates in front of all his guests. She becomes 

his consenting wife, among other wives, on condition that her son is 

given enough money to have a carefree life in London.  

 This son keeps thinking that his parents were both kidnapped 

because of their fight against the opium trade. He becomes a detective 

because he wants to find them and restore them to the life they deserve. 

He feels certain he can set the world right. The only thing he manages to 

do is find his mother in a Hong Kong convent, insane and unaware of 

his presence, and allow her to die and be buried there. This detective 

chase is the backbone of the novel. Once we know the whole truth, 

which the novelist actually tells us (unbelievable for an after-Modernist) 

, there is not much to keep us riveted to the novel.  

 Sarah Hemmings, Jennifer (another orphan, adopted by 

Christopher) , Akira, uncle Philip (alias the ‗Yellow Snake‘, the traitor 

who turns against the communists and is being hunted for that) are 

unimportant. Nothing tells us we should place any emotional value or of 

any other kind on their presence in the plot. The whole story about 

Christopher trying to run away with Sarah and find love, yet failing 

because of a nightmarish episode (too strongly reminiscent of the 

confusion in The Unconsoled), everything that belongs to Christopher‘s 
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life after childhood, is unimportant.  

 What matters to Ishiguro is the image of the world seen through the 

eyes of the naive child, who feeds us his memories in an order, at a pace 

that is maddeningly his own and cannot be rushed. The trick was used 

by Henry James in What Maisie Knew. Actually, this use of the narrator‘s 

naivety versus the reader‘s hungry wisdom is Henry James‘s weapon in 

everything he wrote. Ishiguro is feeding on his predecessors in this 

novel, which many readers call detective story, although it could not be 

farther from that. It is a carefully thought out architecture of memories, a 

story whose bits fit beautifully together in a puzzle, whose clear image 

we see in the end.  

 Most after-Modernists do not visualise the puzzle so clearly. They 

hurry out of the text before the reader has had time to ask what this is all 

about. Ishiguro is unafraid. He defies the other after-Modernist novelists. 

He can write a true story and feed us the certainty that the text has a clear 

ending, that we need not reread, there is no point in going back to the 

page. He kills our curiosity for the might have been. In one respect he 

fails, though: we do get the key, but what do we find? Dry empty heroes, 

loveless beings, miserable pilgrims, orphans whose lives have deserted 

them. A lifeless book, with unconvincing heroes.  

 Feeling is dead, but long live the story, all the same. This orphaned 

novel is limp and we can constantly hear in our souls its wooden leg 

sticking into the sand of emotionlessness. The writer‘s sensibility, so 

keen in his other novels, is asleep. His narrative is comforting, but can 
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we go back gently into that good night of mere incident? Was not 

Stevens, the butler, ten times more endearing precisely because we did 

not know exactly what was happening to him? 

 

 

 

 When We Were Orphans is a carefully built novel, whose backbone is 

obvious from the very first reading. If read pencil in hand, remembering 

certain words (mnemotechnic reading applies to Ishiguro), it is a 

relaxingly clear narrative, whose suspense invigorates it constantly. The 

narrative does not excel in psychological analysis or recourse to 

emotion, so its only grip on the reader is the eagerness it creates in him 

to find out what exactly is going on. In other words, the reader wants to 

know ‗what next.‘ We are smart enough, after four previous novels, not 

to expect a happy ending. We are merely overwhelmed by the fact that 

there is an ending at all.  

 The incidents are related in the first person, in a diary-chronology 

ruled by the unpredictable order of memory. Everything begins in the 

summer of 1923, and ends on November 14th, 1958. The place is London, 

but twice (once in memories, the second time in flesh and blood) the 

hero returns to his childhood Shanghai.  

 Ishiguro obviously planned his novel minutely. He chose a 

mysterious, international location, which is described as the homeland 
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of displacement. Only he does not really mention Shanghai until he has 

introduced Christopher Banks to us, by means of an encounter with his 

school acquaintance, James Osbourne. Every detail is calculated to have 

a particular effect. Nothing is thrown in at random. Ishiguro does not 

write here with his heart, but with the good discipline of his mind. 

Consequently, When We Were Orphans is a dry, cold, mathematical 

book. As we read along, we feel as if we were doing our homework in 

math.  

 We learn a few prerequisites about Christopher in the first chapter, 

just enough to spur our curiosity. The first time we catch a glimpse of 

displacement is when Osbourne is described as being ‗well connected‘ in 

a society which Christopher joined in his early teens. English society 

appears to him closed and averse to displaced individuals. Christopher 

is hurt by Osbourne‘s remark that he was ‗such an odd bird at school.‘ 

He remembers a whole ritual of belonging, the efforts he made to ‗blend 

in‘. He did not have a family at all, or any claim to nobility. We learn 

that on the second page, obliquely, in Ishiguro‘s Jamesian indirect 

manner. He builds an allusive narrative, which reveals itself only if 

associated with the reader‘s good memory. 

 Besides displacement, which the first chapter introduces from 

various angles (that of the displaced child himself, that of fellow pupils, 

that of an older guest who chaperones him at a party, that of Sarah 

Hemmings – a master of blending in and well connectedness), we also 

find out about the profession of a detective, the man who is supposed to 
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unmask crime and set the world right. As the end of the book proves, a 

detective does no such thing, and Christopher Banks is ridiculous in his 

assumption that he might. But in the first chapter he is very eager to 

become one. The ensuing disappointment is more the reader‘s than the 

hero‘s, which hero ends up old yet faithful to his mission of a detective, 

even though detectives are no longer the important personages they used 

to be.  

 The reader is early on in the narrative introduced to the idea that 

crime must be exposed and terminated, and later on he finds out that 

Christopher Bank‘s parents were kidnapped, that crime made him an 

orphan. This is what Christopher thinks for a long time, till he returns to 

Shanghai, to dismantle that horrible crime and put order in his 

expectations, get his life back.  

 No such thing happens. The crime that haunted him all his 

childhood, adolescence and part of his adult life turns out to have been 

only half a crime, and, even so, one from whom he has benefited, one 

without which he would never have become the detective he is. His 

whole world is blown apart. Our hopes of a mystery happily solved are 

baffled. The writer‘s irony hits us right at the core of reading, where 

emotions should have resided (as in The Remains of the Day). After five 

successful novels, we can safely state that Ishiguro is not a tender writer, 

that he prefers precision to tenderness, and architectural coldness (even 

cruelty) to gentleness versus both hero and reader. 

 Christopher Bank‘s life, from first to last, is a tale of loneliness and 
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dissimilarity. He comes to London from Shanghai, and has to adapt. He 

finds his way into high London society, and, although ‗well provided 

for‘ (money paid by the Chinese warlord in exchange for his mother‘s 

submission), he has to fight for friends, and he never really makes any. 

The only friend he makes in this novel is the Japanese child Akira, 

remembered only, and who turns into the enemy when Christopher 

returns to Shanghai to learn the truth, to free his parents, to set the 

universe right.  

 Again, Ishiguro does not believe in friendship: his heroes are all 

solitary figures in a puzzle. Christopher does not even have parents, but 

this is not new for Ishiguro. One mother brings from Japan a daughter 

who hangs herself from the ceiling (A Pale View of Hills), a son – the 

butler Stevens – cannot make time to be with his father when the latter 

dies (The Remains of the Day), a father (the painter in An Artist of the 

Floating World)  has absolutely nothing in common with (even resents) 

his two daughters, and, at last, a pianist does not even know he has a 

family (a wife and son who turn up and leave his life without managing 

to stir any reaction in him), who expects his parents to join him in vain, 

because they never turn up, it looks as if they had never existed (The 

Unconsoled). The only evidence of whatever could, even remotely, be 

called love is the fact that everyone was once somebody‘s little boy 

(Ishiguro‘s women are not as convincing as his men, and far more 

artificial). Whatever love we manage to squeeze out of his pages is a 

concoction we drink at our own risk. 
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 Unlike novelists of solid realistic stock, Ishiguro is less concerned 

with creating the illusion of life, and far more with hiding, postponing life 

from happening. He advances in his stories incident by incident, each 

being quite short, well rounded and placed in its slot. Each well balanced 

episode is announced by a small word, one we are likely to forget, but, if 

we do that, we shall never be forgiven – the novelist expects us to 

remember all his adjectives, demonstrative pronouns, even articles. 

Ishiguro has no sympathy for the forgetful reader.  

 Certain sentences, at regular intervals, return to memory and 

displacement: 

 

...according to my own, quite clear memory, I adapted very ably to the 
changed realities of my circumstances. (...) Of course, I did miss my parents at 
times, but I can remember telling myself there would always be other adults I 
would come to love and trust. 

 

The effect of this combination of memory and displacement is a slightly 

absurd atmosphere, which stresses an emotion (usually that of frustration) 

without clear reason, just because the narrator happens to remember it 

that way. The absurd vein is similar to that of The Unconsoled. That fourth 

novel could not exist without the reader‘s surrender to the right of the 

narrator to select his own memories of displacement and rearrange them 

in a present to which he claims he has no clue.  

 Ishiguro is a miser with logical explanations. Either you guess how 

incidents connect logically underneath the narrative, or you choose to 
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remember each one separately and experience the uneasy sensation 

that there must be some logical connection between them. The long and 

the short of it is that, unless you read Ishiguro pen in hand, there is a 

huge chance of missing half the book. The novel may look comforting 

because of its clear sentences and apparently reasonable statements, 

but the order of memory is a diabolical architecture. The novelist is a 

craftsman. 

 Ishiguro is not a lover of landscape. He dispatches it in one sentence, 

and the brevity of the description itself makes it memorable. A slant 

sunset ray on a restaurant table, a dark night in an unknown street. The 

departure from Shanghai, however, gets a whole paragraph to itself: 

 

The sky that morning was overcast, the waters around us very muddy. I 
was standing on the deck of the steamer gazing back towards the harbour, 
towards the messy shoreline of boats, gangplanks, mud huts, dark wood 
jetties, behind them the large buildings of the Shanghai Bund, all now fading 
together into a single blur. 

  

The boy who is dispatched back to England is positive the best 

detectives are already looking thoroughly and professionally for his 

kidnapped parents. So are we. All the bigger the surprise when the 

suspense ends, and former Uncle Philip, presently the Yellow Snake (the 

informer), reveals the horrible truth about an adulterous father, who left 

the family, and a mother who struck a bargain with a Chinese warlord 

in order to ensure her child‘s financial welfare. The message is, ‗The 

world is ugly‘, and it makes Ishiguro a dark novelist.  



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

264 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

 The novel makes an attempt at a love story, but it is an ironical 

version of an affair. Nothing happens, unless it is animosity in both man 

and woman. Incidentally, both Christopher and Sarah are orphans, and 

there is one more orphan in the book, Christopher‘s adopted daughter, 

Jennifer. When We Were Orphans is a mythical time of displacement and 

loneliness. Christopher remembers his leaving Shanghai as a child: 

 

It was this last remark, this notion that I was ‗going home‘, which caused 
my emotions to get the better of me – for I am certain of this – the first and last 
time on that voyage. Even then, my tears were more of anger than sorrow. For 
I had deeply resented the colonel‘s words. As I saw it, I was bound for a 
strange land where I did not know a soul, while the city steadily receding 
before me contained all I knew. Above all, my parents were still there, 
somewhere beyond that harbour, beyond that imposing skyline of the Bund, 
and wiping my eyes, I  had cast my gaze towards the shore one last time, 
wondering if even now I might catch sight of my mother – or even my father 
– running on the quay, waving and shouting for me to return. 

 

 As the individuals grow up, their homelessness and parentlessness 

soften. They become Freudian obstacles in the way of the heroes‘ 

sensibility, but they are not aware their souls are lame. Sarah and 

Christopher cannot really fall in love with each other, Jennifer  finds it 

difficult to get married and have a family. None of them has a real family 

of his own.  

 What Christopher is left with is ‗a sort of emptiness‘. All three 

behave in an irritating way under various circumstances, and manage to 

antagonize both the other displaced heroes and – more significantly – 

the reader. Sarah ignores Christopher when he first tries to talk to her. 
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When she wants to ask a favour of him, it is his turn to ignore her and 

resent her arrogance, which the reader does, too.  

 All characters devised by Ishiguro are more or less irritating, this 

being a feature of most after-Modernist heroes. A Pale View of Hills is full 

of disagreeable females, young and old. An Artist of the Floating World is a 

tale of grudge and resentment. Stevens the butler astonishes and keeps us 

at a distance with his ambition to serve impeccably, because of which he 

neglects emotions (love for his father or Miss Kenton). The pianist in The 

Unconsoled is as disconsolate as all the other characters, who are equally 

arrogant, insensitive, selfish and finally unconsoled. Christopher is as 

cold as the rest, and as emotionless. 

 This fifth novel by Ishiguro relies mainly on inaccurate memories, 

and this multifunctionality of the past is another after-Modernist feature. 

After-Modernists feed on ambiguous memories, which turn out in the 

end to be the opposite of what we inferred. Christopher himself states at 

one point, about his past, which he has never discussed with anyone 

before Sarah: 

 

In fact it is even possible I have remembered incorrectly... 

 

 The whole book abounds in recollections, uncertainties as to some 

past incident or word, vague feelings of déjà vu. For every few sentences 

there is one such word. The time of memories and the time of writing 

keeps changing. Uncertainty as to what is really going on is the after-
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Modernist way of unfurling the story, which is not really allowed the 

suspense of the past-present-future complex, the narrative universal. 

Since we are not offered incidents that connect in a story whose end we 

are taught to wait for (twenty centuries of novel-writing have educated 

the reader in that respect), our appetite for surprise must be fed 

otherwise.  

 Ishiguro plunges us into powerlessness and feeds us bits of logical 

sentences, such as Christopher motivating his story by saying, ‗I rose to 

the challenge of my responsibilities.‘ His responsibility, it turns out, is to 

find his parents, and thus make sure the world is in good order, no more 

crimes will menace its logic, people will always have a home and love 

over their heads.  

 Actually, a war breaks out, individuals are rushed from one 

unwelcoming ex-home to another (see the war between Chian and Japan, 

as described in Shanghai), parents are not only misunderstood but also 

dead or found too late. Christopher fails lamentably. Just like all after-

Modernist novels, this one lacks the narrative self-assurance of a Dickens 

or a Galsworthy, the pleasure of the story as such.  

 If an after-Modernist novelist is fond of anything, then it is of his 

own confusion, and ours as we read. One reason why When We Were 

Orphans could never be mistaken for a thriller is the fact that it confuses 

more than a reader who needs clear solutions and a sense of closure can 

take. Memory engulfs us, and suspense teases our patience with the text, 

it educates us to expect nothing and enjoy our own irritation at being left 
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empty-handed. Suspense becomes a linguistic game. We impatiently 

wait to see which word was significant, crucial for the plot, and if we 

have managed to detect it in time, to expose the novelist. 

 Ishiguro has one more favourite device, which goes hand in hand 

with displacement: he constantly defamiliarizes. Space changes 

incessantly, nothing is as it used to, memories are killed by the present, 

all explanation becomes impossible. He used defamiliarization in all his 

books, from post-nuclear-bomb Japan to the loss of tradition in post-war 

England and the absurd contractions of space and time in The 

Unconsoled. Christopher goes back to Shanghai to find another universe, 

which keeps growing and blowing up. Actually, The Unconsoled is 

present in that section of the novel like an after-wave, showing that 

perhaps the novelist is using the same mood as inspiration, not having 

found another yet.  

 Christopher is a mock-hero, like the pianist. His whole world is 

subject to ridicule without his being aware of it. On the last page, the 

novelist justifies his title: 

 

But for those like us, our fate is to face the world as orphans, chasing 
through long years the shadows of vanished parents. There is nothing for it 
but to try and see through our missions to the end, as best we can, for until we 
do so, we will be permitted no calm. 

 

 The novel has officially been orphaned from both parents, love-

interest (the couple) and the sense of closure. Ishiguro is trying to 
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reassure his readers that all is well with the written page. His clear 

sentences, his simple statements ought to be comforting. Fortunately, or 

unfortunately, the reader needs to finish the book and find his peace. 

Well, surprise: no peace, as far as after-Modernists are concerned. Just 

inner turmoil, haunting restlessness and uncertainty. The real orphans of 

this type of novels are its readers.  

 

Kazuo Ishiguro, When We Were Orphans, Faber and Faber, 2000         
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Diabolically planned deferral of 

meaning:  

Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go 

 

 

 For someone trying to understand the after-Modernist novel, Kazuo 

Ishiguro‘s Never Let Me Go is a blessing. It brings together all the 

features, and illustrates all themes and all techniques.  

 The novel is both realistic and (undebatably) a dystopia. It describes 

a broken couple, stressing solitude as the major feeling of all heroes: the 

old fairy-tale tradition of ‗boy meets girl and they live happily ever after‘ 

is subtly destroyed in a number of ways. It defamiliarizes the familiar in 

the most disturbing manner.  

 It most emphatically has a plot (the comeback of the story is old 

news), but nothing ends satisfactorily – quite the reverse, we are deeply 

pained by what we expect will happen (in a future posterior to the last 

word on the last page), in spite of the fact that all along the story we 

have had the expectation of a happy ending of some kind.  

 The reader feels as displaced as all the heroes, none of whom has a 

place he can call home; their homelessness reaches Orwellian intensity. 

Huxley‘s flirtation with science fiction in Brave New World is not far 

behind: Ishiguro‘s heroes are here human, yet non- or sub-human beings, 
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considering the fact that they are born and die clones, created especially 

to cure real humans by donating organs till they have none left. 

 The techniques used combine elements from all ages of fiction: 

picaresque, realistic, romance, Stream of Consciousness. This merry-go-

round of devices, this freedom of the author to use all means in order to 

tell a story is a clear sign of after-Modernism. The author the most 

closely related to Ishiguro in the history of the English novel is Henry 

James, whose use of ironical understatement is directly continued by 

Ishiguro in all his novels, by what most critics have agreed to call 

‗unreliable‘ narrators, who communicate (an yet hide) what is going on.  

 Never Let Me Go may be the most perfectly built novel Ishiguro has 

written so far. If read backwards, from the last to the first page, its charm 

would be much diminished. Ishiguro has a peculiar technique of 

obliterating the truth, of building up mystery. He supports suspense with 

every new word – and he creates quite a number of new words in this 

novel, which we cannot possibly understand before the plot has revealed 

their meaning in context. They are apparently benign words, whose basic 

meaning is clear, but whose meaning in the book is greatly changed. 

Ishiguro creates not only a story but also a vocabulary to service it. Here 

are a few examples, in an attempt at a Never Let Me Go small dictionary: 

 

 ● The clone‘s progress begins as student (Hailsham is a school that 

harbours them from an unknown age till they are sixteen). We are not 

told how this clone was born, and this question haunts us through and 
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after the novel, hopelessly. The teachers are guardians. 

 

 ● In school all children are strongly urged to create (poetry, 

painting, anything), and their works are exchanged for other students‘ 

(by means of tokens) at exhibitions-cum-sale (as opposed to mere Sales – 

where the children can buy things from the world ‗out there‘, using the 

same tokens, which they obtain by yielding their own works, as a kind of 

payment).  

 This creation programme, we find out in the end only, is meant to 

demonstrate that the clones are human, that they cannot be treated as 

objects because they do have a soul. The world out there turns out to be 

the real dystopia. Since the clones hardly ever meet real humans, the 

human world (our world) is, in Never Let Me Go, the absent dystopia.  

 This (our) world has created and uses the clones actively, as a cure 

for illness. The clones are not part of our world. They look perfectly 

human to us until we manage to understand that they may be otherwise. 

The dystopian world that created the clones (our contemporary medical 

system) is not even brought into discussion. This is just one of Ishiguro‘s 

wilful, guilty silences (for further examples, see A Pale View of Hills, The 

Remains of the Day, An Artist of the Floating World). 

 

 ● The only hint at the world outside the clone system is the possible 

– a being who is supposed to have been the clone‘s model. We are not 

told what the relationship between clone and possible is, because they 
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never face each other.  

 The two worlds are universes apart, and in this novel one is present 

(that of donating organs and stoically waiting for death – which in the 

terms of the novel is seen as to complete), while the other is a huge 

mystery, a blank. The fact that we do not see our world in the text, and 

are not shown how it started the world of clones, which we come to 

share and cherish as the only kind of life there is, does not absolve it 

from its huge guilt – and guilt is Ishiguro‘s major theme in all his novels, 

even more than loss. A secret, silent, yet no less blamed guilt.  

 The whole novel is an act of vigorous accusation of the other, our 

world – but we only understand this when we realize the clones are not 

part of our own world. We are the world ‗out there‘, and we are killing 

clones as we read. 

 

 ● When the clones fortunate enough (not all are) to attend Hailsham 

turn sixteen, they leave and go to the Cottages, a space where they are 

free to talk about art and have sex. We are told from the very beginning 

the clones cannot have children – which is part of the title of the novel, 

but a very small part, really.  

 

 ● While at the Cottages, the clones ask or are called on to become 

carers. This does not exactly mean just caring for – other clones or real 

people alike – but taking care of other, dying clones. They go from one 

recovery centre to another, and their constant, exhausting travels across 
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the country raise the disturbing issue of our being unaware of a huge 

network of donations all over the globe.  

 

 ● Some carers are better, while others cannot cope with the hard 

work and the reality of certain death. The clones usually complete in their 

early thirties. If they are bad carers, they are called on to become donors. 

They recover from each donation and then the order comes for a next 

one, till the fourth, when it is common knowledge that they die. Either 

they are lucky and die for good, or they are in a coma for a time, 

conscious but helpless. In that case, their organs are taken one by one, 

without carers or recovery centres afterwards, and at last they are 

‗switched off‘ when they are no longer of use.  

 

 ● The most intense point of the novel is the moment we learn that 

the clones can get a deferral. If they can prove they are really in love 

(meaning they have a soul), they are granted several years to 

themselves, between being a carer and a donor.  

 This is just a rumour. We are caught in the febrile hope that the two 

heroes – Kath and Tommy – might live a beautiful love story after all, in 

spite of the more and more sombre revelations: that they cannot have 

children, that they can only have a few years at most, that their fate is 

sealed in a mysterious way. In spite of repeated statements to that effect, 

we never suspect they are different from us, so we judge whatever 

happens to them by our own standards and expectations.  
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 This is the central point of the novel, where the two worlds – ours 

and theirs – fail to identify. The deferral is the clone‘s shy attempt at 

reaching us, communicating with the reader in a language only the reader 

is allowed. This deferral shows how utterly tragic the whole idea of a 

clone world is, and this tragedy is what Ishiguro meant us to experience. 

Like all his other novels, Never Let Me Go is a profession of despair. 

 

 ● The moment we realize the novel lives in one world (the clones‘) 

and we live in another (the humans‘) has a lot to do with Tommy (a 

clone) and less with Madame and Miss Emily (the humans in the plot). 

While at Hailsham, the children have to submit all their art work, and 

their best works go to the Gallery: Madame comes and picks them up. At 

first they are angry because they are not even given tokens in exchange, so 

that they may buy something else they like at the Sales or exhibitions.  

 Tommy simply cannot create anything. He has moments of rage, 

whose reason is unknown. Then he leaves Hailsham, and, while at the 

cottages, he thinks of an explanation: suppose Madame collected their 

art just in order to be able to decide, when the time came, whether they 

were really in love, and grant those who were a deferral.  

 He comes dangerously close to unravelling the mystery. He starts 

drawing ‗strange animals‘. Much later, when he is a donor and Kath a 

carer, they go with his drawings to Madame, whom they manage to find 

(with the help of Ruth). Kath and Tommy are in love, and they want a 

few years to themselves. Miss Emily, who is behind Madame, tells them 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

275 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

the horrible truth. Their art was not collected for a real Gallery. It was 

meant to show the world ‗out there‘ that they were human after all, to 

help them grow up in decent conditions before they yielded their lives – 

because being a donor was the sole purpose of their being born in the 

first place.  

 Their life span is thirty years at most. Tommy‘s talk with Miss 

Emily is the point where real and imaginary meet, and it is the real 

which becomes the dystopia, not the imaginary. The world Ishiguro 

created for his clones is the one we feel comfortable in. The other one, 

the humans like ourselves (who invent living medicines to prolong their 

lives), scares us to death.  

 

 

 

 The title Never Let Me Go has several contextual explanations, but 

the one that makes most sense would be: never let go of the human in 

you. It is not too late to change the cruelty of this world.  

 Let us follow the contexts where the title is explained: 

 

 ▼ The first time the title is mentioned is when the narrator, Kathy 

H., who is thirty-one when she is telling us her story, remembers her 

early student days at Hailsham, and one song in particular: 
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By then we‘d gone into the small six-bed dorms over in the separate 
huts, and in ours we had a portable cassette player up on the shelf above the 
radiator. So that‘s where I used to go, in the day when no one else was likely 
to be about, to play my song over and over. 

What was so special about this song? Well, the thing was, I didn‘t used 
to listen properly to the words; I just waited for that bit that went: ‗Baby, 
baby, never let me go...‘ And what I‘d imagine was a woman who‘d been told 
she couldn‘t have babies, who‘d really, really wanted them all her life. Then 
there‘s a sort of miracle and she has a baby, and she holds this baby very close 
to her and walks around singing: ‗Baby, never let me go ...‘ partly because 
she‘s so happy, but also because she‘s so afraid something will happen, that 
the baby will get ill or be taken away from her. Even at the time, I realised this 
couldn‘t be right, that this interpretation didn‘t fit with the rest of the lyrics. 
But that wasn‘t an issue with me. The song was about what I said, and I used 
to listen to it again and again, on my own, whenever I got the chance. (p. 64) 

 
 

 We do not know yet that Kathy is a clone, that she has never had 

parents, that her very birth is and will remain a mystery even when the 

book is over. Madame passes by her dorm one day, when she is listening 

to this song, which Kathy misinterprets to suit her need for childhood 

and normality, and tears come to the older woman‘s eyes at the though 

that Kathy has been created only in order to donate organs and die, not 

to fall in love (which is what the song obviously means to Madame, 

unlike Kathy at that particular time, or even later on).  

 Never Let Me Go means a multiplicity of things, then. First, it 

intimates that Kathy is not exactly a normal child. On the one hand, she 

thinks of motherhood more than of falling in love. The word love is 

never mentioned in this novel. Kathy says she may have realized she 

could never have babies, and yet she longs for one. The melancholy of 

the love moment in the song is too obvious to be ignored. The fact that 
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she does misrepresent it so utterly and consistently makes a point. The 

novelist is telling us: here is a clone talking about love, even though it is 

love for a child, not for a man. If Kathy feels love, she is most certainly 

human, and that is why Madame, who feels ‗the creeps‘ (p. 66) when she 

sees the Hailsham students, cries for her.  

  

 ▼ The second time this episode is mentioned is when Tommy and 

Kathy find Madame (and Miss Emily, who is behind it all), and 

remember, reinterpret the moment. Kathy still insists on her need to 

hold a baby in her arms, even though she is in love (despite her never 

stating it in so many words). Madame remembers her own 

interpretation: dancing with her pillow, listening to Never Let Me Go, 

Kathy seemed to her to announce that a new world was coming, in 

which mankind was no longer human, but ‗scientific‘, ‗efficient,‘ and 

inevitably ‗harsh, cruel‘: 

 

‗You say you‘re not a mind-reader,‘ I said. ‗But maybe you were that 
day. Maybe that‘s why you started to cry when you saw me. Because 
whatever the song was really about, in my head, when I was dancing, I had 
my own version. You see, I imagined it was about this woman who‘d been 
told she couldn‘t have babies. But then she‘d had one, and she was so pleased, 
and she was holding it ever so tightly to her breast, really afraid something 
might separate them, and she‘s going baby, baby, never let me go. That‘s not 
what the song‘s about at all, but that‘s what I had in my head that time. 
Maybe you read my mind, and that‘s why you found it so sad. I didn‘t think 
it was so sad at the time, but now, when I think back, it does feel a bit sad.‘ 

I‘d spoken to Madame, but I could sense Tommy shifting next to me, 
and was aware of the texture of his clothes, of everything about him. Then 
Madame said: 
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‗That‘s most interesting. But I was no more a mind-reader then than 
today. I was weeping for an altogether different reason. When I watched you 
dancing that day, I saw something else. I saw a new world coming rapidly. 
More scientific, efficient, yes. More cures for the old sicknesses. Very good. 
But a harsh, cruel world. And I saw a little girl, her eyes tightly closed, 
holding to her breast the old kind world, one that she knew in her heart could 
not remain, and she was holding it and pleading, never to let her go. That is 
what I saw. It wasn‘t really you, what you were doing, I know that. But I saw 
you and it broke my heart. And I‘ve never forgotten.‘              

Then she came forward until she was only a step or two from us. ‗Your 
stories this evening, they touched me too.‘ She looked now to Tommy, then 
back at me. ‗Poor creatures. I wish I could help you. But now you‘re by 
yourselves.‘ (pp. 248–249) 

 

 Ishiguro‘s message is loud and clear. It only becomes so on the very 

last pages. Till then, he builds up an unbearable mystery, whose 

intensity is as impressive as its perfect planning. What makes him 

perfect in this novel, besides the audacity of his dystopic imagination 

and the clarity of his style combined, is the Jamesian tradition of the 

understatement. He makes it the basis of his narrative.  

 All the characters are aware that they are  being told something, 

though not in so many words: they are half-told. The reader is fighting 

this secretive deferral of the meaning (to use a word that Ishiguro 

recreates). Henry James‘s technique supports it. Many authors have 

postponed the truth of their narratives, thus building suspense, but 

Ishiguro‘s narrative suspense is combined with the feeling that reality is 

so fierce that it cannot, must never be put into words. The horror 

(Conrad‘s Mr Kurtz...) in Ishiguro‘s novel is complete. 

 As we read along, we are under the impression that the heroes are 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

279 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

normal children, although we do have quite a number of question 

marks: do they have parents, why are Hailsham (the school) and their 

guardians the only thing they can talk about?  

 Miss Lucy, who soon leaves Hailsham (we later find out she was 

sent away because she talked too much), is the first to explain: 

 

But Miss Lucy was now moving her gaze over the lot of us. ‗I know you 
don‘t mean any harm. But there‘s just too much talk like this. I hear it all the 
time, it‘s been allowed to go on, and it‘s not right.‘ I could see more drops 
coming off the gutter and landing on her shoulder, but she didn‘t seem to 
notice. ‗If no one else will talk to you,‘ she continued, ‗then I will. The 
problem, as I see it, is that you‘ve been told and not told. You‘ve been told, 
but none of you really understand, and I dare say, some people are quite 
happy to leave it that way. But I‘m not. If you‘re going to have decent lives, 
then you‘ve got to know and know properly. None of you will go to America, 
none of you will be film stars. And none of you will be working in 
supermarkets as I heard some of you planning the other day. Your lives are 
set out for you. You‘ll become adults, then before you‘re old, before you‘re 
even middle-aged, you‘ll start to donate your vital organs. That‘s what each 
of you was created to do. You‘re not like the actors you watch on your videos, 
you‘re not even like me. You were brought into this world for a purpose, and 
your futures, all of them, have been decided. ‗ (p. 73) 

 

 Even at this point – quite early in the novel – we cannot take her 

words for granted. We have been educated to live on understatements 

and taught to expect more in spite of clarifications. What do we expect? 

Ishiguro mocks here – as in The Remains of the Day – at the fairy-tale 

pattern hidden inside all of us, readers.  

 Never Let Me Go is a novel which (in good after-Modernist tradition) 

scolds love, and denies the idea of the couple. The clone is made to live 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

280 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

and die alone. In some respects – and this is the scary part of this perfect 

story – the clone (the imaginary) is becoming more human than humans 

(the real).  

 Ishiguro‘s story, whose meaning is scary if read backwards, is 

exasperatingly tantalizing when read for the first time, in its natural 

order – which must have been carefully planned and calculated by its 

author, who was most certainly creating the recipe of a best seller. Never 

Let Me Go is a novel with an itinerary. Nothing, no word, no incident 

comes at random or on the spur of the moment. Yet we can hardly say 

that this is a dry piece of fiction. It is amazing how Ishiguro can fill in 

the gaps of his deliberation with appealing psychology and – Jamesian 

again – with the sense that the heroes are being duped, they are slowly 

becoming victims. Ishiguro is a tragedian by calling. 

 We are dealing with a first person narrative: 

 

My name is Kathy H. I‘m thirty-one years old, and I‘ve been a  carer now 
for over eleven years. That sounds long enough, I know, but actually they want 
me to go on for another eight months, until the end of this year. That‘ll make it 
almost exactly twelve years. Now I know my being a carer so long isn‘t 
necessarily because they think I‘m fantastic at what I do. There are some really 
good carers who‘ve been told to stop after just two or three years. And I can 
think of one carer at least who went on for all of fourteen years despite being a 
complete waste of space. So I‘m not trying to boast. But then I do know for a 
fact they‘ve been pleased with my work, and by and large, I have too. My 
donors have always tended to do much better than expected. Their recovery 
times have been impressive, and hardly any of them have been classified as 
‗agitated‘, even before fourth donation. Okay, maybe I am boasting now. But it 
means a lot to me, being able to do my work well, especially that bit about my 
donors staying ‗calm‘. I‘ve developed a kind of instinct around donors. I know 
when to hang around and comfort them, when to leave them to themselves; 
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when to listen to everything they have to say, and when just to shrug and tell 
them to snap out of it. 

Anyway, I‘m not making any big claims for myself. I know carers, 
working now, who are just as good and don‘t get half the credit. If you‘re one 
of them, I can understand how you might get resentful – about my bedsit, my 
car, above all, the way I get to pick and choose who I look after. And I‘m a 
Hailsham student – which is enough by itself sometimes to get people‘s backs 
up. Kathy H., they say, she gets to pick and choose, and she always chooses 
her own kind: people from Hailsham, or one of the other privileged estates. 
(p. 3) 

 

These first paragraphs of the novel contain all the information we need, 

but we do not know how to read them properly. We must finish the 

novel and return if we really want a key. Ishiguro relies on our naivety. 

Behind this unspeakably clear style, understatement looms like a mine 

ready to explode.  

 In her opening speech, Kathy says practically everything we need to 

know about the world of clones in this novel. The trick Ishiguro uses is 

the obliteration of clear words. Carer, fourteen years the limit, donors, 

‗impressive‘ recovery times (in order to start donating again – Ishiguro 

smiles bitterly), fourth donation (followed by death, as we learn later 

on), donors staying ‗calm‘ (live with the knowledge that they will soon 

‗complete‘), Kathy being a Hailsham student (a ‗privileged‘ place). Every 

word has a carefully balanced place in this irreproachable architecture of 

plot and understatement. 

 As the story unfurls, we find ourselves in the company of three main 

heroes: Kathy, Tommy and Ruth. What matters is the feelings they share. 

The slow revelation that their fates are sealed and tragic (from our – 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

282 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

human – point of view) is interspersed with genuine analysis of their 

emotions, and only a delicate, quivering sensibility like Ishiguro‘s could 

have gone that deep into the soul. In James‘s manner, he half-reveals the 

truth, and beckons to us to meet the narrator half-way.  

 Ruth is the clever manipulator, who, before dying, asks forgiveness 

for having kept Kathy and Tommy ‗apart‘, by befriending Tommy herself 

during the short mating interval the clones really had before entering the 

carer-donor system. We are dimly aware she is the Jamesian Madame 

Merle (The Portrait of a Lady), who makes a ‗convenience‘ out of Kathy and 

Tommy. Kathy is the victim. She is in love with Tommy all along, since 

childhood to the moment he dies. Tommy is in love with her, too, but for 

reasons we never learn (for the sake of the Jamesian scheme, or because 

the clones are not really meant to have a life) he never has a say. He 

submits to Ruth, and then gladly welcomes Kathy; Ishiguro refuses to 

make him act and push Ruth aside, which is a way of saying, no matter 

what a clone may do, life is hopeless.  

 The story begins in ‗England, late 1990s‘ (motto), with the words of 

a first-person narrator (the same all through the novel): ‗My name is 

Kathy H. I‘m thirty-one years old...‘ (p. 3) The narrative uses all the 

realistic conventions Dickens might have used. We are only alarmed by 

a word here and there, which does not mean exactly what we know it to 

mean: they, carer, donor, fourth donation, staying ‗calm‘, guardian. We 

learn that ‗carer‘ is a profession the narrator will have had for twelve 

years, which seems to be a kind of record.  
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 This profession in the vicinity of death – it does not take a genius to 

suspect that a donor donates organs – announces a dystopia, of course. 

Actually, what Ishiguro does in this blackest dystopia of them all is to 

humanize the dystopia. In an understatement, Kathy ‗feels‘ for her 

donors, especially Ruth and Tommy, who, we do not know yet, will 

both have died by the time this story starts. 

 Before building a meaning for ‗donor‘ and ‗carer,‘ before describing 

her present profession, Kathy starts remembering her school years at 

Hailsham (a country town in East Sussex). Before we find out – from 

Miss Emily, at the end of the story – that Hailsham was a utopia of 

clones (where they were treated much better than anywhere else), we 

are made to realize that Hailsham is an ideal for may donors. One even 

tries to appropriate Kathy‘ memories of it, pretend it was himself who 

grew up there.  

 We expect, as we go along, to have to do with normal children, 

possibly in a boarding school. The only disturbing element is the fact 

that they never mention families or parents other than Hailsham and the 

guardians, and this mystery is never solved. The author will not tell us 

how clones are born.  

 Ishiguro uses unreliable memory once again (‗maybe I‘m 

remembering it wrong‘, p. 7; ‗This was a long time ago so I might have 

some of it wrong,‘ p. 12), but it is predictable and quite unimportant in 

this particular novel. The Unconsoled must have exhausted unreliability.  

 The first – and only male hero – we get to know is Tommy. As a 
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child he is repeatedly ‗humiliated‘ for one reason or another, mainly 

because his ‗tantrums‘ (p. 9) are amusing, and the other boys enjoy 

provoking them.  

 Tommy is a very angry little boy. He will not create anything, like 

all the other children, whose only concern seems to be to draw, write 

poems, do something for the ‗Spring Exchange‘ (p. 9) or Madame‘s 

Gallery. His only occupation seems to be revolt.  

 It is Tommy‘s theory that the ‗deferral‘, the use of the clones‘ 

‗creations‘ ought to prove that the clones are human, that they can feel 

love, and deserve several years to themselves before becoming ‗donors.‘ 

We are told at the end of the novel that Tommy must have sensed what 

their fate would be, must have known all along, even when he, and we, 

of course, had absolutely no idea.  

 Tommy is, then, the seer. Kathy is the teller of what he sees. She is a 

mysterious teller, who will not give us all the details on purpose. We are 

confronted here with word-suspense, a new kind of unreliability. We are 

made to question our understanding of language, of communication. 

Kathy tells a very clear story, yet we fail to grasp its truth. Is it our fault? 

Ishiguro plants this question carefully and makes us feel inadequate as 

readers. 

 For the time being the story treats Kathy, Tommy and Ruth as 

normal thirteen-year-old children, without other families than 

Hailsham, and very artistic (in the case of the two girls). The incidents 

are small, yet their emotional significance for the meaning of the story is 
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huge. Kathy tries to calm Tommy down, and he unwillingly hits her. It 

is the beginning of a love story that is never spelt out.  

 Every three or four pages we are reminded that Kathy remembers 

what she narrates while she is a carer for Ruth, then Tommy. After the 

two have passed away, she is on the verge of becoming a donor herself. 

It is our own fault if we refuse to see her truth – death – and persist in 

looking for love, for the convention of the fairy tale. Ishiguro exploits 

our emotional frailty and makes us drink his bitter dystopia of death 

drop by drop, when we actually think we are watching a film about love 

and art. The story of childhood and feeling is very convincing. It is our 

own, human fault if we do not suspect it is a mere façade.  

 The novel is full of hints and intertextuality. From time to time it 

reminds of Orwell‘s heroes in 1984, where life is allowed no privacy: 

 

...as soon as you looked like you were trying to sneak off for a secret talk, the 
whole place seemed to sense it within minutes, and you‘d have no chance.  

(p. 21) 

 

All the ‗students‘ have to wear a uniform, sleep in dorms, report to 

guardians. The world outside is the huge mystery of this book. The 

heroes cherish their solitude and resent being forced out of it. Even love 

threatens to become disagreeable on that account. Solitude comes before 

feeling. A hero who is chased out of his privacy rebuilds it in his mind, 

in a desperate retro search for romanticism.  

 As he goes along, Ishiguro introduces words which announce 
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incidents, descriptions of the environment, meanings which are yet 

unknown to the reader. In this novel he plays upon our curiosity, using 

unreliable narrators, unreliable memory (which has grown dim or skips 

precisely the details we most want to find out). 

 Another novel which Never Let Me Go reminds us of is Huxley‘s 

Brave New World, with its Alphas, Betas, Deltas, Epsilons and Proles. 

Huxley‘s humans were created in a bottle and made for a special 

purpose (work, mostly – utilitarian, that is). They never questioned their 

fate. When they do (Bernard Marx, and, unwillingly, John the Savage – 

who does not know any better), they are exiled or die. Huxley‘s society 

will not tolerate revolt. Orwell invites revolt only to show the dystopic 

beings‘ helplessness. Ishiguro has learnt from them both, but is infinitely 

more subtle. He makes his dystopia look gentle. The reader doubts his 

own misgivings: 

 

But Tommy ignored this. ‗There‘s something else,‘ he went on. 
Something else she [Miss Lucy] said I can‘t quite figure out. I was going to ask 
you about it. She said we weren‘t being taught enough, something like that.‘ 

‗Taught enough? You mean she thinks we should be studying even 
harder than we are?‘ 

‗No, I don‘t think she meant that. What she was talking about was, you 
know, about us. What‘s going to happen to us one day. Donations and all 
that.‘ (p. 27) 

 

 Hailsham is much less awe-inspiring than Huxley‘s hypnopaedia 

(children being taught while they sleep). But, beyond Hailsham, there 

lies a world (ours) which caused the tragedy in the text. No reader can 
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miss the true meaning of Ishiguro‘s understatement, but he may 

temporarily be confused by the author‘s indirectness. It is we who are to 

blame for Ruth‘s, Tommy‘s and Kathy‘s deaths. 

 All along, in small incidents and revelations, the author is trying to 

make us understand that education by art (and giving one‘s art to 

Madame) has something to do with future donations.  We do not realize 

until very late that these are not normal children. We have no idea what 

it really means that they are clones, for whom time is much shorter than 

for us. It contracts to a ‗deferral,‘ a few years to themselves. In order to 

be granted this ‗deferral‘ (postponement of a death meant to serve real 

humans), the clones must prove they are really in love, really human 

themselves. Their life usually amounts to ten years of ‗education‘ 

(Hailsham for the lucky ones), several more years as carers (twelve at 

most) and four donations, after which they ‗complete‘. Nice game of 

hide-and-seek with our words Ishiguro is playing in this book. It takes 

us completely unprepared when the horror is revealed. 

 Miss Lucy, who is on the verge of telling the students the  

truth, who almost gives up understatement in favour of clarity, is fired, 

which we learn later on, when the students in the book are already 

carers and donors: 

 

I thought she was going to leave it at that, so I asked: ‗Miss Emily, if it‘s 
all right, we‘d like to know about it, about what happened with Miss Lucy.‘ 

Miss Emily raised her eyebrows. ‗Lucy Wainright? She was important to 
you? Forgive me, dear students, I‘m forgetting again. Lucy wasn‘t with us for 
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long, so for us she‘s just a peripheral figure in our memory of Hailsham. And 
not an altogether happy one. But I appreciate, if you were there during just 
those years ...‘ She laughed to herself and seemed to be remembering 
something. In the hall, Madame was telling the men off really loudly, but 
Miss Emily now seemed to have lost interest. She was going through her 
memories with a look of concentration. Finally she said: ‗She was a nice 
enough girl, Lucy Wainright. But after she‘d been with us for a while, she 
began to have these ideas. She thought you students had to be made more 
aware. More aware of what lay ahead of you, who you were, what you were 
for. She believed you should be given as full a picture as possible. That to do 
anything less would be somehow to cheat you. We considered her view and 
concluded she was mistaken.‘ 

‗Why?‘ Tommy asked. ‗Why did you think that?‘ ‗Why? She meant well, 
I‘m sure of that. I can see you were fond of her. She had the makings of an 
excellent guardian. But what she was wanting to do, it was too theoretical. We 
had run Hailsham for many years, we had a sense of what could work, what 
was best for the students in the long run, beyond Hailsham. Lucy Wainright 
was idealistic, nothing wrong with that. But she had no grasp of practicalities. 
You see, we were able to give you something, something which even now no 
one will ever take from you, and we were able to do that principally by 
sheltering  you. Hailsham would not have been Hailsham if we hadn‘t. Very 
well, sometimes that meant we kept things from you, lied to you. Yes, in 
many ways we fooled you. I suppose you could even call it that. But we 
sheltered you during those years, and we gave you your childhoods. Lucy 
was well-meaning enough. But if she‘d had her way, your happiness at 
Hailsham would have been shattered. Look at you both now! I‘m so proud to 
see you both. You built your lives on what we gave you. You wouldn‘t be 
who you are today if we‘d not protected you. You wouldn‘t have become 
absorbed in your lessons, you wouldn‘t have lost yourselves in your art and 
your writing. Why should you have done, knowing what lay in store for each 
of you? You would have told us it was all pointless, and how could we have 
argued with you? So she had to go.‘ (pp. 244–245) 

 

 Miss Emily is one of the very few characters who can compare the 

inside world to the one outside (clones to real humans, who actually 

kill the clones for their own good) while knowing them both. All the 

others are either in the dark or fake innocence. The idea of guilt is 
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never even considered. Miss Lucy is the only one who does feel she is 

to blame. The clones are a much better version of human morals, it 

would seem. 

 Kathy seems to be addressing other clones while she narrates her 

story. This is, then, a novel whose reading makes anyone fully human 

feel an outsider. Because of the exasperating ambiguity of her words, of 

her feigned orality, which makes her repeat inessentials and skip 

essentials, we are unalarmed. But if we read the novel over again, we are 

startled and horrified by two things: the truth which dawns on us at last, 

when we rewind the film, and the fact that the clones take their fate as 

meekly as a lamb about to be sacrificed. Ishiguro‘s irony is here at its 

clearest, and possibly at its best: 

 

‗If she doesn‘t like us, why does she want our work? Why doesn‘t she 
just leave us alone? Who asks her to come here anyway?‘ 

No one answered, and we carried on over to the pavilion, not saying 
anything more about what had happened. 

Thinking back now, I can see we were just at that age when we knew a 
few things about ourselves – about who we were, how we were different from 
our guardians, from the people outside – but hadn‘t yet understood what any 
of it meant. I‘m sure somewhere in your childhood, you too had an 
experience like ours that day; similar if not in the actual details, then inside, in 
the feelings. Because it doesn‘t really matter how well your guardians try to 
prepare you: all the talks, videos, discussions, warnings, none of that can 
really bring it home. Not when you‘re eight years old, and you‘re all together 
in a place like Hailsham; when you‘ve got guardians like the ones we had; 
when the gardeners and the delivery men joke and laugh with you and call 
you ‗sweetheart‘. 

All the same, some of it must go in somewhere. It must go in, because by 
the time a moment like that comes along, there‘s a part of you that‘s been 
waiting. Maybe from as early as when you‘re five or six, there‘s been a whisper 
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going at the back of your head, saying: ‗One day, maybe not so long from now, 
you‘ll get to know how it feels.‘ So you‘re waiting, even if you don‘t quite 
know it, waiting for the moment when you realise that you really are different 
to them; that there are people out there, like Madame, who don‘t hate you or 
wish you any harm, but who nevertheless shudder at the very thought of you – 
of how you were brought into this world and why – and who dread the idea of 
your hand brushing against theirs. The first time you glimpse yourself through 
the eyes of a person like that, it‘s a cold moment. It‘s like walking past a mirror 
you‘ve walked past every day of your life, and suddenly it shows you 
something else, something troubling and strange. (p. 33)        

 

 Ishiguro may not be fond of childhood memories (his own 

childhood being divided between home and displacement), or his 

sensibility may just work that way, fact is that all memories of childhood 

in this novel are dry, dignified and humourless (see When We Were 

Orphans, An Artist of the Floating World, A Pale View of Hills, The 

Unconsoled, for the same effect). This novel brings a new element, 

though: the ‗students‘ starve for the guardians‘ affection and the text 

betrays their confidence. Ruth imagines a whole game about protecting 

one of the guardians from imminent harm. As an explanation for Ruth‘s 

secret game, Kathy reminds the reader of his own first attachments: 

 

Didn‘t we all dream from time to time about one guardian or other bending 
the rules and doing something special for us? A spontaneous hug, a secret 
letter, a gift? (p. 55) 

 

 Ishiguro‘s ambiguity, descending straight from Henry James, is 

masterful when combined with his gift of reassuring the reader that 

nothing is wrong. He never talks about dying. Kathy says – as she 
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narrates – ‗now that Ruth is gone,‘ but we do not want to see that donors 

die. It is very comforting to hear that they ‗complete‘, which seems to be 

totally different from what we all fear. Only at the very end do we find 

an unambiguous statement: 

 

How maybe, after the fourth donation, even if you‘ve technically completed, 
you‘re still conscious in some sort of way; how then you find there are more 
donations, plenty of them, on the other side of that line; how there are no 
more recovery centres, no carers, no friends; how there‘s nothing to do except 
watch your remaining donations until they switch you off. It‘s horror movie 
stuff, and most of the time people don‘t want to think about it. Not the 
whitecoats, not the carers – and usually not the donors. (pp. 255–256) 

 

 Just like the students at Hailsham, we are ‗told and not told‘. The 

soothing narration wins against our better judgment. Miss Lucy spells it 

out for everyone as early as page 73 (out of 263), but, the same as the 

clones, our expectation of a fairy tale gets the better of us. We identify 

with the clones Kathy addresses when she tells her story with resigned 

peacefulness, with the clones Miss Lucy violently pities. The inhumanity 

of creating clones to cut them open is however suggested by a joke: the 

boys tell Tommy that, because of a minor injury he incurs, he will ‗unzip 

like a bag opening up.‘ (p. 77) It is the only lacerating criticism at the 

society which creates beings who are used as spare parts and supply 

humans with healthy organs, who open their own bodies like a bag. 

Kathy does not even imagine that anyone from the other world – our 

world – might read this. But we do. And this is how Ishiguro stabs his 

readers‘ complacency, which is both literary and moral. 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

292 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

 All along the story, the clones unconsciously try to imitate the other 

world, which, it would seem, they never really get to live in. First Kathy 

listens to her song and misunderstands it. Then, at the ‗Cottages‘ (the 

two years between Hailsham and being a carer), Ruth and the other 

students imitate gestures they see on TV or in cheap magazines. Sex is 

the last point in that direction, and the clones are told they can have as 

much of that as they choose. There will not be any babies. It might be 

interesting to find out how the clones are born, since they cannot 

procreate. Love is beside the point. We could hardly hope for that when 

Tommy asks Kathy to allow someone else to be his carer on his fourth 

donation, because he does not want her to see him dying (which he – 

devilishly ambiguously – calls ‗to be that way in front of you‘, p. 257). 

 The students talk about their ‗possibles‘, they hope that, seeing 

these possibles, they might find out more about their future (p. 127). 

They do not want to know their future is donation number four and 

‗completing.‘ At this point Ishiguro definitely turns his back on the fairy-

tale tradition and the novel steps into the new age. When James created 

the victim-plot (one hero being duped, yet triumphing morally over the 

victimizer), he could hardly have imagined such a successor, who 

manages both to love and hate at the same time, while naming no 

emotion at all.  

 With James money is often an issue. With Ishiguro money is no 

issue at all in this novel. Time is. These clones have a life up to three 

times shorter than a human‘s. The centre of Never Let Me Go is a love 
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story that becomes possible for a few months, when it is all so very late. 

It is prevented by Ruth – who secures Tommy although she is Kathy‘s 

best friend, and knows Kathy loves Tommy and Tommy loves Kathy – 

in a Jamesian wasted plot. She asks to be forgiven before she dies, but 

her un-Jamesian repentance is no use.  

 The ‗deferral‘ is a faint hope – Tommy draws ‗imaginary animals‘ in 

a frenzy, thus indirectly expressing his love for Kathy – and just a prop 

for the plot, because it turns out that it has never existed at all. It is good 

for suspense, though. It keeps us breathlessly in love with the fairy tale 

which the end smashes for good. We learn at the very end that Hailsham 

came into being just to prove that clones ‗had souls at all‘ (p. 238). The last 

sentence of the novel describes Kathy – still a carer for a few more 

months – fantasizing about Tommy coming towards her again, when 

she knows he is dead. We see there a woman who understands she 

cannot have love: 

 

The fantasy never got beyond that – I didn‘t let it – and though the tears 
rolled down my face, I wasn‘t sobbing or out of control. I just waited a bit, 
then turned back to the car, to drive off to wherever it was I was supposed to 
be. 

 

 The end reminds us of The Remains of the Day, where the pained 

butler promises himself he will learn the art of ‗bantering.‘ Ishiguro‘s 

text is utterly hopeless. We get to the point where we wonder what is 

better: to be offered an ending (the butler cannot have either Miss 
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Kenton or his life back, Kathy cannot have either her love or her allotted 

time back either) or to accept that there is no ending at all? 

 Ishiguro, the after-Modernist novelist, makes James look like a 

tender, affectionate, classical mind. What his novels do is plan dystopia 

diabolically to the bitter end, an end that we might prefer to ignore. The 

meaning he defers to reveal, the meaning he relies on us to infer (and we 

unavoidably do), haunts us, along with a question mark: how can 

anyone keep a secret for so many pages and yet produce the most 

satisfying book? The brand is diabolically planned deferral of meaning. 

 

Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go, Faber and Faber, 2005                                            
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The awkward choice 

of the after-Modernist narrator: 

Tale or dystopia? 

Hanif Kureishi, The Buddha of Suburbia  

 

 

 Hanif Kureishi‘s 1990 The Buddha of Suburbia is a novel that cannot 

easily be classified. It could be a novel on couples in the 1980s, if the 

story supported any of the (many, sometimes pretty strange) couples in 

the text, but its conclusion wanders away from them all. It could be a 

statement on the old and new types of relationships between children 

and parents, which again are fairly strange, and do not seem to be the 

author‘s focus. It could be a defense of immigrants, of the status of 

Indians relocated in London, but, once more, the narrative stops short of 

making a final point.  

Kureishi‘s novel could be so many things: an analysis of love at 

various ages, an introduction to gay and bisexual problems, a possible 

way in or out of the acting career, a primer on how a housewife can 

become a self-made house refurbisher, an inquest into the roots and 

effects of Yoga on Europeans, a primer on sex at all ages, an explanation 

of the increasing number of school drop-outs (according to the novel, at 

least), an insight into the life and substance of light-music stars, a list of 
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social classes in London at present, a warning against a capitalist version 

of communism... Yet, it is none of these. The Buddha of Suburbia is an 

enigmatic display of multiple meanings (too many for the suspense of 

the story, actually) in a suburban piece of fiction – a piece of fiction that 

fails to convince, if persuasion was one of the writer‘s aims. If Hanif 

Kureishi merely meant to hum many tunes and finish none, that he has 

amply succeeded. 

 Since the story shifts focus every few pages, and usually fails to come 

back to the previous hero, characters are not clear enough. We feel we 

would have liked to get to know them a little better when the narrator, 

Karim Amir, decides he will not continue what he has begun telling us. 

At the end of Kureishi‘s novel we cannot really understand any of the 

protagonists‘ motives, and we do not see what will become of them, why 

they have been introduced to us. None of them waves good bye. They 

slide in a parallel world, to which we are not granted access. 

 The story has a number of main heroes. Every hero is a main hero as 

long as his story lasts. When the author changes focus, we gape at the 

new incidents and try to connect them to what we already know. There 

are odd bits and pieces which the narrative does not succeed in weaving 

together, so instead of an Indian carpet or an English mosaic, we are left 

with a deficient puzzle, a game some of whose parts have been lost by a 

careless handler. 

 Last but not least, the juicy vulgarity, the shameless physicality of 

some (many) sentences, make the reader wince and wonder if that 
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forceful honesty is really useful to the author‘s purpose. Genitals, 

physiological necessities, copulation, secretions of all kinds, unusually 

developed or missing parts of the body pop up, and the author relies on 

them in building the mood of his tale. He delights in his total freedom 

from prudery, but the reader is not always at ease. 

 

 

 

 Since this is a fragmentary story, it can either be summed up in 

two words or never be summed up at all. Karim Amir comes to London 

from the suburbia and becomes an actor. All around him couples form, 

burst out and reform: 

 Haroon and Margaret Amir (Karim‘s parents) met when young. 

He was a commuting clerk ‗in the Civil service for £3 a week‘ (p. 

26) and she worked for a shoe shop. They had two sons, Karim 

and Amar. 

 Haroon meets Eva, a woman his age, who recently lost a breast 

to cancer, and they form a new couple, slowly acquiring new 

jobs in the process. Haroon leaves Margaret for the new woman, 

who understands he is a ‗Buddha of Suburbia,‘ and who values 

his Indian teachings. He decides in the end he must leave his 

daily job and devote himself to Indian philosophy. He also 

decides he will marry Eva. Eva, on the other hand, leaves a 
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neurotic husband (father of Charlie, her son) for Haroon. She 

first refurbishes their suburban house, sells it, moves to London, 

refurbishes the newly bought house too, and is ready to embark 

of a refurbishing career.  

 Margaret has a long breakdown after the separation from 

Haroon, but then she rearranges her house, her clothes, her 

relations with her sons, and finds a new partner.  

 Eva and the not very gifted stage director Shadwell (whom she 

persuades to employ Karim for the first time) seem to have a 

common past. At times one might even suspect the existence of a 

common present and even a common future. But the end of the 

story proclaims her marriage to Haroon, and consequently seems 

to invest Haroon with the title of final main hero, the author‘s 

intended protagonist. 

 Margaret‘s sister, Jean, is married to Ted, the plumber who later 

assists Eva in her refurbishings. In spite of the fact that, when 

young, Jean has an affair with a ‗pallid twenty-eight-year-old 

Tory councillor from an old and well-regarded middle-class 

Sevenoaks family‘ (p. 42), who leaves her within six months, and 

whose departure she mourns for two years, Ted stays with her. 

Eva‘s refurbishing energy cures him from the breakdown caused 

by his wife‘s infidelity and ‗mourning‘. Jean, on the other hand, 

is a hopeless drunk at the end of the novel. 

 Anwar is Haroon‘s Indian friend, who comes to London with 
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him in 1950, ‗to be educated‘ (p. 24). He ends up owning 

‗Paradise Stores‘ (p. 50), together with his wife, Princess Jeeta. 

They have a daughter, Jamila. Anwar insists on marrying her to 

an Indian he brings from Bombay (Changez), and who 

inadvertently causes Anwar to die.  

 Matthew Pyke is – the opposite of Shadwell – the successful 

stage manager. He steals Karim from Shadwell and gives him a 

part. Together with his wife, Marlene, he delights in group sex, 

and in the process steals Karim‘s girl-friend and fellow-actress 

Eleanor from him. 

 Karim himself – who focusses our attention for the simple reason 

that he tells his and his father‘s stories (hard to say which comes 

first) – has three roads ahead of him. He can form a couple with 

Jamila, Eleanor or Charlie (he confesses he is bisexual), yet he 

ends up all alone. Jamila has had sex with him since adolescence. 

Eleanor acts in Pyke‘s play with him. She goes with Karim to a 

foursome at Pyke‘s request and at last prefers Pyke to Karim, 

leaving our narrator in tears. As for Charlie, Karim‘s bisexuality is 

totally unconvincing. Nothing happens – as far as the prospect of 

a couple is concerned – to provide us with a satisfying story of 

any kind. 

 Jamila, on the other hand, has a very challenging position. She 

cannot stand her father dying during his hunger strike, so she 

marries the man he chose for her, Changez. As later revealed, 
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Changez has only one functional arm. She refuses to 

consummate the marriage, though, and – after having supported 

Changez by working at her parents‘ shop for a while – she 

decides to move with friends, to ―a large house they‘ve bought in 

Peckham‘, in order to <live communally>.‖ (p. 214) At some 

point it seems that Changez may become the male equivalent of 

Scheherazade to his Jamila and make her fall in love with him, 

but there is no such thing as love in after-Modernist novels, and 

Kureishi makes no exception at all. 

 Changez whets our appetite for romance when we suspect the 

whore he makes love to (the Japanese Shinko) might fall in love 

with him. He eventually accompanies Jamila to Peckham, where 

she has sex with Simon and later on with another woman. She 

bears a communal baby, Leila Kollontai, whom Changez takes 

care of faithfully, while he still hopes for Jamila‘s love. 

 

As can be seen, no couple is a solid choice for our expectations of a 

happy or at least unhappy ending. Hanif Kureishi deftly overthrows all 

possible props for a fairy tale. His denial of idealization as far as the 

couple is concerned, as well as his denial of any final ending to a story 

which is life itself (therefore inconclusive, like day-to-day experience) 

makes him very much an after-Modernist. 

 The first thing that seems to bring a couple together – in Kureishi‘s 

view – is sex. The author implies several other reasons why a man and a 
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woman get married, but they are far from being major: they like each 

other at first sight (Haroon and Margaret), they have a common belief 

(Haroon and Eva), they feel it their duty to conform to tradition (Jamila 

and Changez). There are also reasons why a couple preserves marriage 

when it is no longer desirable: respect for the institution of marriage (Jeeta 

tolerates Anwar‘s old-age folly, Jamila allows Changez to cling to the 

mere idea of being her husband), the force of habit (it has become a habit 

for Ted to think of Jean as his wife).  

More than anything, there are reasons why two people should not 

stay married:     

 Haroon seems to have absolutely nothing in common  

with Margaret, his main reproaches to her being that she does 

not understand his Indian wisdom and cannot make him 

sexually happy. 

 Eva has won a battle with cancer, and is determined to push her 

neurotic, abusive and deficient husband away from her. 

 Jean drinks and even has an affair, which cause Ted‘s nervous 

breakdown. 

 Anwar is authoritarian and pays no attention to what his wife 

and daughter want. 

 Changez takes it for granted that tradition will enslave Jamila to 

him, since her father chose him for her husband. He even gets 

away with what could easily have been taken for his father-in-

law‘s murder. 
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 Matthew Pyke is fed up with his wife, Marlene, and the only 

thing that seems to keep them together is their common 

enjoyment of foursomes. 

 

Couples are, consequently, united by  

(1)  sex (first and foremost),  

(2)  love, or  

(3) lack of both, in which (general) case they are deficient couples, 

and deficient they all are. 

When Haroon comes home drunk and Margaret decides she does 

not want to sleep in the same bed with him, the narrator‘s reaction is 

prompt and sums up the philosophy of the whole novel: 

 

When I‘d made the bed and she‘d got herself into it – and it was far too 
narrow and short and uncomfortable for her – I told her something. 

‗I‘ll never be getting married, OK?‘ 
‗I don‘t blame you,‘ she said, turning over and shutting her  

eyes. (p. 28) 
 

 

It is somewhat contradicted by the final announcement that Haroon and 

Eva are getting married, but we realize that this is a marriage that cannot 

last long. Karim has already given us enough information to know that 

the couple which began with the ‗garden bench incident‘ (p. 43), which 

is Karim‘s short version (or rather his euphemism) for sex, may not last 

long.  
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 (1) The long version of the reason why Haroon left his wife for Eva, 

which is sex (even though at some point Karim is trying to persuade us 

it is only half true, that the two have many beliefs in common), takes half 

a page. It is a faithful, knowledgeable, duplicitary description: 

 

I could see vaguely that at the end of the lawn there was a garden bench. 
As I crawled closer there was enough moonlight for me to see that Eva was on 
the bench. She was pulling her kaftan up over her head. If I strained my eyes I 
could see her chest. And I did strain; I strained until my eyeballs went dry in 
their sockets. Eventually I knew I was right. Eva had only one breast. Where 
the other traditionally was, there was nothing, so far as I could see. 

Beneath all this hair and flesh, and virtually concealed from me, was my 
father. I knew it was Daddio because he was crying out across the Beckenham 
gardens, with little concern for the neighbours, ‗Oh God, oh my God.‘ Was I 
conceived like this, I wondered, in the suburban night air, to the wailing of 
Christian curses from the mouth of a renegade Muslim masquerading as a 
Buddhist? 

With a harsh crack, Eva slapped her hand over my father‘s mouth. This 
was a touch peremptory, I thought, and I almost jerked forward to object. But, 
my God, could Eva bounce! Head back, her eyes to stars, kicking up from the 
grass like a footballer, her hair flying. But what of the crushing weight on 
Dad‘s arse? Surely the impress of the bench would remain for days seared 
into his poor buttocks, like grill marks on the steak? (p. 16) 

 

 To Kureishi sex seems to be meaningful in itself, thus requiring no 

explanation as to why it occurred in the first place. It is the universal 

replacer for feeling, curiosity, loneliness. Karim and Jamila explore it as 

teenagers: 

 

Jamila (...) got this thing about wanting to be Simone de Beauvoir, which is 
when she and I started having sex every couple of weeks or so, when we 
could find somewhere to go – usually a bus shelter, a bomb-site or a derelict 
house. Those books must have been dynamite or something, because we even 
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did it in public toilets. Jammie wasn‘t afraid of just strolling straight into the 
Men‘s and locking the cubicle behind us. (p. 52) 

 

The same as the Scottish novelist (twelve years younger than him) 

Laura Hird, Hanif Kureishi (born in 1954) fights the fairy-tale tradition 

with all his might. Describing the relationship between a man and a 

woman exclusively as a physical act is the after-Modernist way of 

reacting to the Modernist psychological depth of feeling. When Virginia 

Woolf stated that love-interest was not in the least a prerequisite of 

fiction (while, in fact, her fiction dealt with falling in love), little  idea did 

she have that Laura Hird and Hanif Kureishi (to name just two out of a 

multitude) would actually follow her advice.  

Kureishi‘s Indian hero Changez, fresh from India, looks around, 

sees a middle-aged man with two sons, who has run off with another 

woman for sex, then he sees his own wife make love to her childhood 

friend but never to himself, finds himself pushed into a whore‘s arms by 

Jamila‘s total indifference, and on the whole concludes: 

 

‗Oh God, this whole country has gone sexually insane,‘ he said. ‗Your 
father should go back home for some years and take you with him. Perhaps to 
a remote village.‘ (p. 97) 

 
 

And later on: 

 

‗Am I the one single normal person left in England now?‘ (p. 277) 
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 ‗Home‘ is India to him, of course. The suburban Haroon is also 

horrified by the teenagers‘ ‗random unloving fucking‘ (p. 118). While 

these two Indians withdraw into well-known, ‗normal,‘ reassuring 

tradition (Indian in their case), the half-Indian born in England (Karim), 

on the verge of leaving the suburbia for the big city, fantasizes about a 

wildly new London, sex and drugs as the ultimate, the only valid reality: 

 

In bed before I went to sleep I fantasized about London and what I‘d do there 
when the city belonged to me. There was a sound that London had. It was, 
I‘m afraid, people in Hyde Park playing bongos with their hands; there was 
also the keyboard on the Doors‘s ‗Light my Fire‘. There were kids dressed in 
velvet cloaks who lived free lives; there were thousands of black people 
everywhere, so I wouldn‘t feel exposed; there were bookshops with racks of 
magazines printed without capital letters or the bourgeois disturbance of full 
stops; there were shops selling all the records you could desire; there were 
parties where girls and boys you didn‘t know took you upstairs and fucked 
you; there were all the drugs you could use. You see, I didn‘t ask much of life; 
this was the extent of my longing. But at least my goals were clear and I knew 
what I wanted. I was twenty. I was ready for anything. (p. 121)  

 

 The delicate problem of this novel is that not much follows. The last 

paragraph of the book finds Karim in London, it is true, but the author 

will not grant him much more than a geographical, physical conquest of 

the metropolis: 

 

And so I sat in the centre of this old city that I loved, which itself sat at the 
bottom of a tiny island. I was surrounded by people I loved, and I felt happy 
and miserable at the same time. I thought of what a mess everything had been, 
but that it wouldn‘t always be that way. (p. 284)  
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 (2) The last but one paragraph, however, breaks with the after-

Modernist sex-approach, which is at present menacing to become as 

much a tradition as Modernist love was before: 

 

‗All right. Pull yourself together, Eva. We are getting married. Yes, we‘re 
getting married. We met, fell in love, and now we‘re getting married. In two 
months‘ time. OK? You‘re all invited.‘ 

She sat down abruptly, and Dad put his arm around her. She was 
speaking to him, but by now we were roaring our approval and banging on the 
table and pouring more drinks. I raised a toast to them, and everyone cheered 
and clapped. It was a great, unsullied event. After this there were hours of 
congratulation and drinking and so many people around our table I didn‘t 
have to talk much. I could think about the past and what I‘d been through as 
I‘d struggled to locate myself and learn what the heart is. Perhaps in the future 
I would live more deeply. (p. 284)  

 

 Are we back to the fairy-tale tradition, then? Either Kureishi built 

his novel negligently, or he failed. If he was planning to lead us to the 

triumph of the ‗boy-meets-girl, boy-marries-girl and they-lived-happily-

ever-after‘ story, the reader could hardly feel more disappointed. 

Haroon marries a woman who already seems to have lost interest in 

him, while he still carries a torch for his ex-wife. Karim, on the other 

hand, is more deprived of love than ever.  

 The plausible main hero, in case the novel focusses on love, is 

Haroon. If we take the novel to be an after-Modernist statement of  the 

mess life (without love, subjected to sex) is, the last but one paragraph 

quoted above should not really have been there, since The Buddha of 

Suburbia is not at all about love, and very much about life deprived of it. 
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The main hero is then Karim, and he could not care less about either the 

Indian tradition or the tradition of falling in love. The author seems to 

have been in two minds about his approach, so his novel sends a 

confusing signal.  

 There are quite a number of mentions of love, more or less in 

earnest, and at the same time with an eye to irony. Jean, for instance, 

was ‗a local monitor of love, mediating in numerous affairs, warning, 

advising, cajoling and shoring up certain marriages, while ripping 

liaisons to shreds.‘ (p. 42) She was in the ‗business of introductions, both 

business and romantic‘ (p. 42), and her business made her ‗rich, 

powerful, influential‘ (p. 42). When she herself fell in love, though, with 

a socially superior, younger Tory councillor, the boy‘s family ‗stomped‘ 

on the affair ‗within six months‘. Her love ended in her and her 

husband‘s misery. The whole incident is presented by the narrator with 

an ironical smile: 

 

He was a virtual virgin, naïve and inexperienced, and with a bad skin, but she 
was far outclassed. (p. 42) 

 

The only outcome is probably Ted‘s ‗pity‘ for her: 

 

‗I pity my wife, Jean. (...) Yes, yes! How do we become that way? How 
does it happen? One day we‘re children, our faces are bright and open. We 
want to know how machines work. We are in love with polar bears. The next 
day we‘re throwing ourselves down the stairs, drunk and weeping. Our lives 
are over. We hate life and we hate death.‘ (p. 42) 
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 The irony extends to the central couple as well. Karim narrates: 

 

I spent little time at home now, so I was unable to be a detailed witness 
to the Great Love in the same account-keeping way as before. I did not notice 
that Eva‘s absorption in the particulars of Dad‘s life had waned. They saw 
fewer Satyajit Ray films now, and went less to Indian restaurants; Eva gave 
up learning Urdu and listening to sitar music at breakfast. She had a new 
interest; she was launching a huge campaign. Eva was planning her assault 
on London. (p. 150) 

 

If we take his words at their face value, he ‗did not notice‘ what he 

actually says he knows. The implication is, the hero may have ignored 

that love had died, but the author tells us all about it, behind his back. 

Kureishi‘s description of the main couple is pejorative, their happiness is 

in tatters. Yet they get married in the end, and the reader is to draw his 

own conclusion as to the power of love. 

 The story of Changez and Jamila has romantic potential for the brief 

space of a few pages, when he starts telling her a thousand and one 

stories: 

 

Jamila was soon in the felicitous position of neither liking nor disliking 
her husband. It amused her to think she carried on as if he weren‘t there. But 
late at night the two of them liked to play cards, and she‘d ask him about 
India. He told her tales of run-away wives, too-small dowries, adultery 
among the rich of Bombay (which took many evenings) and, most delicious, 
political corruption. He‘d obviously picked up a few tips from the 
paperbacks, because he spun these stories out like a kid pulling on chewing-
gum. He was good at them, linking all the stories together with more gum 
and spit, reintroducing the characters with, ‗You know that bad bad man who 
was caught naked in the bathing hut?‘, as in a wild soap opera, until he knew 
that at the end of her day spent sucking on dusty brain juice, her maddening 
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mouth would inevitably say, ‗Hey, Changez, husband or whatever you are, 
don‘t you know any more about that politician geezer that got thrown into 
jail?‘ (p. 98) 

 

What Changez does with Jamila is what Kureishi does to his readers. He 

tempts them with the humans‘ age-long addiction to tales. Had the 

author been more consistent, had he made a point of proving in a 

narrative way that love existed (or not), his story would have been far 

more engaging, convincing and orderly. It must be said that disorder 

does not always produce a good story, however amusing or intriguing 

its many incidents may be. A bad story can come out of lack of planning 

and random narration, just as easily as a good one. The borderline is 

here invisible to the naked eye. 

 Changez diagnoses after-Modernist British life: 

 

‗You don‘t have romantic love in the West any more. You just sing about 
it on the radio. No one really loves, here.‘ (p. 223) 

 

 Karim claims he is in love, however. His first love affair, as he calls 

it, is engineered (reduced to sex) by Matthew Pyke, who puts it on paper 

before it starts – which means he knows the end, he makes it happen, 

and then ends it by asking the young couple to join him and Marlene in 

the only foursome the novel boasts of. Pyke‘s prediction on a slip of 

paper comes true. The author‘s fingers can be seen behind the puppets 

here: 
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‗Karim is obviously looking for someone to fuck. Either a boy or a girl: 
he doesn‘t mind, and that‘s all right. But he‘d prefer a girl because she‘ll 
mother him. Therefore he‘s appraising all the crumpets in the group. (...) It‘ll 
be Eleanor. He thinks she‘s sweet, but she‘s not blown away by him. Anyway, 
she‘s still fucked-up over Gene, and feels responsible for his death. I‘ll have a 
word with her, tell her to take care of Karim, maybe get her to feed him, give 
him a bit of confidence. My prediction is that Eleanor will fuck him, it‘ll 
basically be a mercy fuck, but he‘ll fall hard for her and she‘ll be too kind to 
tell him the truth about anything. It will end in tears.‘ (p. 245) 

 

Haroon thinks he is in love, too. All three – Changez, Karim, Haroon – 

are definitely in for the disappointment of their lives, and Kureishi 

makes no bones about letting us know. 

 

 (3) The way in which the author makes evident his disbelief in love 

is by creating the deficient couple. All the couples in the novel are so. 

There is no hope for any of them. The reader‘s, the heroes‘ feeling is one 

of sadness: 

 

I was sad, it was true. How could I not be when I thought of Mum lying there 
in that bed day after day, completely wrecked by Dad having run off with 
another woman? (p. 108) 

 

Margaret is bereft and mourns the loss of her husband, but Haroon is 

sad, too – the sadness of guilt and of habit: 

 

To be fair to him, it was a wretchedness that haunted him. He and Eva argued 
about this: she thought him indulgent. But how could it honestly be 
otherwise? There were occasions when we were watching TV or just eating 
when waves of regret rippled across his face. Regret and guilt and pain just 
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overwhelmed him. How badly he‘d treated Mum, he told us. How much 
she‘d given him, cared for him, loved him, and now he was sitting in Eva‘s 
house all cosy and radiant and looking forward to bed. (p. 116) 

 

 The mistake of the novelist is that, because of disorderly and 

random narration, his heroes are shallow. On the one hand, all 

characters are supposed to be Karim‘s image of them, therefore part of 

how we see Karim. On the other hand, the main hero is in fact Haroon, 

and what Karim tells us about his father and his love is at the same time 

Karim‘s and the author‘s image. The two voices conflict at times, making 

the author‘s purposelessness visible and embarrassing once again. 

 The deficient couple is always afflicted by what Kureishi calls a 

‗corrupted happiness‘ (p. 117). Haroon, Karim and Changez fall in half-

love, so to say, and the half-love they have is in fact a tale: 

 Haroon thinks he wants to marry Eva, when his thoughts are in 

the past, as a matter of fact (‗Was it only now, after all this time, 

that he realized the decision to leave our mother was 

irrevocable? Perhaps only now could he believe it wasn‘t a joke 

or game or experiment, that Mum wasn‘t waiting at home for 

him with curry and chapatis in the oven and the electric blanket 

on‘, p. 281). 

 Karim lives an unreal affair with the hard to grasp Eleanor, 

which ends in drugs and multiple copulation (Eleanor with 

Pyke, Marlene with Karim, Pyke with Karim). Eleanor chooses 

Pyke over him, and he is left with a half-love that he must ‗fall 
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out of‘. 

 Changez is the unhappiest of the three. Jamila not only refuses 

his love, but also makes love under his own eyes with Karim, 

Simon and Joanna.  

 

 What characterizes Hanif Kureishi is the conviction that this 

deficient half-love is the best and only thing a couple can be blessed 

with. That is why the end of the novel comes as an unexpected 

conclusion. No after-Modernist can have his cake and eat it: either 

Kureishi falls in the fairy-tale trap, or he does not. Either he chooses to 

belong to his time, and waves love good bye, or he places himself in 

what is now considered to be the suburbia of fiction. 

 It is a matter of narrative mood to favour un-love over love. The 

incidents are the same. Their echo in the reader‘s sensibility changes. 

The writer plays uponh indifference and laughter. Hanif Kureishi‘s 

humourous glances at all his heroes reveal a refusal to take them 

seriously. When his bantering (to use Ishiguro‘s word in The Remains of 

the Day) winks at the ‗heart‘, the ‗soul‘, the depth of feeling, a hybrid is 

born. Hanif Kureishi‘s Karim is a racial hybrid, but also a narrative one.  

 It might be interesting to trace his evolution from light humour to 

grim satire first.  

 Light humour tints every sentence. Karim mocks light-heartedly at 

everything he describes in his story. The impression he thus creates is 

that nothing is worth fretting about. The narrator‘s indifference does not 
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do Kureishi‘s story any good. 

 One example is Anwar, who cannot force his daughter into 

marrying the Indian he has chosen for her in any other way than by 

using the ‗Ghandi diet‘: 

 

‗I won‘t eat. I will die. If Ghandi could shove out the English from India 
by not eating, I can get my family to obey me by exactly the same.‘ (p. 60) 

 

Not all intended humourous instances end in laughter, though: 

 

Shadwell didn‘t require much encouragement. It was easy to see that he 
was clever and well read, but he was also boring. Like many spectacular 
bores, his thoughts were catalogued and indexed. When I asked him a 
question he‘d say. ‗The answer to that is – in fact the several answers to that 
are... A.‘ And you‘d get point A followed by points B and C, and on the one 
hand F, and on the other foot G, until you could see the whole alphabet 
stretching ahead, each letter a Sahara in itself to be crawled across. (p. 137) 

 

Anwar‘s ‗Ghandi diet‘ is a felicitous short version of Anwar‘s own 

explanation and it takes us by surprise. The reader‘s laughter is what 

Kureishi is after. We see the author trying hard, and we are 

unimpressed. 

 Kureishi‘s forte are the moments of dark humour, in which the 

smile is tragic: 

 

When they lowered the coffin into the earth, and there seemed no crueller thing 
than life itself, Jamila staggered to one side, as if one leg had given way, 
fainting and almost collapsing on to the disappearing box. Changez, who had 
not taken his eyes from his wife all day, was instantly beside her, his feet 
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plunging ankle-deep into mud, but with his arms around his wife at last, their 
bodies together, an ecstatic look on his face and, down below, I noticed, an 
erection. Rather inappropriate for a funeral, I thought, especially when you‘d 
murdered the victim. (p. 223) 

 

The tragic smile becomes a grimace when the topic changes,  

and we have to deal with a form of updated communism, which is 

communal living: 

 

‗But surely you will have guessed, my Jamila is expecting.‘ I looked at him 
blankly. ‗We are having a baby.‘ 
‗Your baby?‘ 
‗You bloody fool, how could that be without sexual intercourse? You know 
very well I haven‘t had the extent of that privilege.‘ 
‗Exactly, dear prudence. That‘s what I thought.‘ 
‗So by Simon she is expecting. But we will all share in it.‘ 
‗A communal baby?‘ 
Changez grunted his agreement. ‗Belonging to the entire family of friends. 
I‘ve never been so happy.‘ (p. 231) 

 

 Politics, or rather racism and the after-effects of communism 

provoke Kureishi‘s rage, which he communicates by the same bitter 

laughter. It is commendable that Karim never pities himself, that he can 

distance himself from his predicament as a half-Indian in a prejudiced 

England, which he depicts as rejecting all coloured skin. As he says 

himself, he is not exactly ‗officially <black>‗, he is ‗more beige than 

anything‘ (p. 167). His father Haroon, on the other hand, identifies 

perfectly with the opposite of Englishness, and rages at the obvious 

difference: 
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‗The whites will never promote us,‘ Dad said. ‗Not an Indian while there is a 
white man left on the earth. You don‘t have to deal with them – they still 
think they have an Empire when they don‘t have two pennies to rub 
together.‘ (p. 27) 

 

Karim imagines Haroon choosing the long way to work, ‗for fear of 

having stones and ice-pops full of piss lobbed at him by schoolboys from 

the secondary modern‘ (p. 28).  

 Margaret‘s very English sister and her husband pretend they ignore 

the difference, but their rejection of Haroon as Indian (while trying to 

see him as English) is incredibly humiliating to the inheritor of Indian 

culture: 

Ted and Jean never called Dad by his Indian name, Haroon Amir. He was 
always ‗Harry‘ to them, and they spoke of him as Harry to other people. It 
was bad enough his being an Indian in the first place, without having an 
awkward name too. They‘d called Dad Harry from the first time they‘d met 
him and there was nothing Dad could do about it. So he called them ‗Gin and 
Tonic.‘ (p. 33) 

 

Jamila, although born in England (or precisely because of that), ‗was 

preparing for the guerilla war she knew would be necessary when the 

whites finally turned on the blacks and Asians and tried to force us into 

gas chambers or push us into leaky boats.‘ (p. 56)  

 This imaginary Holocaust may sound funny, but fear of it leaves the 

immigrant Indian Haroon with no place to call his own: 

 

‗We old Indians come to like this England less and less and we return to an 
imaginary India.‘ (p. 74) 
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 Jamila – aggressive and somewhat unlikely as a heroine – focusses 

on fighting the whites, while claiming their land. Karim, on the other 

hand, wonders dreamily about the land their parents came from, about 

their otherness, the way they were before they were different, the way 

they were when the Indians‘ only care was to be themselves, at home: 

 

But I did feel, looking at these strange creatures now – the Indians – that in 
some way these were my people, that I‘d spent my life denying or avoiding 
that fact. I felt ashamed and incomplete at the same time, as if half of me were 
missing, and as if I‘d been colluding with my enemies, those whites who 
wanted Indians to be like them. Partly I blamed Dad for this. After all, like 
Anwar, for most of his life he‘d never shown any interest in going back to 
India. He was always honest about this: he preferred England in every way. 
Things worked; it wasn‘t hot; you didn‘t see terrible things on the street that 
you could do nothing about. He wasn‘t proud of his past, but he wasn‘t 
unproud of it either; it just existed, and there wasn‘t any point in fetishizing it, 
as some liberals and Asian radicals liked to do. So if I wanted the additional 
personality bonus of an Indian past, I would have to create it. (pp. 212–213) 

 

 The Buddha of Suburbia is precisely about this past. It is  the novel of 

and Indian and his half-Indian son trying to cope with the condition of 

otherness while needing to conform to the country they have chosen to 

inhabit. For both of them there is another option than England, yet both 

choose London. Jamila chooses and abuses London. Haroon turns 

London into a trade, as a clerk, as a Yoga guru. Karim does his best to 

please London; he mocks at his own nation. At first he calls his father‘s 

use of Indian philosophy on whites ‗the Buddha business‘ (p. 45). In the 

end his perspective on race changes: 
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Dad was teaching this several times a week at a nearby Yoga Centre. I‘d 
always imagined that Dad‘s guru business would eventually fall off in 
London, but it was clear now that he would never lack employment while the 
city was full of lonely, unhappy, unconfident people who required guidance, 
support and pity. (p. 279) 

 

After having played Mowgli and having impersonated Changez in order 

to make whites laugh, Karim realizes that was wrong. Humour is not 

always the smart way out. It may also be the coward‘s choice. 

 At this point in the story, the authors‘ mood changes: he goes from 

tale to dystopia. Jamila turns dystopic under Karim‘s mocking gaze. For 

her the fairy tale is dead. She has a husband whom she will not love, an 

ex-teenage lover, an ex-boyfriend who made her pregnant and a lesbian 

girlfriend; she lives in a ‗communal‘ house (frightening prospect for any 

city-dweller in capitalism, but much practised in the old days of 

communism) with ‗friends‘ who call themselves ‗comrades‘, and her 

daughter belongs to everyone there. No chance of ‗they lived happily 

ever after‘.  

 Karim does not step into the dystopia because he still hopes love 

exists. Kureishi must have had a very difficult time in reconciling his 

anger caused by racism and communism to his derision of ‗they 

lived/loved happily ever after‘. This novel is the hybrid that was born 

out of these two conflicting moods. Unfortunately for the novel, no third 

mood is born. 

 Hanif Kureishi‘s pale sense of dystopia reminds one of Doris 

Lessing‘s in The Memoirs of a Survivor (1975) and The Good Terrorist 
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(1985). Children drop out of school, rebel against the establishment and 

‗assassinate all hope‘, as Charlie, the pop-star puts it: 

 

‗Those kids we saw have assassinated all hope. They‘re the fucking future.‘  
                                                                                                    (p. 131) 

 

Older then the new wave, Charlie plays their game in order to attain his 

ideal, which is success and money: 

 

...Charlie was magnificent in his venom, his manufactured rage, his anger, his 
defiance. What power he had, what admiration he extorted, what looks there 
were in girls‘ eyes. He was brilliant: he‘d assembled the right elements. (...)  

Then a riot started. Bottles flew, strangers punched each other and a 
tooth flew down Eva‘s cleavage. I had blood all over me. Girls passed out on 
the floor; ambulances were called. (p. 154) 

 

His mock-violence lands him in America, rich, loved and famous, and 

the novel leaves him there, unknown as a hero, a mere temporary prop 

in the economy of the plot.  

 The ‗alien race‘ (p. 129) Charlie sings for is the generation for whom 

the future is dead, and whose present is a dystopia: 

 

...at the front of the place, near the stage, there were about thirty kids in 
ripped black clothes. And the clothes were full of safety-pins. Their hair was 
uniformly black, and cut short, or if long it was spiky and rigid, sticking up 
and out and sideways, like a handful of needles, rather than hanging down. A 
hurricane would not have dislodged those styles. The girls were in rubber 
and leather and wore skin-tight skirts and holed black stockings, with white 
face-slap and bright-red lipstick. They snarled and bit people. Accompanying 
these kids were what appeared to be three extravagant South American 
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transvestites in dresses, rouge and lipstick, one of whom had a used tampon 
on a piece of string around her neck. (p. 129) 

 

Everything about these ‗kids‘ is anti-establishment, whether the 

establishment is represented by clothes (anti-fashionable, anti-

agreeable), attitude (anti-charisma, ‗outrage‘), way of life (violence 

above all and instead of all ways of life, instead of traditional human 

communication). Their major value is ‗hatred‘, and Karim calls them 

‗vicious kids‘ (p. 130). Unfortunately, though not as violently as 

Charlie‘s audience, Karim shares in the feeling that the future is dying: 

 

At the door I stood on a chair and overlooked the crowd of potential 
skeletons. In eighty years the lot of us would be dead. We lived, having no 
choice, as if that were not so, as if we were not alone, as if there would not come 
a moment when each of us would see that our lives were over, that we were 
driving without brakes towards a brick wall. (p. 233) 

 

 Within the great city of London, the children‘s mood of anti-

everything is slowly turning into grown-up Terry‘s (Karim‘s fellow actor 

and a Trotskyite) and Jamila‘s expectations of a revolution that will 

make all establishments vanish. Karim pretends he is not at all aware of 

the potential violence the ‗commune‘ hides: 

 

I enjoyed seeing the vegetarians and their comrades working together, 
even if they did call each other comrade. (...) 

As we sat there they talked about how to construct this equitable society. 
I said nothing, for fear of appearing stupid; but I knew we had to have it. 
Unlike Terry‘s bunch, this lot didn‘t want power. The problem, said Simon, 
was how to overthrow, not those presently in power, but the whole principle 
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of power-over. 
Going home to Eva‘s, or back to Eleanor‘s for the night, I wished I could 

have stayed with Jamila and Changez. The newest ideas were passing 
through their house, I thought. (p. 218) 

 

 Once again, Hanif Kureishi cannot make up his mind to state 

whether he is for or against. In politics, as well as in private lives. 

Surrounded by beings who are living proof that love has lost the game, 

faced with his childhood friend Jamila‘s conversion to communal life (at 

the precise time when communism is falling in Europe), Hanif 

Kureishi‘s narrator shrugs his shoulders.  

 His story is supposedly centered on his father Haroon, who turns 

into a silent Buddha, voicing no stand. The author, I think, is inclined to 

make Karim the happy prince of his novel. Karim dreams of (yet 

unknown to him) love while watching (Jamila‘s) communal life. From 

Tale to Dystopia there is just one step, and Hanif Kureishi fools himself 

if he thinks he has not made it. His tribulations over love are just the 

exception that confirms the rule. After-Modernism claims its own. 

 

Hanif Kureishi, The Buddha of Suburbia, 1990  

(Faber and Faber, 1999) 
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The self-sentimentalizing narrator and  

              her Stream of Incidents:  

    Doris Lessing, The Sweetest Dream 

 

 

 

 

 

 Doris Lessing best illustrates the major feature of after-Modernist 

literature (or literature after the 1950s), which is the dystopic air. 

Everything she writes is both dystopic and displaced: nobody feels at 

home or safe from danger. Lessing‘s fiction is a space of threatening 

exile from whatever may be familiar, reassuring, mildly sentimental.  

 The Sweetest Dream is an ironic title in more ways than one. First, of 

course, it attacks communism, or rather the perception of communism in 

non-communist countries – which changed for Lessing herself in the 

course of time. She was a member of the communist party in South 

Rhodesia, wherefrom she came to London when she was thirty. As she 

confesses herself, in Under my Skin,  
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I was a Communist for perhaps two years, in Southern Rhodesia, from 1942 to 
1944 (...). I joined the Communist Party in, I think, 1951, in London, for 
reasons which I still don‘t fully understand, but did not go to meetings and 
was already a ‗dissident‘, though the word had not been invented. 

 

 She left her illusions behind, together with two children (from her 

first marriage), whom she had told: 

 

I explained to them that they would understand later why I had left.  
I was going to change this ugly world, they would live in a beautiful and 
perfect world where there would be no race hatred, injustice, and so forth. 

 

 More than fifty years later, The Sweetest Dream proves her wrong, 

but this is no news. Her whole work struggles with wrong beliefs, and 

she always embraces one, only to drop it emphatically at some point. 

She is a ‗dissident‘ by nature, as a matter of fact – which gives her fiction 

a vitality only writers suffocated by communist censorship could 

emulate (because, it must be said, there is nothing like censorship to 

make a writer claim he is alive and has a right to speak).  

 Not unlike previous rejections of communism or totalitarianism (see 

The Good Terrorist, The Golden Notebook, Under my Skin, Walking in the 

Shade), this 2001 novel discredits political utopia thoroughly. It is 

obvious that ‗Comrade Johnny‘ (actually baptized Jolyon Lennox, by a 

German mother who married an English diplomat, following him to 

London after World War I) prospers and enjoys all the advantages of 

supporting the politics of the Soviet Union: he lives more or less in style 

while away – most of the time – on ‗socialist‘ conferences, he is 
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considered a guru and worshipped (till communism deplorably falls, in 

the 1990s, and then Johnny turns to yoga).  

 The question is, who worships him? Who are the members of those 

huge audiences that fill halls and protest against capitalism, while 

actually enjoying its advantages? We are baffled: can anyone dream of 

communist slogans and not know they are lies? Obviously, Lessing 

thinks many do, or she would not have described rooms full of people 

shouting, approving, clapping in favour of communism and hating their 

own, apparently corrupt democracy. 

 What Lessing does in The Sweetest Dream is to make it clear that only 

corrupt, dishonest, immoral individuals can turn to communism. This 

clarification was absent from The Good Terrorist, and unthought of in The 

Golden Notebook. The heroes of those two novels had a halo of innocence, 

as compared to Johnny Lennox and his followers. Actually his followers 

fall into two categories of heroes: the dropouts (pupils who reject their 

schools and families, but eventually turn out to fit in their society quite 

nicely, twenty years later), and the African newly liberated fighters for 

whatever communism may bring them.  

 Comrade Johnny is all talk, which is obvious from the first pages. 

He discards several wives (actually two, as the third one discards him 

for a better life in the States), all chosen at first from among the ranks of 

his political admirers. His former two wives, Frances and Phyllida fall in 

the charge of Johnny‘s German mother (at one point called ‗fascist‘ by 

one of the dropouts turned journalist, twenty years later). The children – 
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two sons by Frances and a stepdaughter by Phyllida – also live in the 

Lennox house at one point.  

 Johnny never provides for any of his families. He preaches that 

people should take from society anything it is they need – which, for the 

dropouts Frances shelters for a while (in their rebellious teens), spells 

out ‗steal‘. And these teenagers shoplift tremendously, travel without 

paying, hate their parents and reject all schools or systems. Amazingly, 

they all grow up and fight desperately for a cozy place in the society 

they used to hate so much.  

 The ideas of love or family are demolished. Strange, never 

understood, even unexplainable families (just like the family in The Fifth 

Child) produce children that never go to school, hate reading or studying 

of any kind, talk about their parents as ‗shits‘ at best, and detest one 

another. Love seems a long-dead fairy tale. As to marriage or ‗live 

happily ever after‘, nothing could be less likely.  

 Just a few examples: Sylvia (Phyllida‘s daughter by another 

comrade than Johnny) has to flee home, and would not survive if it were 

not for Julia Lennox (the fascist grandmother); Andrew and Colin 

(Frances‘ sons) have a large group of friends (all camped in their – 

actually Julia, the fascist‘s again – house) who never communicate with 

their parents, preferring to live in Frances‘ house; Johnny himself never 

seems to be in love with any of his present or former wives, or care 

about his own children, who utterly despise him. 

 We must note two exceptions, though, or actually three (one being 
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outside marriage). First, Julia marries Philip Lennox after waiting for 

him lovingly throughout the war, which renders him to her with a 

missing arm; their marriage is as happy as real life can be. Second, after 

bringing up two sons without a father, struggling to make ends meet 

(and feeding a horde of dropouts in the meantime, too), Frances at last 

finds Rupert (a colleague journalist ten years younger) and is happily, 

though not comfortably married (she brings up his two teenage children 

from his previous marriage). And third, Julia finds with Wilhelm the 

delights of third-age companionship, which has absolutely nothing to do 

with the beast-like instincts of the younger generation, who devour one 

another for breakfast.  

 Immorality is the attitude to take. In love, in relation to everyone 

else, in relation to the establishment. Johnny has no responsibility to his 

wives or sons, he can choose a new mate and leave the others without a 

word. He can violently insult his own mother, just like the younger 

dropouts who live by his law. This immorality is transmitted to the 

black followers of communism. Africa fights for freedom. A new regime 

in (imaginary, one suspects) Zimlia (as in other places) comes into being. 

Its rulers turn out to be thieves and liars. They steal as much as they can, 

could not care less about the black tribes who fought for them and 

expected to be helped out of desperate poverty in return.  

 Half the novel takes place in Zimlia, where Sylvia goes as a doctor in 

a tiny village in the ‗bush‘. She sees for herself the lies and the 

indifference of the newly rich. These newly rich are the once poverty 
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stricken blacks taught and cared for by the Catholic mission, schooled in 

England (see Franklin, the Minister of Health), taught in the communist 

spirit by comrade Johnny (see the president of the country, Matthew).  

 For mysterious reasons, Sylvia, a witness to two worlds, dies in her 

early forties, a misfit in both. She tries to help Zimlians in their utter 

misery (no water, no food, no medicines, all helpless victims to AIDS). 

Her struggle to help those desperate human beings reduced to tribe-life 

is hopeless. She manages to bring out two black boys in their early teens, 

who want to become doctors. She dies overnight and leaves them to 

Frances, who seems destined to bring up teenagers all her life. 

 The emotional background of the book – whether in London or 

Zimlia – is one of revolt. The reader is indignant at both the teenagers‘ 

insolence and disrespect for the hand that feeds them (the English 

establishment, which Julia and Frances stand for) and the so-called 

communist new ways of Zimlia. Both worlds are equally irritating. The 

hint is that both worlds (family and society, British and Zimlian) 

originated in the preachings of Johnny (and his peers), so nothing  

good could really come out of them.  The Sweetest Dream is – from first to 

last – a sham.  

 The reader‘s incredulity is a big obstacle in his enjoyment of the 

story. This story is told in the bushy way Lessing has mastered. We find 

many incidents, many heroes, many details, not all useful, but building 

an air of real life, of incident seen à vif.  

 The narrative is a chronicle of about seventy years in the life of the 
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Lennox family. It begins with the birth of Jolyon Lennox (and the story 

of his parents‘ love and World War I), continues with his metamorphosis 

into Comrade Johnny (a total fraud, from his ‗fascist‘ mother to the 

Spanish War he never participated in), and ends in his seventies, when 

he is at last tolerated – paying no rent or utilities – in the basement of the 

house he was born in.  

 Frances, his first wife and the mother of his two sons, lives with her 

new husband (Rupert) and Rupert‘s son (William) on the first floor, 

while Johnny‘s own son Colin (married, with a very small daughter and 

an on-and-off wife, leaving him at intervals for her former lover) lives on 

the second floor. The mixture of marriages in the Lennox house is 

perfect. Ex-wives, stepchildren, total strangers, crazy and sane people 

(major theme with Lessing) mix freely. And Johnny looks the sanest of 

them all (the most fit for survival), which is quite alarming. 

 The Author’s Note rejects any possible autobiographical 

interpretations of this novel (although it is hard to ignore that her 

second husband, Gottfried Lessing, was German, and Johnny could be 

an imaginary projection of what they would have shared if they had 

stayed married): 

 

I am not writing volume three of my autobiography because of possible hurt 
to vulnerable people. Which does not mean I have novelised autobiography. 
There are no parallels here to actual people, except for one, very minor 
character. I hope I have managed to recapture the spirit of, particularly, the 
Sixties... 
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 This confirms the observation that here, in The Sweetest Dream, 

Lessing indulges, with great success, in pure fiction. She is animated by 

her life-long resentment. She resented her parents, her family, her sanity, 

her own writing. All these are present in her pages. She is a grumbling 

narrator. What is new in The Sweetest Dream is the fact that, eventually, 

Lessing herself grows to like her heroes, which hardly ever happened 

before. She disliked Anna and Molly, mistrusted the parents and their 

‗throwback‘ fifth child, mocked at ‗the good terrorist‘, pitied the children 

who were building a world far worse than the ‗survivor‘s‘. Martha 

Quest can never make peace with her parents. Suddenly, The Sweetest 

Dream reconciles Frances with her sons, Julia with her step 

granddaughter Sylvia, but no more. Johnny remains the unconsoled. He 

hates his mother and hates his wives. He would hate himself, Lessing 

intimates, if he could find his way about it.  

 This novel about communism being welcomed in an England we 

have difficulty in recognizing is unexpectedly mellow at heart. Johnny 

ends up a harmless old man. Frances is the eternal mother, but she also 

is the loving wife, a hundred per cent happy with Rupert (an intimation 

so totally unlike young or middle-aged Lessing, the novelist).  

 Sylvia – the possible fanatic of this novel, far worse than Johnny as 

a matter of fact – conveniently dies. She has no husband, no love, no 

life, no heirs, no belongings, but she does manage to saddle an ageing 

Frances (who once brought her up) with two more teenagers, who are 

black, total strangers to the English establishment, and who have to be 
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fed, clothed and put through expensive medical school, since they both 

have their hearts set on becoming doctors. Frances submits. She is an 

island of warmth and sympathy, something Lessing never conjured up 

before her. 

 The novel is narrated in the third person, thus enabling Lessing to 

travel from mind to mind and penetrate the darkest recesses in the name 

of a realistic story. With Lessing, the psychology is all in the telling. She 

would never admit she is interested in the stream of consciousness of 

her characters, because retelling incidents is her pride. But analysing 

thoughts is what she does best, and what draws us to her. We do not 

expect so much to see what will happen to one hero or another (they will 

all grow up and grow old, it is in the nature of things, and from this 

point of view there is no surprising story to speak of). We are dying of 

curiosity to find out, at every moment, how their sensibilities, or rather 

their minds, apprehend their reality. The Sweetest Dream is a wonderful 

sentimentalizing of hard fact. 

  The novel is obviously built on two major themes, which are 

intimately connected. First there is love – seldom present, usually absent 

and even unsuspected – in various guises, approached from all sorts of 

angles: teenagers looking for safety, youths mistaking fear for need, 

adults longing for sympathy and support, elderly people miraculously 

finding it, old people mistaking companionship for it.  

 Love is the starting point of all evils in the book: immorality 

(Johnny leaving without any scruples everyone who loves him), 
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disappointment, resentment (Johnny‘s sons), compromise (Colin and 

Sophie). If it were not for Frances and Rupert, love would still be the 

lonely illusion Lessing has accustomed us to since The Golden Notebook.  

 The second major theme – a priority in everything Lessing has 

written so far, and possibly an obsession with her in real life – is 

insanity. The second theme of madness is somehow a consequence of the 

lack of love, of the solitude this lack of love condemns the heroes to. 

Johnny‘s second wife and the latter‘s daughter, his son Colin, Rupert‘s 

first wife, a teenager Frances shelters, a stranger ringing the bell on 

Christmas day (the inmate of a lunatic asylum), Sophie‘s mother, an 

African succumbing to insanity after fighting drugs and AIDS, all these 

bring into the book more than a fair share of abnormality. Actually, what 

Lessing is trying to say is: life cannot be accepted, life is unbearable, one 

is bound to try and escape into denial of everything, and then insanity is 

the only sane alternative.  

 At the beginning of the novel, love sounds almost impossible. Here 

is how Lessing describes whatever feeling brought Frances and Johnny 

together in the first place: 

 

In the year the war began, 1939, two youngsters, hopeful and ignorant – like 
those around the table tonight – had fallen in love, like millions of others in 
the warring countries, and put their arms around each other for comfort in the 
cruel world. But there was excitement in it too, war‘s most dangerous 
symptom. Johnny Lennox introduced her to the Young Communist League 
just as he was leaving it to be a grown-up, if not yet a soldier. He was a bit of 
a star, Comrade Johnny, and needed her to know it. (p. 6) 
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 Lessing‘s view of love is ironical most of the times. What engrosses, 

or she hopes will engage us, is her view of history. She has this strong 

passion about abstract, generalizing thoughts: the fate of society, the 

dystopic (Orwellian) disappearance of all safety, the death of love and 

the lack of any decent future, or – possibly – of any future at all. Lessing 

looks at history and tries to build a theory all along. This theory comes 

out as ironical and hopeless as its author.  

 The same as Lessing‘s other novels, The Sweetest Dream lives from 

day to day. It would be interesting to know whether the novelist had a 

draft when she started writing the story of Frances and Johnny and 

those they help (in Frances‘ case) or victimize (in Johnny‘s). It must have 

been her intention to prove that Johnny‘s chameleonic (Orwellian again) 

communist pedestal was a mole hill; she must have started with that 

idea in mind.  

 What I suspect happened is that Lessing‘s soul ran away with her 

idea, and took refuge exactly in what she resented most: not just love 

(what Frances finds with Rupert is far more than that), but family love. 

The ‗sweetest dream‘ she seems to be mocking at in the title turns out to 

be a praise of something she was known to hate and to have dismissed 

many times: the fairy-tale tradition of a real family, of love between 

husband and wife, between parents and children, between mother and 

daughter-in-law, love in the family (the long and the short of it).  

 The sweet dream, for those who finish the book, has nothing to do 

with communism, but everything with Frances, Julia and the need to 
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build a small community of love. This is a novel which betrays Lessing‘s 

deep need for sentimentality, in spite of her constantly, proudly 

reiterated dryness. 

 At first – and this is the best proof that Lessing built her novel one 

day at a time, allowing herself to be carried away by each new incident 

she imagined – we feel irritation, even resentment at the teenagers 

Frances harbours, so very similar to the squatters in The Good Terrorist. 

They eat her food, take up her space, claim her attention, and are as 

ungrateful to her as they would be to their own parents or anyone 

representing the establishment. They are what Comrade Johnny calls his 

second wife, Phyllida: ‗good material‘ for communism.  

 The novelist analyses her characters‘ consciousness, but only insofar 

as it has something to say about communism. We would find it very 

hard to imagine what Rose (one of the dropouts Frances rears, who 

eventually becomes a scandal journalist and accuses Julia of being a 

fascist) thinks of, aside from her hatred of her parents at first, of the 

Lennoxes later on, of society on the whole in the end. As much as we 

would like to share these intriguing creatures‘ thoughts, we can only 

grab what we are offered. Unlike many after-Modernists, Lessing does 

not want us to do our homework when we read her. She does not expect 

us to reread. And if we do, we may discover quite a number of 

inadvertencies. 

  One thing which proves that Lessing plays it by ear while writing 

this novel is the appearance and disappearance of certain characters: the 
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young man Frances makes love to only to discover that he wanted her 

because he had always worshipped Comrade Johnny‘s ‗holy‘ family; the 

mad woman who rings Frances‘ bell on Christmas day; the various 

teenagers who fill Frances‘ kitchen and then vanish into thin air. The fact 

that these heroes leave the story does not affect the flow of incidents at all. 

They are mere props, they help carry on the thesis, the flag of the 

narrative, which is the meaning of the ‗sweetest dream.‘  

 My guess is that, although Lessing would have liked these minor 

characters to support her political views, the beings she discards have too 

much sentimental potential for her taste. All these miserable creatures 

(crazy, rebellious, desperately naive or simply helpless) crave for a piece 

of Frances‘ affection, and the reader starts having more than just a hunch 

that Frances is in fact the author herself, because – considering Lessing‘s 

unwillingness to speak for anyone but herself – how else could we come 

to know her so intimately? Intimacy with a hero is always – with Lessing 

– an introduction to autobiography, although she declares in her Author’s 

note that she will write nothing of the kind. 

 Maybe this novel falls, after all, in the old line of Lessing‘s novels 

about the death of the family. The family is ruined by the sweet dream 

of communism (which proves worse than the Orwellian lie), but the 

sweetness of this book comes from somewhere else. The title is not really 

political. It is deeply sentimental. If there is anything in earnest in this 

book about families forming and reforming, it is the need for stability. It 

is no accident that Frances – the closest to her author‘s heart of all heroes 
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here – is chosen to make the statement that man and woman were meant 

to be together, have children and bring them up. What seemed 

suspicious to Lessing in The Fifth Child looks perfectly natural in The 

Sweetest Dream.  

  Doris Lessing is a great lover of stories. She cannot stop making 

things up. She is one of the founders of what might be called the stream-

of-incidents. And yet, when she makes Colin a novelist in this story, she 

is not at all excited about him. He is mildly successful, and nobody 

cares. Besides this real passion for short-lived stories – which build up 

and contribute to the general air of a chronicle – we find ourselves 

pushed into small interior monologues, short stretches of Stream of 

Consciousness. These momentary glimpses are not followed, though, 

and we withdraw in shame, we feel we have witnessed something we 

were not supposed to know. This is one more trap Lessing devises in 

order to make us feel guilty. We are guilty because immorality 

(communism or whatever it is called) survives, we are guilty because 

love seems to be crushed everywhere and we do not know how to fight 

for it. 

 The only two characters exempt from guilt in The Sweetest Dream are 

the two women on whom the Lennox family rests: Julia and Frances. 

Here is a fragment to prove Lessing‘s partiality to them: 

 

‗I wonder if these young ones know how fortunate they are?‘ said Julia. 
‗Certainly much luckier than either of us.‘ 
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‗Poor Frances, you didn‘t have much chance of running about the world.‘ 
‗Then poor Julia, too.‘ 
Feeling kindly towards each other, they finished their journey in silence.   
                                                                                               (p. 218) 

 

The third heroine who could have carried on the tradition ought to have 

been Sylvia, but she is closer to Johnny that to Frances in nature, 

although she is not his own flesh and blood. She is determined to build a 

better world, but Zimlia – which is present in almost two hundred pages 

out of five hundred – kills her in an obscure way, reminiscent of the way 

the Congo killed Joseph Conrad‘s Mr. Kurtz. She is half-martyr, half-

fanatic. She despises Comrade Johnny‘s Orwellian wooden language, 

but also believes in the right of the poor to a better life. Frances is 

disabused. Sylvia dies because she does not know what else to do but 

waste her life in the process of changing the world. 

 Lessing‘s sympathy, then, definitely goes with the disabused, not 

with the changers (Johnny, Sylvia). The way she describes the imaginary 

African country of Zimlia, dominated by European ideology (the 

‗revolution‘ is encouraged by western communists), European church 

(Sylvia goes to a Catholic mission in the middle of nowhere, which is the 

only hospital and school for a huge area of destitution, and which 

educates those who will lead the revolution and start stealing whatever 

they can lay hands on, once they are in power), and European money 

(loans that are stolen, breed corruption and solve nothing) shows that 

Doris Lessing herself is more of a passive ironist than a fighter for a 
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better world. She watches the way of the world and turns her head 

away, wisely, resentfully, helplessly. The novelist‘s present belief is no 

longer important. She is too busy demolishing belief on the whole to pay 

attention to her own deep need for a straw to catch at. Lessing the young 

communist was more compelling. This pacifying narrator is like a 

serpent which eats its own tail. 

 The description of dictatorship in Zimlia shows Lessing‘s familiarity 

with the African world, in which she grew up as the daughter of an 

English farmer‘s family. She brings into the story everything she knows: 

the fate of the white farmers (who civilize the land, and then are forced to 

let it go without a profit – which they hate), the corruption of the black 

leaders who catch at communism and hide their own thirst for profit 

behind it, the despairing ignorance and helplessness of the humans living 

like animals and dying of AIDS in the bush. Lessing would not have 

passed by such a fat theme without grasping it.  

 The problem of this particular novel is that the two worlds – Europe 

and Africa – do not balance well together from a narrative point of view. 

A lot happens on the page in England, but not much goes on in Zimlia. 

The narrator imposes two paces on the reader and, when she mixes the 

two worlds, we are confused, we no longer know which way to look or 

what to expect. We no longer know the heroes that have grown up 

under our own eyes.  

 It feels like displacement, which is another of Lessing‘s major 

obsessions. Her heroes are either displaced socially or politically. 
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Eventually, they go back to where they belong and the story ends. The 

teenagers Frances tolerated silently in her home, the teenagers who 

made us wince in anger at their senseless revolt against the 

establishment, grow to be in their late forties by the end of the book, and 

are themselves the new establishment. Colin is a relatively famous 

novelist. Andrew, his brother, works for a world institution that lends 

money to the less fortunate (at huge profit, we infer). Rose Trimble is a 

scandal journalist who loses her position in society because of her 

disgusting opportunism and will do anything to get it back. Comrade 

Johnny turns to yoga.  Frances, though, is happy in what she herself 

calls a ‗fairy tale‘ – her marriage to Rupert. Lessing comments: 

 

These two people of the word had hardly ever said more than this kind 
of thing. ‗We don‘t do too badly, do we?‘ was about the limit. To be so 
thoroughly out of phase with one‘s time does take  a certain bravado: a man 
and a woman daring to love each other so thoroughly – well, it was hardly to 
be confessed, even to each other. (p. 473)  

 

 Jolyon Lennox, once gloriously known as Comrade Johnny, 

becomes his granddaughter‘s ‗poor little Johnny...‘ These three words 

are the last of the novel, yet they fail to make the reader‘s interest focus 

on Johnny and his confused politics. Johnny is an empty character, he 

does not exist. It is the idea, the irony of communism that counts.  

 With Frances it is an altogether different matter. Frances is life and 

hope and love. She is the fairy tale. Lessing herself calls it a ‗bravado‘ to 

be sentimental in this after-Modernist age which demolishes feeling, 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

338 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

family, belief.  

 It is Lessing‘s genius to have noticed that in 2001, fifty years after 

Orwell‘s and Huxley‘s solitary dystopias, the novel was threatened to 

lose its audience, just as it had been very close to death immediately 

after the Stream of Consciousness. The novelist rewrites romance and 

makes it the only refuge from dystopic solitude. As she does not rewrite 

romance with irony at all, we must take it as a sign that the after-

Modernist age is coming to an end. The new age – whatever its name – 

is being born as we speak. 

  

Doris Lessing: The Sweetest Dream, Flamingo, 2001 
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The text and the feeling: 

David Lodge, Thinks...  

 

 

 Thinks... is a novel which favours consciousness, while allowing 

feeling to fail. It focusses on modes of narrating consciousness, which is 

a major interest of David Lodge‘s criticism as well. Its title is confusing 

in its polysemy. It may mean quite a number of things, from ‗he is 

thinking‘, to ‗so he thinks‘, to ‗he thinks so, it‘s his own point of view‘, to 

‗he thinks, so he is‘ and also to ‗he thinks as a job‘. This multivalent title 

is a theory in itself. Thinks is the label for the focus of the narrator on how 

he narrates. 

 The fact that love is frail and easily defeated, replaced by solitude, 

tenderness, mere sex, even homosexuality, is an after-Modernist feature. 

It can be found in most writers today, who seem shy of the tradition of 

falling in love. The life of the body has made the soul feel ill at ease for a 

few decades now.  

 Woolf, Joyce, Eliot (Modernism on the whole) worshipped the soul. 

Lodge‘s Thinks... chooses two main heroes, one of whom (Ralph 

Messenger) is an expert on AI (Artificial Intelligence), and denies the 

existence of a soul. The other main hero is a writer (Helen Reed), and she 

desperately tries to change her physical affair with Ralph into an affair of 

the heart, dreaming in secret of Graham Greene‘s The End of the Affair 
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(1951). The author‘s irony kills all her attempts in the bud. The 

consciousness of the narrator allows the paper beings only to think. Even 

sex becomes a mere thought to be recorded in their respective diaries.  

 The plot of the novel is meager. Helen Reed‘s husband, Martin, is 

dead. She is a writer and comes to teach creative writing at ‗The 

University of Gloucester‘, which, we are told, is ‗an entirely fictitious 

institution‘ (Author‘s Note). She meets Ralph Messenger, who on the 

last pages of the book narrowly escapes death by cancer. Ralph is a 

married professor of the AI (Cognitive Science) Department, and a 

womanizer, which his wife Carrie well knows. His wife Carrie has an 

affair of her own while the book lasts, but Ralph has no idea until the 

very last pages, when he secretly reads Helen‘s diary in her computer. 

He also has other previous affairs, one of whom even pops up at a 

conference, menacing him that, if he does not help her career, she will 

expose (on the internet) the fact that, if he does not help her career he 

slept with her one night in Prague. He helps her come to his conference, 

and directs her to one of his colleagues, who bites the bait.  

 All these characters have no interest in feeling anything for their 

partner. If they do, their soul is masterfully hidden from our eyes, and 

we do not even suspect it. We are led to believe they are governed by 

sex alone. In due time, Ralph wins Helen over and they have a three-

week madly physical affair, which ends with the cold shower of the 

discovery that Ralph might have cancer of the liver. Actually it is a 

‗hydatid cyst‘, which is at last operated uneventfully. But encounter with 
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death reduces Ralph‘s physical appetite, and Helen is forgotten. Carrie 

also forgets her affair. At the end of the novel, we almost wonder if 

anyone remembers anyone. The solitude of the heroes is perfect.  

 The plot as such is a puzzle of incidents, carefully selected so as to 

come in handy at a certain point. Its interest comes from the modes of 

narration used. Three major devices alternate. First Ralph dictates into a 

tape-recorder, directly into the computer, or even writes himself. That is 

his own voice, his diary. Second, Helen writes her diary in her own 

computer, and, when it comes to describing how she first makes love to 

Ralph, she deliberately adopts third person/ past tense narrative 

because: 

 

(In fact I still shrink from examining this experience with the straight 
unflinching gaze of the first person. Let me try it another way...) (p. 258) 

 

 These two diaries make Ralph and Helen the only main heroes. 

Carrie is only obliquely presented, in dialogues reported by either of 

them. She also appears in the third device Lodge used, that of objective 

narration in the present. These objective interludes settle the balance, 

throw the light of day on the two interior monologues. The end of the 

novel changes the present into a past tense, as if to say there is nothing 

more to be expected, the author has done his duty and the reader must 

leave. Ending the book with such determination to leave no room for 

speculation is not an after-Modernist thing to do. It also implies that 
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thoughts, past presents (what used to be Thinks...) are all dead: what was 

is no more. The objective narration in the past marks an absolute end.  

 Besides these three narrative voices, we also have papers of the 

students parodying other authors, and emails. Slowly but safely the 

main discourse of objective narration is undermined by many eyes. 

Thinks... is in the third person indeed, but we have a multitude of third 

persons here, all of them probed with first-person knowledge. 

Confession is rendered in the third person, objective narration can be 

inferred from first person recordings of the mind. Lodge‘s manner here 

is not so much ‗free indirect style‘ (as he terms it himself in Consciousness 

and the Novel, 2002) as a conversion of interior monologue into objective 

narration, a mixture of incompatible devices. Due to this unusual 

manner of thinking – as if in the third person, yet by first person 

monologues – the focus of the book and its appeal lie in its manner of 

telling things, rather than in the things told. 

 Like Lodge‘s trilogy (Changing Places, Small World, Nice Work), 

Thinks..., too, can be looked upon as a campus novel, in a sense. Its two 

main heroes are academics. The story takes place on campus or in little 

towns nearby, where professors and their families live. An academic 

conference almost ends the plot. Ralph and Helen are in and out of 

campus caffeterias and offices. Students are having creative writing 

seminars or, later on, manifesting, plotting, using secret rumours to 

demonstrate force. Teaching and research are the only way of life, it 

would seem.  
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 The minds described have delightfully intelligent and even 

seducing ideas. The heroes think more than they exist. Everything is 

food for thought. Life is quite often associated with death. Isabel 

Hotchkiss (one of Ralph‘s one night stands) and Martin (Helen‘s 

husband, who worked for the BBC and unexpectedly died of an 

aneurism) are dead when the book starts; Carrie‘s father nearly dies (his 

recovery is frail and doubtful), and Douglass (professor of AI and 

Ralph‘s less fortunate rival) hangs himself when the police find out he 

has downloaded child pornography in his office from the Internet. Ralph 

himself is brushed by the angel of death, and it makes him give up his 

philandering and grow up, live less dangerously once he enters his 

fifties. This last change caused by the specter of death actually ends the 

novel. Death is like a hot shower for these over-sexed heroes who have 

forgotten to do their homework as far as a simple subject like ‗love‘ is 

concerned.    

 Literary criticism is present all over, and the critic‘s judgment is felt 

in the distance he takes from his own text as well as from the text of 

other writers, among whom James Joyce and Henry James come first. 

From time to time, we tend to forget that Ralph specializes in computers, 

not literature (Helen is the specialist in rendering consciousness in the 

literary mode), and we perceive him as a post-Joycean researcher. His 

research into thought to the purpose of helping Artificial Intelligence is 

rather artificial, indeed; the literariness of his thoughts makes his 

scientific side rather doubtful.  
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 As an academic, then, he is not very interesting. On the other hand, 

as an academic, Helen is not very happy herself. She is a writer with a 

writer‘s block, who has written a number of more or less interesting 

novels. Her status as a successful novelist is not at all insisted upon. 

What her academic career helps her do is find out that Martin had a 

number of affairs, and one of the girls once involved with him is now 

Helen‘s creative writing student. Helen recognizes Martin in a text the 

girl submits. It becomes very obvious at this point that Lodge is not an 

enthusiastic academic. There are also passages when the specialized 

academic jargon is openly indicted. He closely relates here to Malcolm 

Bradbury and A. S. Byatt. He is not what Helen calls in her diary a 

‗dryasdust academic‘ (p. 24) at all.  

 Dialogue is a must for Lodge. It is present within first and third 

person narration. It introduces objectivity in the interior monologue and 

subjectivity in objective narration. It gives the feeling of life to these 

common stories which come and go, and of which absolutely no trace is 

left on our sensibility. This is why Lodge‘s irony is scary: it can ruin all 

characters. It can kill life.  

 David Lodge does not want to allow himself to be caught in the 

charm of participation, in the surprise of real life. He suspends 

surprise/wonder and replaces it by the artificial combination of 

incidents into a coincidence. Thinks... is a huge coincidence. One incident 

leads to another, one memory triggers a thought, then incident and 

thought recur, and this time in a different order. In the end we feel we 
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have been fed crumbs all along, and we also feel duped. It becomes 

obvious that the novelist has known all along what we only learn at the 

end, and we resent this. We resent the plan, the convention of the novel, 

which we graciously accepted with Galsworthy, Dickens, even Woolf.  

 Catholicism is an important theme with Lodge. It is treated with as 

much irony as academic life, which Lodge claims he respects. The 

novelist Helen Reed is a lapsed catholic. Born and brought up in a 

catholic family and a catholic school, she dispenses with the ritual – 

although her daughter is also sent to a catholic school, even though for 

other reasons than faith – but cannot stay away from it in her mind. 

There is a connection between what her husband Martin called the 

‗myths of Catholicism‘ (p. 29) and Helen‘s own inner life. The universe is 

God-centred for her.  

 On the other hand, this universe is totally centreless for Ralph 

Messenger, who almost faces death. The difference between the two 

heroes lies in the fact that, while Ralph only sees sex, Helen hopes for 

love. The author himself may not have been aware of the dryness this 

lack of faith brings into Ralph‘s world. We are free to speculate he loves 

his family, but we are given no clue as to his ever having been 

emotionally involved with any of the affairs he mentions. Quite the 

reverse, his mind ironically selects only those memories that point to 

casual, meaningless sex (how far behind Eliot is, with his desperate cry, 

in The Waste Land, that emotion is dead...).  

 Helen, on the other hand, has cherished the fantasy that she will be 
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placed in the position imagined by The End of the Affair ever since she 

was a teenager. Religion makes her more humane and, with very 

modernized American connotations, more romantic. Lodge does not 

trust romanticism, so he ridicules it. Robyn Penrose (Nice Work) – who 

actually comes up episodically in this novel, too – proudly states she 

does not need a man to feel complete. Helen needs one, so she ends up 

sentimentally forgiving Martin for his infidelities, and she bitterly 

resents Ralph for not putting her to any emotional use, for putting her 

sensibility on hold. Lodge puts all his heroes‘ sensibilities on hold, in 

fact. It may have a lot to do with the fact that he does not allot as 

important a part to Catholicism in his books as it may hold in his life. 

 Modernists loved their volcano-heroes, whose tortured inner lives 

they probed with the stream-of-consciousness technique. Lodge is shy in 

front of too much probing, like any after-Modernist who will not 

subscribe to one technique alone. As a proof, in her diary, Helen refuses 

to describe her making love to Ralph in the first person.  

 One other reason for the dryness of Lodge‘s heroes may be this 

need to flirt with all known devices, to combine them cleverly. 

Focussing on how to approach consciousness – and doing it like an 

expert in theory – the novelist does care to fill the device with feelings 

which the reader can share.  

 The reader is supposed to follow the text with his mind, and never 

ask for the narrator‘s soul. When, in Paradise News, Lodge tried to 

change this poised condition of the reader, the book came out like a 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

347 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

wide-staring child. There was love in it, and abandoned priesthood/ 

religion, and a huge awkwardness, above all. The heroes did not know 

what to do with their feelings.  

 Helen and Ralph are not encumbered by feelings in the least. Helen 

does not get to the point where she can comfortably fall in love, and 

Ralph cannot even bring himself to think that might happen. We are 

kept at arm‘s length by a novelist who is well aware that literature may 

have exhausted the tradition of feeling in the text. 

 Each chapter begins with a clue as to which hero is speaking. Helen 

begins with the date, Ralph usually begins with ‗testing... testing...‘ 

Helen types in her laptop, Ralph dictates into his tape-recorder, in the 

computer, or types himself. The two voices address the same incidents, 

and we get two know both points of view, plus that of Carrie, who is 

quoted, mostly by Helen.  

 The plot relies on the classical sex-triangle, and it is hard to use love 

in describing this text. Ralph suggests to Helen that they should ‗swap‘ 

diaries. We realize then how well the two voices have been 

individualized, how private they have become, and how much we like 

peeping at the two heroes. Comparing notes might bring to the plot a 

consummation of the affair which has not even started yet when Ralph 

comes with his suggestion. Ralph and Helen fail to swap diaries. The 

reader (well trained by Lodge) does not want it to happen, because he 

wants to go on peeping. Lodge‘s favourite device is spying on the 

consciousness. 
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 The clarity of Lodge‘s texts is disarming. At first sight, once the 

book ends, there is nothing more to add, no interpretation is invited. All 

attempts at further literary criticism seem redundant. Behind this clarity, 

narrative and parody (parody of other texts, other narratives) loom in 

the dark. Once you start exposing the canvas of thought, which is the 

scaffolding of this playful text, you find many lights, and, first of all, you 

find the beginning, the source of the author‘s smile. He must really have 

enjoyed writing the parodies attributed to Helen‘s students. He can 

easily borrow another author‘s cap and play with his tricks. He collects 

devices. This novel is a careful arrangement of ploys.  

 It is more important for the author that the reader should notice the 

game than remember the plot. The game in Thinks... could be labelled 

‗guess whose consciousness this is.‘ Sometimes it is Ralph‘s, sometimes 

it is Helen‘s, and most of the time it is the reader‘s, who, in Lodge‘s 

books, cannot escape identifying with whomever Lodge brings before 

his eyes. If anything, Lodge is a master at catching our attention, and 

forcing us to enjoy what would not usually be to our liking, thus 

extending our horizon to what we began by thinking would be 

unacceptable. With Lodge‘s text, it becomes impossible for the reader to 

keep his distance. The irony of the whole game is that the smile of the 

novelist reaches us as a gesture of tenderness, not irony. 

 Robyn Penrose, the heroine of Nice Work, represents the 

theoretically minded academic: 
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‗It may be heavy going, I‘m afraid,‘ Jasper said. ‗Lots of jargon. She‘s one of 
these Theory people. (p. 224) 

 

In A. S. Byatt‘s Possession – another book of many voices, many 

consciousnesses intermingled – a young academic envies another for the 

mere fact that he is in the right camp, that of theory lovers. Helen listens 

to Robyn‘s ‗argument‘ and is told that 

 

‗they are all repressive and tyrannical and phallocentric and have to be 
deconstructed...‘ (p. 225) 

 

Helen‘s reaction is one of sadness: 

 

‗But it depressed me that the awed-looking young people in the audience 
were being given such a dry and barren message. Where was the pleasure of 
reading in all this? Where was personal discovery, self-development?‘ (p. 225) 

 

 Obviously she rejects Robyn. She sees her as a web of 

contradictions, and is very little interested in understanding the jargon 

for its own sake. David Lodge himself did everything in his power to 

discourage jargon in his literary criticism. He tried, at one point, while 

he was still an academic and meant to conform to academic rules, to 

reconcile the specialized words to the readability of his text, and he 

managed wonderfully. He enriched his vocabulary with useful terms, 

but made sure that his readers understood them too.  

 Under no circumstances did he neglect what Helen calls ‗the 

pleasure of reading‘. His own literary criticism is a game of brilliant 
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ideas clothed in accessible and enticing language. Readability is never 

given up. In spite of his solidarity with academics, he is a writer above 

all. The clear word means more to him than the specialized word. His 

texts must be understood, and he has learnt the lesson of Modernism, 

namely that a heavily ambiguous text can kill an author, even a whole 

genre. He fights the linguistical excesses of criticism (theorizing being 

one of them) with the weapon of clarity. 

 The love/sex triangle is obviously the pretext Lodge finds in this 

book to mock at his heroes: Carrie finds herself between Ralph and 

Nicholas, Ralph between Carrie and Helen (and many others, in time), 

Helen between dead Martin (whose memory is first ruined by his own 

affairs, yet restored at last, when Helen finally forgives him, having had 

an affair of her own with Ralph) and Ralph. It is interesting to notice that 

the greedy heroes (sex greedy) in Lodge‘s Thinks... are men. Martin 

sleeps with quite a number of his assistants, and Ralph finds his one-

night stands at conferences. Some become pleasant memories (Isabel 

Hotchkiss, dead because of cancer, though), others come back to haunt 

him (Ludmila Lisk, from Prague, who forces his hand to invite her to his 

conference). Carrie and Helen are more restrained. Carrie has one 

Jamesian affair with Nicholas Beck (an almost non-existent character), 

and Helen uses Ralph to get over Martin‘s death, after which the closing 

chapter of the book dryly informs us that 

 

A year after she returned to London, Helen Reed met a literary 
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biographer in the café of the new British Library and they started going out 
together. He is divorced, with three teenage children. They see each other 
frequently and go on holidays together, but retain their respective houses. (p. 
340) 

 

 The fact that these sex-permutations are not really significant for the 

message of the novel (the main hero is however baptized Messenger) 

becomes apparent in the fact that the reader can simply look at the last 

page of the book and know exactly what their final result is. No after-

Modernist offers his clue so easily. Therefore, the triangles are just a 

trick.  

 The meaning seems to lie in the comparison of the 

mind/consciousness to a computer. Helen – the writerly mind – faces 

Messenger, the computer-minded academic. Messenger is studying 

thought from a mechanical point of view, but that brings him very close 

to the technique of the Stream of Consciousness, which he knows and 

mentions many times. He is looking for an order in the chaos of 

association. Helen thinks the pattern is the soul, and Messenger denies 

its existence. She accuses him of perceiving the human being as an 

engine. He admits the brain could be a machine. This is as far as the 

dispute goes. We get no answers. As usual with David Lodge, it is the 

question that matters. 

 Accordin to Messenger‘s theory – which is the axis of the novel, 

even though it is proved wrong – there is no communication among 

heroes. Ralph and Helen share ideas, at most. Ralph and Carrie share a 
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convenient marriage. Carrie and Nick are ignored by the author. Ralph 

and his one-night stand Ludmila definitely do not communicate. This 

last incident actually provokes laughter. Messenger goes to bed with 

her, after a conference in Prague, because of a verbal misunderstanding. 

She reappears with a rainbow of mistakes, misunderstandings and 

understatements – all based on her poor English (a topic very dear to 

Malcolm Bradbury, but also used by Julian Barnes when they talk about 

communism): 

 

From: ludmila.lisk@carolinum.psy.cz 
To: R.H.Messenger@glosu.ac.uk 
Subject: Conference 
Date: Friday 23 May 1997 13:14:02 
 
Dear Ralph, 
thankyou for your email. It is kind of you to suggest the paragraph in AI 
Newsletter but it is more important to me to attend your conference and 
explain my research to all the people in the field. I think you can find me 
place in your conference if you really wish it. I think perhaps you do not wish 
me coming to Gloucester. Are you afraid that I will tell your colleagues and 
maybe your wife what a nice time we had together in Prague? I promise you I 
will not say nothing. But if I cannot come to the conference and I lose my travel 
scholarship I will be very sad and angry. Perhaps I will write all about what 
we did in Prague together and post it on the Internet. 
 
Your fiend, 
Ludmila (p. 287 – italics are mine) 

 

 Two innocent (grammar and spelling) mistakes acquire the hilarious 

undertone of a serious menace, which the sender may or may not even 

understand (chances are she does, Lodge thinks): ‗I will not say nothing‘ 

mailto:ludmila.lisk@carolinum.psy.cz
mailto:R.H.Messenger@glosu.ac.uk
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may mean she will say everything as soon as she has a chance, and ‗fiend‘ 

is exactly how Messenger perceives her (a friend she has never been). This 

may be the only genuinely comic incident in the whole novel. All the 

other incidents can be viewed with irony, but they definitely have a halo 

of tragedy. None of the heroes is comic. They are all solitary fighters. 

Lodge sympathizes with them, even though he has a very peculiar way of 

communicating that to us. The text of the whole novel is a masterpiece of 

conveying feeling while hiding it.  

 

David Lodge: Thinks..., Secker & Warburg, London, 2001 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

                        Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

354 

 

                   Bucureşti 2012 

 

A rewriting of fear as terror: 

Ian McEwan, Saturday  

 

 

 

 

 

 Fear is is an important enemy of the fairy-tale tradition. Terror is 

fear institutionalized. Not all texts about fear are necessarily texts about 

terror, too.  

 There are two traditions, we might argue, in the history of 

literature: the fairy-tale tradition, and its opposite. The fairy-tale tradition 

sees the world as making sense, as leading to a happy fulfilment of 

expectations. Boy meets girl, boy courts girl, wins girl, marries girl – in 

simple or complicated arrangements. The fairy-tale heroes grow up 

under our eyes and are left by the reader in a happy (or unhappy) clear 

state.  

 The Modernists, who oppose the fairy tale, mean to prove that life is 

not a system (‗a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged‘ – Virginia 

Woolf, The Common Reader), but chaos (‗a luminous halo surrounding us 

from the beginning of consciousness to the end‘ – Woolf again). After 

nineteen centuries of stories built upon the narrative universal, upon 

incidents structured so as to lead to an dénouement, Modernism breaks 
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this fairy-tale tradition, stating in essence that we can do without a 

coherent story. This is how James Joyce, Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot 

innovated literature, throwing aside the good old skill of telling a tale, 

and almost losing their audience in the process.  

 What else is there to be told if not a tale? A mood. What is that 

mood? In order to be interesting, it has to be tense. In order to be tense, it 

is most often than not governed by fear. How do we account for that fear 

if we do not have a story to explain it? We do not. It is a vague state of 

intense anxiety, it is in the air. Woolf, Joyce, Conrad, Lawrence and the 

rest of the Modernists had not discovered terror. With them fear was a 

personal experience, not an institution. 

 We can therefore conclude that the Modernists broke the  

fairy-tale tradition of more or less balanced chronology, replacing it  

by fear, anxiety, the appearance of madness (see Woolf, Joyce and  

T.S. Eliot). The change was operated in the name of intensity, of 

verisimilitude, of life-likeness. Once the break with tradition had been 

declared, the fairy-tale pattern, the structure of the narrative (in all 

literary genres) had to give in. It survived in individual writers (see 

Galsworthy, who was such a close contemporary of all Modernists), and 

it still survives today, in the soap-operas, in the bestsellers that end 

(more or less) happily, and make for a relaxed reading. 

 This is where after-Modernist literature begins – with the discovery 

that fear can be, and is organized by the community in terror. The story 

is beyond the hero‘s control. The hero experiences terror – which is 
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systematic fear. Literature has migrated (if we consider first Modernism, 

and then after-Modernism) from the system of the well told story to the 

chaos of terrifying intensity at all costs. 

 My conclusion is that fear built slowly into terror and it became 

visible with the after-Modernist dystopias (George Orwell, Aldous 

Huxley, William Golding, Doris Lessing, Anthony Burgess, Kazuo 

Ishiguro, Alasdair Gray, etc). What was during Modernism a confused 

feeling that heroes could not put into words is today building numberless 

alien universes. It all started with the impact of political totalitarianism, 

but politics is not the only cause of terror being so richly represented in 

literature. Terror today is a reverse of the older belief in the future of the 

race. We have travelled a long way from Darwin. We no longer believe 

this is the best world ever. Actually, we see the worst coming ahead. No 

story, however well told, can alleviate that. 

 It is true that after-Modernist writers (in the 1950s, after the near 

collapse of the novel under Joyce & Co) have learned their lesson: they 

use fear wisely, to create suspense. They tell a story in everything they 

write; all literary genres have rediscovered the pleasures of narration,  

as opposed to ‗experimental‘ stream-of-consciousness psychological 

analysis. We can therefore safely say that the consequences of the 

Modernist experiment (which broke down the long-standing tradition of 

fairy-tale narration) have been counteracted by after-Modernists. After-

Modernist literature uses a story, only this story is a discovery of terror, 

a view of a dying human species, and it relies on rewriting the entire 
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past of literature.  

 Under the circumstances, what could the after-Modernists do? 

What they definitely could not do was live like Leopold Bloom, wrapped 

in their memories. A new kind of story was born. The narrative 

universal (the past-present-future complex) had been broken for good 

and all. We still know the future from the very first page. The past still 

comes back to haunt the hero, since, without this past, his present story 

would be so much poorer. Most of the plot – both in fiction and poetry, 

since they have tended to become one ever since the Modernist 

experiment began – however, relies on the strength of present incidents. 

Things happen again outside the hero, under our avid eyes (avid of 

action, of narration, not just memories of old stories). The after-

Modernist hero (and reader, we might add) is incident-addicted. The 

satisfying novelty of narration is back. 

 Is anything different, then? Or are we going back to pre-

Modernism? There is a major change from Modernism to after-

Modernism, and it certainly does not take us in the least back to the 

fairy-tale tradition, to that conventional perception of time as ‗past 

causes present, which present must lead to some future‘. Since the 

theory of relativity, all our truths have been tentative, limp. There is an 

unknown dimension to every statement, a margin of imprecision. That 

imprecision is the future.  

 Does that mean the future comes back to round the story and tuck 

us all in? Certainly not. This new future is terror. All those implied in a 
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work of literature (author, reader and their immaterial projection – the 

hero) live in fear of the future. Which means suspense is back in its old 

shape, only this time we no longer anticipate it with the delight that all 

goes well with the world (even though the hero ends unhappy, alone or 

even dies). This new suspense is a torturingly slow revelation of terror, 

the promise of a disaster we are in no hurry to reach. If before 

Modernism suspense used to be a lollypop to make us enjoy the story 

more (Dickens‘s fans wrote to him, begging for more), it becomes a 

dreaded weapon of the after-Modernist text. 

 The change was prompted by the course of history, by the change of 

society, the change of the basic man-woman cell, the change of whatever 

the stories were all about. If there is terror in the after-Modernist text, it 

all comes from outside: it is in the air, it is a general mood nowadays. 

This mood does not merely affect mainstream literature. We find it in all 

SF television serials, in the horror, violence and police movies our 

screens are flooded by. Violence is the word of the day, and it breeds 

terror.  

 What after-Modernist writers see is the existential terror that there 

is no future for the human race. It may easily have started with Jonathan 

Swift‘s Yahoos (don‘t we all use Yahoo as a convenience today, and 

don‘t we all ignore that it designated inferior human beings, whom the 

author despised, and to whom he preferred the intelligent horses). This 

rejection of the future is not new. It is all a matter of degree. It was an 

isolated fantasy in the previous century, and it is a commonly shared 
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nightmare these days. 

 William Golding (Lord of the Flies) sensed the theme, and an 

impressive number of editors refused his book at first – which means 

they refused to recognize his theme as major. After Golding, the theme 

flourished in all kinds of books, from mainstream literature to SF wild 

prophecies and (good or very bad) films, TV serials, bestsellers. No self-

respecting author today ignores it. A few examples come to mind: 

Kazuo Ishiguro (Never Let Me Go), Doris Lessing (The Memoirs of a 

Survivor, The Fifth Child), Peter Ackroyd (The Plato Papers), Julian Barnes 

(Staring at the Sun), Alasdair Gray (Lanark). One such writer, scared by 

the direction humans are headed for, is Ian McEwan, in his novel 

Saturday (2005). 

 

 

 

 Ian McEwan instills all the obsessive fears of this hardly begun third 

millennium into the stream-of-consciousness technique. His is a novel of 

fear enhanced. At the same time, it is a novel that breaks free from the 

after-Modernist tradition, which started with Huxley and Orwell. We 

have in this novel love, the couple, family ties, the reassuring ending 

(which seems to say, The story may not be a happy one, but it starts and 

ends where the author wants it – so I, its author, am in control).  

 On the other hand, the after-Modernist obsession with violence is 
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there, too. It moulds every hero, although we see them all as segments 

of the main hero‘s mind. The book is the stream of consciousness – 

rendered in the third person – of a neurosurgeon, Henry Perowne, who 

feels he fails himself and his family precisely because he is incapable of 

violence. All those around him have violence ingrained in them in 

some way.  

 His wife, Rosalind, is an aggressive lawyer, who knows her mind 

very well, even though she loves him and is totally on his side. He 

blames himself for having provoked the criminal who breaks into their 

home and holds a knife to her throat.  

 He did provoke him, indeed. They met on the morning of the day 

the book describes – this is another one-day book – and they had a 

confrontation. Perowne‘s prize car was slightly hit by Baxter‘s, and the 

latter would not produce his insurance. He would not even accept it had 

been his fault. Baxter‘s companion hit Perowne hard. Then Perowne 

noticed that Baxter most certainly suffered from a very serious 

neurological (Huntington‘s) disease, which would eventually kill him, 

destroying his brain first. He humiliated Baxter by telling him he knew 

everything there was to know about his condition. For the moment 

Baxter backed off, his companion walked away in disgust at his 

cowardice, and Perowne went on to his game of squash.  

 The incident did not die there. On the evening of the same day, 

Baxter, who had been following the doctor around, put a knife to 

Rosalind‘s throat and had the whole family humiliated before he was 
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pushed away. Rosalind is thus the victim of Perowne‘s professional 

pride, for which he blames himself all through the story. Yet, she can 

answer violence with violence, in her attitude at least, while her 

husband cannot: in his soul, he sympathizes with the aggressor, 

however hard he may be trying to fight him off. He is – from the point of 

view of violence – totally inefficient. 

 The 2003 February Saturday Ian McEwan describes – from dawn to 

the very early hours of the following Sunday – is drowned in violence. 

Fifty-year-old Henry lives in a world that stifles him and he struggles 

hard to prove to himself that he has the energy to handle it, to strike a 

(very fragile balance) between being a helpless victim and a victim in 

control. Because a victim he undoubtedly is, and the suspense comes 

from his constant effort to keep up appearances: we expect him to come 

to harm or to break down under the burden of violence any minute, on 

every page. 

 The difference between Modernist Clarissa Dalloway – also afraid 

of the violence around her in Woolf‘s one-day story in London – and 

after-Modernist Henry Perowne is that the causes of their fear are totally 

different. Clarissa is afraid for herself: she is afraid of her own insanity 

and death, and is trying to keep her past alive in the stream of her 

thoughts. Henry is a doctor. He is burdened by the fate of mankind. 

However proud he may be of, however deeply he may believe in and 

cherish the progress of medicine, at the back of his mind he knows that 

violence will bring the extinction of the species. We are dealing here 
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with the terror (not just a fear of) violence.  

 This existential terror has one major effect at the level of literary 

technique, in the writing of the novel, that is: McEwan does not focus on 

interiority. In Virginia Woolf‘s novels – in spite of her fragmentary 

telling – we could reconstruct the hidden story of the heroine‘s 

sensibility, and were waiting for a dénouement. With McEwan there is 

no hope for, and gradually we even lose interest in an explicit 

dénouement. We do not really care what will end the story.  

 All we care about is the telling. This is the after-Modernist feat: 

while Modernists proudly proclaimed the shift of focus, the changes 

Virginia Woolf preached did not really take place until after-Modernists, 

under the pressure of terror (terror of violence), taught us that the past 

was food for the moment, the future was certain death, and all we had 

was a story of horror told by the present.  

 A meaningless future will kill the present, but – for the brief space 

of the story the writer tells – we are allowed to find refuge in this frail 

present we mistrust. The convention of time (the narrative universal of 

earlier novels, the suspense of waiting for the end, in the future) is dead. 

T. S. Eliot half-foretold it, in his Waste Land: ‗My people, humble people, 

who expect/ Nothing...‘ What he did not imagine was that after-

Modernists would be able to build suspense out of the very death of the 

future. 

 From the very first page of Saturday, every incident narrated has a 

grain of violence, and we feel under the constant pressure of terror. First, 
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Henry wakes at 3:40 in the morning to witness (mere coincidence, of 

course) the crash of an unknown plane. He sees it burning in the sky 

above London. All through the first half of the day, Henry follows the 

news, wondering whether this is just a sad accident (there turn out to be 

no casualties) or a sign of Arab terrorism. We leave the novel with this 

question (unanswered) in our minds. And the threat stays with us, too. 

New York, London (which was to happen after the novel had been 

published, fulfilling its prophecy as it were), and what next? 

 All through this tale of terror and horror (both muffled by the hero‘s 

claim that he is unafraid), Henry keeps dreaming of a utopia (while 

living in his own dystopia): what marvels man has created, these 

beautiful convenient towns and these miraculous cures for diseases. He 

is a surgeon of the brain, he feels privileged he can mend minds, even 

though he has not got the faintest idea how they work. He tries to be a 

practical doctor, only his immaterial, metaphysical, existential terror 

finally overwhelms him. He knows that once his Saturday is over, the 

Sunday can only get worse. 

 Henry looks at the square in front of his windows and muses: 

 

Henry thinks the city is a success, a brilliant invention, a biological 
masterpiece – millions teeming around the accumulated and layered 
achievements of the centuries, as though around a coral reef, sleeping, 
working, entertaining themselves, harmonious for the most part, nearly 
everyone wanting it to work.   (p. 3) 

 

He cherishes his small comforts and the the thinking ability that created 
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them in the course of time: 

 

What simple accretions have brought the humble kettle to this peak of 
refinement: jug-shaped for efficiency, plastic for safety, wide spout for ease of 
filling, and clunky little platform to pick up the power. He never complained 
about the old style—the sticking tin lid, the thick black feminine socket 
waiting to electrocute wet hands seemed in the nature of things. But someone 
had thought about this carefully, and now there‘s no going back. The world 
should take note: not everything is getting worse. (p. 68) 
 
 

And his admiration of man‘s power of invention goes on: 

 

In Daisy‘s final term he went to an open day at her college. The young 
lecturers there like to dramatise modern life as a sequence of calamities. It‘s 
their style, their way of being clever. It wouldn‘t be cool or professional to 
count the eradication of smallpox as part of the modern condition. Or the 
recent spread of democracies. In the evening one of them gave a lecture on the 
prospects for our consumerist and technological civilisation: not good. But if 
the present dispensation is wiped out now, the future will look back on us as 
gods, certainly in this city, lucky gods blessed by supermarket cornucopias, 
torrents of accessible information, warm clothes that weigh nothing, extended 
life-spans, wondrous machines. This is an age of wondrous machines. 
Portable telephones barely bigger than your ear. Vast music libraries held in 
an object the size of a child‘s hand. Cameras that can beam their snapshots 
around the world. Effortlessly, he ordered up the contraption he‘s riding in 
now through a device on his desk via the Internet. The computer-guided 
stereotactic array he used yesterday has transformed the way he does 
biopsies. Digitalised entertainment binds that Chinese couple walking hand 
in hand, listening through a Y-socket to their personal stereo. And she‘s 
almost skipping, that stringy girl in a shell suit behind a three-wheel all-
terrain pushchair. In fact, everyone he‘s passing now along this pleasantly 
down-at-heel street looks happy enough, at least as content as he is.   (p. 77) 

 

In the same way he exalts the power (and mysterious nature of) of his 

own skills: 
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He‘s looking down at a portion of Baxter‘s brain. He can easily convince 
himself that it‘s familiar territory, a kind of homeland, with its low hills and 
enfolded valleys of the sulci, each with a name and imputed function, as 
known to him as his own house. Just to the left of the midline, running 
laterally away out of sight under the bone, is the motor strip. Behind it, 
running parallel, is the sensory strip. So easy to damage, with such terrible, 
lifelong consequences. How much time he has spent making routes to avoid 
these areas, like bad neighbourhoods in an American city. And this familiarity 
numbs him daily to the extent of his ignorance, and of the general ignorance. 
For all the recent advances, it‘s still not known how this well-protected one 
kilogram or so of cells actually encodes information, how it holds experiences, 
memories, dreams and intentions. He doesn‘t doubt that in years to come, the 
coding mechanism will be known, though it might not be in his lifetime. Just 
like the digital codes of replicating life held within DNA, the brain‘s funda-
mental secret will be laid open one day. But even when it has, the wonder will 
remain, that mere wet stuff can make this bright inward cinema of thought, of 
sight and sound and touch bound into a vivid illusion of an instantaneous 
present, with a self, another brightly wrought illusion, hovering like a ghost at 
its centre. Could it ever be explained, how matter becomes conscious? He 
can‘t begin to imagine a satisfactory account, but he knows it will come, the 
secret will be revealed – over decades, as long as the scientists and the 
institutions remain in place, the explanations will refine themselves into an 
irrefutable truth about consciousness. It‘s already happening, the work is 
being done in laboratories not far from this theatre, and the journey will be 
completed, Henry‘s certain of it. That‘s the only kind of faith he has. There‘s 
grandeur in this view of life. 

No one else in the theatre knows the hopeless condition of this particular 
brain. The motor strip he‘s looking at now is already compromised by 
disease, most likely by deterioration in the caudate and putamen, deep in the 
centre of the brain. Henry places his finger on the surface of Baxter‘s cortex. 
He sometimes touches a brain at the beginning of a tumour operation, testing 
the consistency. What wonderful fairy tale, how understandable and human it 
was, the dream of the healing touch. If it could simply be achieved with the 
caress of a forefinger, he‘d do it now. But the limits of the art, of neurosurgery 
as it stands today, are plain enough; faced with these unknown codes, this 
dense and brilliant circuitry, he and his colleagues offer only brilliant 
plumbing. (p. 262) 
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 Apparently the story unfurls slowly and quietly, almost 

uninteresting in its common incidents. A twenty-three-year-old daughter 

comes home after half a year in Paris – pregnant and with a first, almost 

published volume of verse; an eighteen-year-old son leaves school for the 

blues (at which he is remarkably good), and seems to have a brilliant 

future ahead of him; the family gather home on a Saturday evening. They 

are waiting for Rosalind‘s father, the poet John Grammaticus, who is 

expected to be reconciled with his grand-daughter Daisy after two years 

of estrangement. All these things happen without surprising anyone. The 

only surprise is Baxter‘s violence, which could threaten the future (kill 

Rosalind, mark them in some way), but which actually leaves them 

unscarred. Baxter‘s only effect is technical and philosophical: he compels 

the narration to focus on a philosophy of terror. 

  All the details look unimportant, merely accidental. If we go back, 

though, with the knowledge that the author has a point to make (we live 

in a futureless world of terror), we notice that nothing on the page is 

meaningless. The death of the future did not result in terror for 

Modernists because they drew on their lyrical interiority, they fell in 

love with the miracle of their minds. McEwan‘s hero is aware that the 

mind is not really a refuge: it can break down as we speak. Baxter is an 

example, and Henry‘s own mother, Lily, suffering from advanced 

Alzheimer (with no memory left at all), is another. Even Andrea 

Cahpman, a fourteen-year-old Nigerian girl, whom Perowne operates 

on successfully, has a precise part to play: she seems to promise a future 
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reenactment of Henry‘s own life with Rosalind (the two Perownes also 

met when Rosalind underwent neurosurgery). She is a minor character, 

but she does have a place in the puzzle.  

 The same as Virginia Woolf‘s Mrs Dalloway, McEwan‘s Saturday has 

its own Big Ben, which in this case is the plane. It begins as an accident 

which might require Henry‘s immediate presence at the hospital, and 

grows into a threat for the whole city, country, even planet. Henry is at 

first concerned with what he can/must do for the casualties. As the day 

progresses, his fear becomes more political and philosophical: terrorism 

might strike again, man is destroying his own species. This is how a 

minor detail is woven into the texture of the whole novel, which 

revolves single-mindedly around violence. 

 Even Rosalind‘s story is violent: her mother died in a car accident 

when she was sixteen. Until she meets Henry, Rosalind lives in the 

companionship of the memory of her mother. It is Henry who delivered 

her from the tumour on her pituitary gland (which blinds her for a few 

hours, scaring her to death), even though he was too young to operate 

on her himself at the time, he was a mere accessory, a helping hand for 

the surgeon. He also delivers her from her solitude. It is Henry again 

who both causes and annihilates the attack on her life by Baxter, which 

is in fact the only point of suspense this novel has. 

 Saturday is a slow-motion novel. There are moments when you feel 

you can no longer take its uneventfulness: the operations on the brain 

described in minute detail, the squash game (between Henry and his 
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American colleague Jay Strauss) that does not seem to end, Baxter‘s 

alternating humours as he is threatening the Perownes in their home.  

 Slow motion is McEwan‘s most dreaded weapon: when you think 

nothing more can happen, tension is building up and, when it springs 

on you, you are almost eager to face it. It is, in fact, the novelist‘s way of 

lending you strength. Saturday is a text that waters your endurance like a 

plant till you feel you can take anything, nothing can scare you. McEwan 

has written a fearless book about the most scaring topic in the whole 

wide world: man killing his own species because he is programmed to 

do so. 

 Henry‘s two children are bundles of violence wrapped in 

tenderness. Daisy, the ‗postgraduate aspiring poet‘ (p. 51), comes home 

from Paris with a ‗first volume of poetry to be published in May‘  

(p. 51), and an early stage pregnancy (with the prospect of marrying an 

Italian archaeologist and move to their own villa in London, eventually). 

She fills her father with the anger of the parent who cannot surrender his 

young. The author repeatedly stresses the neurosurgeon‘s ‗indignation‘: 

 

He‘s been trying to shrug off the fatherly possessiveness... (p. 52) 

 

His prospective son-in-law fills him with resentment. He is more than 

unwilling to allow his daughter to embark upon what once was his own 

adventure – starting a family and building her own life – because that 

would be the end of his fertile cycle, which is what his medical mind 
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keeps insinuating.  

 Henry‘s son, Theo, a ‗blues musician‘ at eighteen (and a very good 

one, at that), reminds us of Doris Lessing‘s dropouts in The Sweetest 

Dream: 

 

How have he and Rosalind, such dutiful, conventional types, given rise to 
such a free spirit? One who dresses, with a certain irony, in the style of the 
bohemian fifties, who won‘t read books or let himself be persuaded to stay on 
at school, who‘s rarely out of bed before lunchtime, whose passion is for 
mastery in all the  nuances of the tradition, Delta, Chicago, Mississippi, for 
certain licks that contain for him the key to all mysteries, and for the success 
of his band, New Blue Rider. (p. 26) 

 

But, unlike Lessing‘s rebellious teenagers, Theo is already a grown up. 

He has found his way. His father likes his new found maturity. So, when 

Theo is the one who uses violence to render Baxter powerless, and 

succeeds, Perowne feels as betrayed as when he notices Daisy is 

pregnant (Baxter forces her to undress in front of everyone in the room). 

Both his children are pushing him out of life, on the certain path to 

death. As Henry himself muses: 

 

Here‘s how it starts, the long process by which you become your children‘s 
child. (p. 31) 

 

 The plane on fire that starts Henry‘s day in the guise of a ‗comet‘ 

(the encouraging mystery of the universe awaits human understanding), 

then turns into an accident that first reclaims his professional ability 
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(man at his best, man the knowledgeable creature) and finally menaces 

to smash his entire way of life (could it be an act of Arab terrorism?). The 

episodic character Miri Taleb, an ‗Iraqi professor of ancient history‘ (of 

all things) with ‗torture scars‘ (p. 60), brings two threats in one: 

totalitarianism and terrorism. Here is his story, told in the third person, 

just like Perowne‘s stream of consciousness: 

 

Miri Taleb is in his late sixties, a man of slight, almost girlish build, with a 
nervous laugh, a whinnying giggle that could have something to do with his 
time in prison. He did his Ph.D. at University College London and speaks 
excellent English. His field is Sumerian civilisation, and for more than twenty 
years he taught at the university in Baghdad and was involved in various ar-
chaeological surveys in the Euphrates area. His arrest came one winter‘s 
afternoon in 1994, outside a lecture room where he was about to teach. His 
students were waiting for him inside and did not see what happened. Three 
men showed their security accreditation, and asked him to go with them to 
their car. There they handcuffed him, and it was at that point that his torture 
began. The cuffs were so tight that for sixteen hours, until they were removed, 
he could think of nothing else but the pain. Permanent damage was done to 
both shoulders. For the following ten months he was moved around central 
Iraq between various Jails. He had no idea what these moves meant, and no 
means of letting his wife know he was still alive. Even on the day of his release, 
he didn‘t discover what the charges were against him. (p. 61) 

 

 The load of violence that he carries is more than obvious. Both he 

and the plane are in direct connection with the Londoners‘ protest against 

England joining the UN war against Iraq. The marchers actually force 

Perowne to cross Baxter‘s path in the morning (when Perowne is going to 

his squash game, and a traffic mistake causes him to mildly brush against 

the young man‘s car, it being Baxter‘s fault). These marchers have no idea 
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that they are protesting indirectly in favour of maintaining Saddam‘s 

world of torture and totaliatarianism (that was the obsession of the early 

after-Modernists, such as Orwell). McEwan views politics (always 

implying violence, terror of some kind and fear everywhere) with a sad 

smile and infinite pity for its victims on both sides. 

 At some point, the neurosurgeon talks to himself, in the third 

person, about ‗the pre-verbal language that linguists call mentalese‘  

(p. 81). McEwan‘s novel definitely avoids using it. The Modernists, 

especially Joyce, worship the impression of the pre-verbal, the feeling 

that we read thoughts while they are being born, in the process of their 

verbalization, that each word can change a fate. McEwan is a true after-

Modernist from that point of view: he must have clarity and orderly 

language at all costs. The fear of losing his audience is strong.  

 On the other hand, Modernist devices are insufficient for him. 

Henry thinks a lot, it is true, but he does more than meditate on his past 

(like Leopold Bloom). McEwan places him in the middle of suspense, of 

a story (linear, lazy, boring at times, but moving towards a peak), 

something his reader can catch at if he does not feel like sharing the 

lyricism of existence. The word has lost its Modernist power. Suspense 

of the narrative – in this case focussing on a terror of violence – has come 

into power again. 

 Baxter, the punk in his mid-twenties who makes Perowne 

experience his mortal nature ahead of time, is actually dying fast 

himself. This story is not at all about his revenge for Henry‘s having 
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humiliated him in front of his fellows. It is true that Perowne manages to 

get the better of Baxter by merely guessing he is suffering from 

Huntington‘s Disease and indirectly promising him relief. He escapes a 

fearful beating, and goes to his game of squash.  

 Throughout the day, he keeps catching sight of Baxter‘s car now 

and then. At the end of the day, we realize that Baxter has trailed 

Perowne, has waited for the right time, has attacked his wife when she 

came in, last of all, and – Perowne thinks – has come to redeem his 

pride. The truth is Baxter is as confused as we are. He has no idea what 

he is doing in this story. McEwan, on the other hand, does. Baxter serves 

a point. He demonstrates that the human machine can go wrong, and, 

when it does, it is the beginning of both political terror (he is a small 

Saddam here) and physical violence (he comes incredibly close to 

killing, destroying the family, the basic cell of a society Perowne has so 

far worshipped so).  

 As opposed to the destruction Baxter announces, Rosalind and 

Henry are a couple that can rarely be found in early after-Modernist 

works (Huxley, Orwell, Golding, Burgess). It reminds us of Lessing‘s The 

Sweetest Dream. It is true that even younger after-Modernists (see 

Ishiguro) refuse a world based on love in the family. Love and the 

couple are usually banished from the tale – out of which half a fairy tale 

is preserved these days (the violent dragon half).  

 McEwan‘s Saturday (the same as the latter part of Lessing‘s above 

mentioned novel) makes it an act of courage to place all the bets on 
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happiness in the couple. Love has a right to be narrated. But the evil 

dragon of violence escapes, and devours the plot. It is the novelist‘s fate 

to try and recapture romance, and it is because of one kind of terror or 

another that he fails. The after-Modernist novel is hopeless. McEwan is 

no exception to that rule. He knows it and almost says so himself: 

 

He takes a step towards the CD player, then changes his mind for he‘s 
feeling the pull, like gravity, of the approaching TV news. It‘s a condition of the 
times, this compulsion to hear how it stands with the world, and be joined to 
the generality, to a community of anxiety. The habit‘s grown stronger these 
past two years; a different scale of news value has been set by monstrous and 
spectacular scenes. The possibility of their recurrence is one thread that binds 
the days. The government‘s counsel – that an attack in a European or American 
city is an inevitability – isn‘t only a disclaimer of responsibility, it‘s a heady 
promise. Everyone fears it, but there‘s also a darker longing in the collective 
mind, a sickening for self-punishment and a blasphemous curiosity. Just as the 
hospitals have their crisis plans, so the television networks stand ready to 
deliver, and their audiences wait. Bigger, grosser next time. Please don‘t let it 
happen. But let me see it all the same, as it‘s happening and from every angle, 
and let me be among the first to know. Also, Henry needs to hear about the 
pilots in custody. (p. 180) 

 

His hero expresses his need for the fairy-tale: 

 

Sitting down comfortably for the first time since he entered the house, 
his feet delightfully relieved of his weight, his mood enhanced by wine and 
three glasses of champagne on an empty stomach, his hearing still faintly 
impaired by Theo‘s band, his thighs aching again from the squash, Perowne 
abandons himself to a gentle swell of dissociation. Nothing matters much. 
Whatever‘s been troubling him is benignly resolved. The pilots are harmless 
Russians, Lily is well cared for, Daisy is home with her book, those two 
million marchers are good-hearted souls, Theo and Chas have written a fine 
song, Rosalind will win her case on Monday and is on her way, it‘s 
statistically improbable that terrorists will murder his family tonight, his stew, 
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he suspects, might be one of his best, all the patients on next week‘s list will 
come through, Grammaticus means well really, and tomorrow – Sunday – 
will deliver Henry and Rosalind into a morning of sleep and sensuality. (p. 
208) 

 

 Henry‘s Saturday is fairly simple, but it does not lead to what he 

expects at all: a game of squash, a visit to his mother (who cannot 

remember who he is), shopping and cooking the evening family meal. 

The violent attack smashes the routine, and terror makes everyone 

aware how afraid they are of death.   

 Henry thinks he gets the better of this fear when he operates on 

Baxter – after the latter falls and is unconscious – saving his life. 

Everybody gets back to the routine: Theo and Daisy go on building their 

lives, John Grammaticus and Perowne‘s mother come closer and closer 

to inevitable death, while Henry and Rosalind learn to face the fact that 

they are next in line.  

 Baxter is saved from death only to be introduced to the 

antechamber of hell: he will deteriorate and die in agony. Henry calls it 

his own revenge. Only this novel is not at all about crime or punishment. 

It is McEwan‘s view of a world terrorized by violence, which has killed 

all hope of a fairy-tale future for mankind.  

 Our idyll with the future is dead. With the death of this future, the 

present succumbs to terror. Iraq, the plane ablaze, the tortured professor, 

Baxter tortured by Huntington‘s Disease, are all signs. We can try to 

imagine love and happiness. All we can get for now – in the after-



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

375 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

Modernist age – is fear.  

 Since it is the death of the future that after-Modernists are  

concerned with, McEwan feels he has to explain his violent protagonist 

in that respect: 

 

Baxter is a special case – a man who believes he has no future and is therefore 
free of consequences. (p. 217) 

 

The cause of this death of Baxter‘s literary future – which inevitably 

leaves the narrative insufficient and the reader agape, is also combined 

with another after-Modernist obsession (see David Lodge, Thinks...), this 

time a continuation (and a drastic change of perspective) of Modernism: 

the mind.  

 Henry Perowne is a healer of brains (when he does not fail). He 

realizes he has not got the faintest idea how the substance of the brain 

translates into real thoughts, personality, sensibility. But he thinks the 

world of man‘s progress in operating on the brain, he worships his 

power over the brain. Modernists worshipped memory (the past) as an 

activity of the brain. After-Modernists ignore this function of the brain. 

They are futureless, disillusioned materialists. Baxter is an after-

Modernist of the mind in the real sense of the word. He is about to kill 

because his brain and his future are taken away from him: 

 

At some point he‘ll find himself writhing and hallucinating on a bed he‘ll 
never leave, in a long-term psychiatric ward, probably friendless, certainly 
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unlovable, and there his slow deterioration will be managed, with efficiency if 
he‘s in luck. Now, while he can still hold a knife, he has come to assert his 
dignity, and perhaps even shape the way he‘ll be remembered. Yeah, that tall 
geezer with the Merc made a big fucking mistake when he trashed old Baxter’s wing 
mirror. The story of Baxter deserted by his men, defeated by a stranger who 
was able to walk away unscathed, all that will be forgotten. (p. 218) 

 

 The old trick of sympathizing with the aggressor is also used. 

Henry cannot feel anything but pity for his victimizer, and even feel 

guilty for having used his medical knowledge in order to avoid being 

beaten, later on to avoid his wife‘s being killed: 

 

Henry is already moving. Baxter draws back the knife. Henry seizes his 
wrist with both hands, pinning the arm in place. Contact at last. A moment 
later, Theo lunges forwards from two steps down and takes Baxter by the 
lapels of his leather jacket, and with a twisting, whip-like movement of his 
body pulls him off balance. At the same time, Perowne, still gripping the arm, 
heaves with his shoulder, and together they fling him down the stairs. 

He falls backwards, with arms outstretched, still holding the knife in his 
right hand. There‘s a moment, which seems to unfold and luxuriously 
expand, when all goes silent and still, when Baxter is entirely airborne, 
suspended in time, looking directly at Henry with an expression, not so much 
of terror, as dismay. And Henry thinks he sees in the wide brown eyes a 
sorrowful accusation of betrayal. He, Henry Perowne, possesses so much – 
the work, money, status, the home, above all, the family – the handsome 
healthy son with the strong guitarist‘s hands come to rescue him, the 
beautiful poet for a daughter, unattainable even in her nakedness, the famous 
father-in-law, the gifted, loving wife; and he has done nothing, given nothing 
to Baxter who has so little that is not wrecked by his defective gene, and who 
is soon to have even less. (p. 236) 

 

 The common trick among authors of thrillers to side with the 

criminal originates in the Stream of Consciousness, where there was no 

right or wrong, no positive or negative hero, no good or bad in the sense 
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of fairy tales, or of Fielding, Dickens, of actually all literature before the 

great Modernist change.  

 Among after-Modernists, few expect the reader to read morally 

(Ishiguro is one of those). McEwan‘s morals, too, is all mixed up. The 

criminal is a victim (of his own body), the self-centered father-in-law is 

another victim (of his own age, again – since he is closer to death than all 

the others present at the family reunion in this novel). A moral author or 

a moral reader would have blamed the criminal, but McEwan does 

something which has become commonplace in our moral-less after-

Modernist time: he justifies the murderer while blaming him. The new 

plot has found a new momentum: if you are bored of punishing the 

culprit, join him and defy the old convention of morality. 

 This death of the future (the hopelessness of a race which self-

destructs) could not fail to produce a literary effect, the same as the brain 

(as an organ) results in a halo of thought and emotion. Its result was 

literature with a future. We can only attempt a theory on what comes 

after after-Modernist literature, and wait and see whether life will prove 

or disprove it. Here is Ian McEwan‘s own approximation of this theory: 

 

He‘s no social theorist and, of course, he‘s thinking of Baxter, that unpickable 
knot of affliction. It may be the thought of him that makes Henry feel shaky, 
or the physical effects of tiredness – he has to put his hand on the sill to steady 
himself. He feels himself turning on a giant wheel, like the Eye on the south 
bank of the Thames, just about to arrive at the highest point – he‘s poised on a 
hinge of perception, before the drop, and he can see ahead calmly. Or it‘s the 
eastward turn of the earth he imagines, delivering him towards the dawn at a 
stately one thousand miles an hour. If he counts on sleep rather than the clock 
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to divide the days, then this is still his Saturday, dropping far below him, as 
deep as a lifetime. And from here, from the top of his day, he can see far 
ahead, before the descent begins. Sunday doesn‘t ring with the same promise 
and vigour as the day before. The square below him, deserted and still, gives 
no clues to the future. But from where he stands up here there are things he 
can see that he knows must happen. Soon it will be his mother‘s time, the 
message will come from the home, or they‘ll send for him, and he and his 
family will be sitting by her bed, in her tiny room, with her ornaments, 
drinking the thick brown tea, watching the last of her, the husk of the old 
swimmer, shrink into the pillows. At the thought, he feels nothing now, but 
he knows the sorrow will surprise him, because it‘s happened once before. (p. 
282) 

 

 The novelist‘s refuge here – quite unlike earlier after-Modernists – is 

in the joy of the couple. This refuge seasons all the other obsessions of 

the novel: time as a topic for fiction, the certainty that Henry does not 

want the Sunday that comes after his Saturday because that is only 

reason for fear, the death of a desirable future. 

 Ian McEwan‘s theory of time as a topic for fiction, his certainty that 

he does not want the Sunday that comes after his Saturday, are muffled 

by the novelist‘s refuge in the couple. Unexpected for an after-Modernist 

– and also announcing a new development. Perowne ends his day in 

bed, with a wife he loves, telling himself over and over again, 

 

there‘s only this. (p. 289) 

 

In the late eighties, a Romanian good novelist, Marin Preda, ended his 

novel The Most Beloved on Earth in a similar way: ‗If love is not, nothing 

is.‘  
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 While Ishiguro, Barnes, Swift, Lodge, Bradbury, Gray, Byatt, 

Tremain and so many others have misgivings about love (the stuff of 

fairy tales, alongside violence), some writers today look back. They see 

they are the inheritors  of a recent tradition of fear, because only the 

violence of he past has been kept, only the dragon of the fairy-tale has 

survived.  

 Are they bringing the prince and princess back? The feeling of a safe 

present, supported by a convenient naivety about past and future? Is 

naivety as to terror (the terror that the future is dead in both life and 

literature) going to survive? McEwan‘s Saturday probes ahead. We shall 

have to wait and see if the cozy couple can kill the fear we have lived 

with since the advent of Modernism. We must find out what the after-

Modernist is turning into as we speak. 

 

Ian McEwan‘s Saturday, Doubleday, 2005 
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An elegy on violence: 

Timothy Mo, Sour Sweet 

  

 

 

 

 Son of an English mother and a Cantonese father, Timothy Mo was 

born in Hong Kong in 1950. Sour Sweet, which is his second novel, is a 

book about Chinese solitude above all. The solitude is not exclusively 

Chinese, of course, but the novelist focuses on the members of one 

Chinese family, which he imagines in great detail. We know what they 

wear, what they eat, we certainly learn a lot from the novelist‘s own 

discourse – Mo constantly shifts the point of view, sometimes changing 

the hero from one word to the next – but not even once do we find in 

this intensely tragic and yet comforting novel a moment when the 

heroes actually communicate with one another.  

 Timothy Mo writes in good after-Modernist tradition. He uses 

humour, more than irony, to convey an immense sadness, the pain of 

living, the wound of displacement. Kazuo Ishiguro relies mainly on irony. 

Mo prefers the warmer climate of humour, so we feel free to laugh at the 

heroes with the writer‘s agreement. Timothy Mo laughs and cries while 
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the fates of his heroes unfurl, he never steps aside to point at them with 

disapproval. He loves the beings he imagines, and never fails to warm up 

to their senseless misfortunes.  

 Sour Sweet, a title reminding the reader of Chinese ‗sour and sweet‘ 

meals, but mainly reinforcing the sour sweet taste of life, is a sumptuous 

book. It advances in a realistic manner, using third person narrative, and 

boldly describing rooms, streets (the heroes‘ world is very small, yet 

very draughty, with echoes and ghosts from the whole universe), only to 

end in a perfect adaptation of the Stream of Consciousness to the needs 

of the after-Modernist novel.  

 Mo has been compared to Dickens because of his humour, of his 

fondness for hearty laughter. He is just as close to Joyce and Woolf. 

Every sentence is a piece of somebody‘s mind. Mo rewrites realism and 

Stream of Consciousness in his after-Modernist manner. He tells a story 

all right, but the end does not really matter. This book – if  it were not for 

the reader‘s unwillingness – could stop anywhere and yet afford 

enjoyment. It does not focus on a beginning or a consummation.  

 The plot is carefully built in order to create a necessary suspense, 

and the reader constantly wonders what will happen next. But his 

enjoyment of the novel does not depend on a final act. The only thing 

that ends is Chen‘s (‗Husband‘s‘) life. For the rest of the heroes (Lily, the 

wife; Mui, Lily‘s older sister; Man Kee, Lily‘s son; Grandpa, Chen‘s 

father; Mrs Law, a wealthy friend of the two women, Lily and Mui; Mr 

Lo, who in the end becomes Mui‘s ‗Husband‘, precisely when Lily no 
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longer has one; etc), the novel is just a slice of life, an interval of five 

years at most, in the early 1960s, in London.  

 Mo is a master of concision in describing landscapes, environments. 

He knows how to choose necessary details, he loads every word with 

emotion. It is a feature of after-Modernist fiction that unnecessary 

descriptions have been suppressed. It all started with Joyce, even though 

we could still find poetic images in abundance in Virginia Woolf. With 

the after-Modernists, when a landscape is described or the environment 

of a hero is paid attention to, we can be sure there is more to it than just 

physical appraisal.  

 For after-Modernist authors the hero‘s physical details fade. 

Sometimes the heroes are voices whom we would never recognize if 

they walked past us in the street; we are rarely told what they look like. 

This physical vagueness, again, is an echo from the Stream of 

Consciousness, which started rewriting the classical, realistic tradition. 

Impressionism was in the air and it still is, but to various degrees, 

depending on each author.  

 Mo chooses to let us know what bodies look like. He cheats us into 

thinking this is a realistic novel, when in fact it is not one at all. It is a 

symbol for displacement, built painstakingly, rendered accessible by 

these very details which help us visualise it.  

 The novel begins when ‗The Chens had been living in the UK for 

four years, which was long enough to have lost their place in the society 

from which they had emigrated but not long enough to feel comfortable 
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in the new.‘ (p. 1) The very first page of the book gives us the major 

information we need: the main characters are named (Chen, Lily, Mui 

and Man Kee), and we are told they have recently emigrated (the feeling 

of displacement weighing heavily on their minds).  

 Chen is a waiter in a Chinese restaurant, and Lily is a housewife 

who takes care of ‗their twenty-nine-month-old son‘ (p. 3). We have a 

suspicion that Lily is going to be the main heroine of this novel, which is 

indeed mostly written from her point of view, in flashes of her 

consciousness. My impression is that, as far as displacement is 

concerned (which is not the only focus here), the real heroine of this 

book is Lily‘s sister, Mui. She undergoes an astounding transformation 

from ‗a nervous young woman who had not left the house more than a 

dozen times – and then only to go across the road – since her arrival 

twenty-two months ago‘ (p. 3) to a better adapted woman than Lily, a 

woman who contemplates becoming a British citizen – which never 

crosses Lily‘s mind. 

 The novel begins with Lily having saved ‗£ 393‘ (p. 4), ‗which she 

kept rolled in an old tea tin in her pantry. She had vague but strong 

plans as to the best way of using it, and had kept the existence of the 

fragrant hoard secret.‘ (p. 4) This statement is made in the name and 

voice of the author-narrator, but we should not let it fool us, because 

only a paragraph lower, although the narrator apparently continues to 

pour down into our minds objective facts about the Chens, it is Lily‘s 

mind that brings to life the memory of her life before London, in her 
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author‘s words: 

 

She had been wearing a dab of 4711 cologne at the dance where she met 
Husband. This function had taken place in his home village of Tung San. It 
had been thrown for emigrant bachelors like himself in search of wives to take 
back to Europe. Lily was not a New Territories villager herself. She came from 
Kwangsi province, from a village by a major river town near the Kwangtung 
border. (...) Chen was then twenty-seven, an advanced age to have reached 
without acquiring a wife, not to say children, a fact which his father had 
strongly impressed upon him. Old Mr Chen was a carpenter (...). Mother and 
Father Chen were now heavily dependent on their son‘s money from 
overseas. (p. 5) 

 

 So far the voice is non-committal. It could be anyone‘s: the author‘s, 

Chen‘s own, Lily‘s. We are told the bare facts. Lily was parentless and 

worked as a stitcher in a factory, living in the barracks on the factory 

roof. Once arrived in England, she had a son, and Husband cabled her 

older sister Mui to come and live with them, help Lily with ‗all the 

housework‘.  

 Having worked ‗as a servant for a Cantonese-speaking English 

bachelor in government service‘ (p. 6) for two years, Mui has learnt 

some English, and she can come to England. When she arrives, Lily is 

saving money in hopes of persuading Chen to start a business of their 

own. Mui can do nothing but watch television ‗avidly‘ at first. Months of 

television and nothing else helps Mui involuntarily soak in the 

atmosphere of England and adapt to it, understand about the 

importance of obeying the authorities, of conforming to the system.  

 We are slowly told about the girls‘ mother dying when Lily was 
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born, and her father teaching her ‗Chinese boxing‘ relentlessly. Every 

detail is useful later on, but we hardly know that as we proceed. The 

fighting appears again in accounts of the Chinese Mafia-like 

organisation in London. Violence is part of the heroes‘ culture, and they 

have it in common with this organisation, even though they do not make 

a living by it.  

 When their father died, Mui was fifteen, Lily almost eleven. The 

chapter ends with the image of the family – Chen, Lily, Man Kee and 

Mui – presented to us by the author, but we have slowly stolen into Lily‘ 

thoughts and we know her story as if we had lived it ourselves. While 

apparently realistic, Mo focusse on Lily‘s mind. 

 The second chapter interrupts the story (this alternation becomes a 

pattern) in order to introduce characters of the underground Chinese 

Mafia. At first, the connection between Chen and this Mafia is  not clear, 

but it becomes quite apparent eventually. Chen needs a sum of money to 

help his sick father, and the Mafia supplies it, intending to use him as a 

very small (but necessary) pawn. He suddenly realizes what he has got 

into, in his apparently narrow minded, quiet way (he never speaks to us 

about his fears), runs away hiding in the small take away he opens in a 

deserted suburb, is found (we infer from another character‘s words, who 

has no idea what is going on) and is at last killed by mistake. When the 

Mafia changes heads and the mistake of killing him is admitted, they 

send Chen‘s wife a ‗remittance‘ of £ 10 a month. She hopes Chen has run 

away to Holland to help the family financially, but he will come home 
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(whatever ‗home‘ means in this book of dislocation) in the long run. 

Actually this novel is not about Chen‘s short travel towards death, but 

about his wife‘s realization how much she is in love with him. 

 Mo‘s novel alternates two worlds: one is Chen‘s ‗small family,‘ and 

the other is the Mafia, which seems to be Chen‘s community, the curse 

of his displacement and the reason why he cannot aspire to Englishness. 

Chen‘s world and values are still Chinese. He is quite confused, and his 

unwilling involvement in the underground world of violence only 

makes things worse for him.  

 His sense of displacement is another form of violence in Sour Sweet. 

Lily is totally ignorant of his tragedy, Mui transcends it. Man Kee is a 

silent hero, he is too young for us to know – so the author would have us 

believe – what he thinks. We do get an image of the world seen through 

his eyes, but it is enigmatic and broken, just like the image of the world 

filtered by Chen‘s consciousness.  

 Mo is in turn each of his heroes, he speaks in the third person but 

uses their minds, their words. The novel is – much of it – written in an 

English approximation of Chinese, an English adapted by a Chinese 

speaker. The fun of it is irresistible, although we are keenly aware that 

the humour hides a deep tragedy, within which two cultures clash, and 

it is not sure which – if any – wins.  

 Short lyrical flashes are interspersed in the text, such as the 

sentence: ‗And she and Mui laughed and sang old children‘s songs as 

they prepared the dessert, remembering hot summers in Kwangsi long 
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ago.‘ The nostalgia comes precisely when Chen has slipped into the 

Mafia trap and has – though we do not know it yet, but can guess from 

his ominous anxiety – signed his own death sentence.  

 In front of tragedy, Mo is mute. He does not describe deaths – 

except Mafia killings of people we hardly know – and approaches the 

mere thought of death with much caution. Chen‘s mother dies, but we 

are not told any details, while the father comes to London and is a 

hilarious hero. It is true, he builds his own coffin – he being a carpenter – 

and shows it to a flabbergasted gathering of English old people with old 

age disabilities, whom he invited over for dinner, although he does not 

speak one word of English. The English think they have been invited to 

a funeral. What the gesture means to the Chinese old man we are not 

told. The moment Grandpa invites a guest to step into the coffin and see 

how comfortable it is, and tells him he can make one for him too, and 

‗not dear‘ (he means cheap), we unwillingly smile. It is a telling example 

of how humour and tears mix in this sour sweet novel.  

 Chen is not at all innocent or naive. Although the author describes 

his consciousness in the third person, we actually feel Chen is speaking 

for himself. The seemingly realistic narrative is a sequence of 

monologues rendered in indirect speech. We come to ignore the realistic 

convention and perceive the text as a stream-of-consciousness narrative, 

rewritten from a Modernist perspective: 

 

Chen‘s gloom, which had briefly lifted, thickened in the next few weeks; so 
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that as his father regained his health his own spirits sank. He would never 
enjoy peace of mind again. But he didn‘t see himself as an innocent ensnared; 
he was too honest for that. He had, and this was a slow-acting corrosive, 
known all along about the kind of help he would get. (p. 75) 

 

 The first sentence in the excerpt is classical third-person objective 

narrative. The following sentences steal deeper and deeper into Chen‘s 

consciousness and we feel it is Chen himself who reveals everything to 

us in an old fashioned convention that Mo is using. Rewriting tradition 

is an after-Modernist feature, and Mo uses it. He rewrites the Stream of 

Consciousness using the tricks of objective realistic narration. The effect 

is that the novel comes out clear and totally accessible to the reader. We 

feel tempted to say that whatever Mo does – consciously or not – is done 

for the sake of clarity. 

 Mo uses two kinds of suspense in this novel. One is the romantic 

evolution of love. The other is the thriller vein of the Mafia, which leads 

to Chen‘s death. As we go along, we perceive the thriller as dimly and 

anxiously as Chen himself, and it takes a while for us to understand that 

Chen is doomed. We are given the facts even as early as page 77 (with 

two more hundred pages to go), but we prefer to ignore the hero‘s fears 

and ‗despair‘: 

 

Fok was adept at a cheap kind of psychology and not wholly insensitive. 
He let matters rest there for a while. He wished to give Chen time to recover. 
Let him think about the situation and reconcile himself to it. Then he would 
press him hard; make threats, hint at blackmail, physically abuse him, or get 
others to do it. Then appeal to his better feelings. Alternate soft with hard. 
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Chen owed a deep debt, after all. He owed more than if the favour had been 
done for himself. Working for his ‗benefactors‘ could be presented as a 
continuing act of self-sacrifice for his own family. Fok knew his man. Another 
three weeks – and then he would really press hard. (p. 77) 

 

 There are several important elements to be discussed in this excerpt. 

First, a description of the Mafia appears inside one of the chapters 

devoted to Chen‘s family (the mixture never happens again). Mo blends 

the two worlds only to stress the importance of family for Chen and all 

his heroes. Chen allowed himself to become the slave of Mafia for the 

sake of his family in the first place (his family in London, and his parents 

back home). Lily herself receives Chen‘s father with more than respect, 

she is eager to show him love, and she treats him as best she can. Family 

is sacred. That is why – we learn in a chapter devoted to the Mafia this 

time – this Chinese organization makes it a point of helping relatives 

back home, as a plan of investment, of securing pawns such as Chen 

himself.  

 Second, we are allowed into the Mafia man‘s mind as he plans how 

to enslave Chen for good  ‗Alternate soft with hard‘ is a sentence without 

a subject and it does not need one, because we know who thinks it, we 

think it with him, we are inside his mind. Fok is the man Chen runs from, 

finding a remote little place for his take away. When we think he has 

actually managed to escape, his neighbour tells Lily repeatedly he has 

seen Chen with Lily‘s brother (Lily has no brother), and Chen was filling 

the man‘s car with food. Lily chooses to ignore the information but we 
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make better use of it. The Mafia link is back, Chen has been found. From 

now on, we are not allowed any trip into Chen‘s mind. It seems that Chen 

is all on his own, and the book will make the best of his solitude, which, 

frankly speaking, endears him to us more than any analysis of his 

thoughts or any attempt on his part to squeeze tears. Nobody weeps for 

Chen until it is too late, and even then Lily thinks that he will come back, 

that he is on another temporary exile. 

 Lily is the hero who most resents her exile. She comes as a Chinese 

and stays Chinese to the bitter end, unlike Mui, Man Kee, Mrs Law, Mr 

Lo, who melt in the background, adapt to a new community, or at least 

try to. Her mind is the best probed in the novel. If anybody talks to us 

obviously, across the third-person convention, it is definitely Lily, and 

through her we get to see Mui, Chen, Man Kee and all the rest. Lily‘s 

unwillingness to blend in is obvious in the following few sentences, 

which express a thought attributed to her while the three, Chen, Lily and 

Mui, are looking for a place to start their own business: 

 

As they turned the corner Lily took a last look at the fire, still burning in 
isolation, with nobody so much as throwing one extra plank on it or even 
enjoying its heat. How strange the English were, how different, how careless 
of the consequences of their own deeds! And as for their attitude to the old 
people it was nothing less than shameful neglect, a national disgrace. (p. 86) 

 

 Chen, Lily and Mui walk along, each of them ‗locked in his or her 

own thoughts‘ (p. 86), but this is valid for the whole novel. If there is any 

communion, such as that between Mui and Mrs Law, it is only obliquely 
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hinted at. Mo has in Sour Sweet a lot in common with Henry James and 

the latter‘s use of understatement in dialogue.  

 Here and there, Mo mentions the mother tongue of his heroes: 

 

What a society! (...) pondered Lily, thinking in Cantonese. (p. 90) 

 

He also tries to show the roots of their awkwardness, all of them being 

characters with misplaced identities: 

 

Mui had run out of containers to occupy her hands. She tittered. This 
was out of the nervousness, embarrassment, and excitement of seeing a flesh 
and blood Englishman, as opposed to a flickering one-dimensional image on 
the screen, in her house for the first time. You couldn‘t very well get a more 
flesh and blood specimen, redder and hairier, than the present example of an 
Englishman. (p. 104) 

 

It sounds funny, but it is tragic. Desperately hardworking Lily, Mui and 

Chen find themselves in the middle of a totally different culture. They 

can sleep on the floor, do not need material comfort, are prepared to 

work most of the day seven days a week, eat next to nothing, save every 

little penny, wear the cheapest clothes.  

 In short, Mo writes a primer on Chinese life abroad. Grandpa comes 

to London and finds the small room Lily has prepared for him too large. 

He prefers sleeping on the floor under the counter, taking up as little 

space as possible. The way Timothy Mo rebuilds the Chinese universe 

from European bits of material civilization is amazing and wildly 
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exciting. We can hardly wait for the next page to go on with life in this 

strange world, hidden in the middle of our own world, yet so much like 

Robinson Crusoe‘s.  

 Mo uses inverted commas as a rule, but at a certain point he uses 

dialogue lines, for short fragments of conversation. Here is one: 

 

  – Younger sister, where do you think Brother-in-law and Man Kee go? 
  – I don‘t know, Mui. It‘s their little secret. I know they enjoy themselves. 
  – No mistake. It‘s good for Nephew to have man‘s company, especially at 

the age he is now. Look what happened when Father had you to himself. 
  – What happened to me, elder sister? What on earth are you talking about? 
  – Never mind, younger sister. It‘s not important. Please, don‘t take offence. 

Ah, I think the ‗sweet and sour pork‘ is cooked now. 
  – Give it another five minutes, the harder the coating the better they like it. 

 

‗Sweet and sour pork‘ is not a real Chinese meal. Chen cooks it because 

it is a European idea of what Chinese food should taste like. Is the novel 

trying to do the same, we wonder? Combine Chinese and European into 

a book about exoticism rendered familiar and the familiar displaced and 

relocated? 

 Violence is an interesting and key issue of the novel. At first, Lily‘s 

father teaches her violence (boxing) and she hates it, but it helps her in 

life later on, although Mui seems to think it harmed her. But, by the time 

Mui intimates that, she herself has grown far too ‗soft‘ – Lily thinks – 

and is dangerously close to melting into her British environment).  

 Chinese Mafia blends ritual and violence by definition; it cannot 

exist without either. The historical, traditional organization helps Chen, 
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kills him and then admits it was a mistake and sends Lily a monthly 

‗remittance‘, which she eagerly substitutes for Chen.  

 Chen, on the other hand, could not be farther away from violence. 

He is a little selfish and egocentric, maybe, but grows into a wonderful 

father. The Mafia teaches him that one short moment of moral softness 

can cost him his life. That moment comes when he borrows money, 

gambles it, loses everything, and borrows more. The Mafia take care of 

his father, who is still alive when his son is killed in an unknown place 

in London. Lily, the rebel against British authority of all kinds (no 

driving license, no social help accepted, no idea of book keeping and 

laws), does not even declare him missing, and is only too happy to take 

the small monthly sum she receives from Amsterdam as proof that he is 

alive. Chen is pushed into violence by his moral code, by loyalty to his 

family.  

 Mui is as non-violent as Chen is. Lily, on the other hand, is their 

very opposite. She teaches Man Kee to fight when the latter comes home 

and complains he is being bullied. The child returns to tell  

Lily his teacher remonstrated him for fighting ‗dirty‘. Lily cannot 

understand: 

 

Lily was considerably taken aback. What was ‗fair‘ about fighting, or ‗unfair‘? 
You fought to win and you won any way you could. (p. 235) 

 

 It is Lily again who supplies the core of violence in the novel. When 
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Man Kee declares he wants to grow up and become a gardener (his 

father‘s hobby, after they have opened the take away), Lily is so 

disappointed that she goes to the back yard and, with her bare hands, 

uproots the mango her son has been watering tenderly for months: 

 

Lily stormed out of the room into the kitchen. That Husband should abet 
him in his disobedience and  wilfulness! She looked into the dark garden, her 
own eyes blurring and a lump forming in her throat. As bitter tears began to 
come, she opened the back door and strode down to the end of the garden, 
guided by the smell of the compost-heap. She put her hands round Man Kee‘s 
mango plant and tugged at it. It would not come up. She bent her knees and 
pulled with her back as well as her arms. There was a subterranean tearing, the 
sound of small roots, tendrils, and delicate fibres shearing and snapping. Still it 
wouldn‘t come. Lily took a deep breath. She wiped cold sweat from her 
forehead. She strained, fighting the plant with her whole body. With louder 
vegetable groanings it began to come out of the earth. Another long pull and 
then the plant was uprooted with a single loud snap that seemed to come out of 
her own body, so that for a moment Lily wondered if she had cracked her own 
vertebrae. She didn‘t very much care. Her blood pounded in her ears; she was 
panting; there was a sharp, almondy smell high in her nostrils. Yes, it was the 
plant; she sniffed the roots and the earth. Juice, sap must be running out from 
its ruptured veins. She threw the plant on the compost heap and walked back 
up the garden slowly, the earth lumpy under the soles of her slippers. She had 
to slap them together quite hard indoors to get the grit out of the insides. (p. 
256) 

 

 The garden is a symbol of love in the tiny universe of Chen‘s take 

away, or rather Lily‘s, because it was her idea, made possible by Chen‘s 

need to run away from the restaurant he was working at, in order to 

escape the violence of the Mafia. The mango is Man Kee‘s palpable 

understanding of love. Lily uproots it. It sounds like a perfect rendering 

of the idea of exile or uprootedness. It is also a murder of the very 
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feeling of love, which has blossomed in exile. It is a triumph of violence. 

Lily could have done the same thing back in Hong Kong or in her native 

village. With the mango, she does not kill the Chinese tradition behind 

her son, or his English future; she kills his tenderness.  

 Sour Sweet is a novel about adapting to exile rather than on exile 

itself. When Chen moves to his new business, this is how Mo renders his 

thoughts: 

 

Chen felt at home and yet not at home. He had been more comfortable 
rootless. (p. 135) 

 

Leaving China is not shown as a difficult decision to make. Lily is happy 

to forget the misery she was living in. Chen‘s own memories of home 

are not even mentioned. Living with estrangement, with alienation can 

be handled: the Chens, Mui, Mr Lo, Mrs Law build their own world, and 

then venture outside it (more, in the case of Mui, much less as far as Lily 

is concerned).  

 Not being welcomed by the English surroundings is what becomes 

painful. Chen is all right when he is ‗rootless,‘ but cannot handle not 

feeling ‗at home‘ anywhere. Home is where the heart is, and his heart 

has been menaced by Mafia (the Chinese big family) violence since the 

very moment he succumbed to moral weakness and risked his freedom, 

gambled with his life in order to save his father‘s.  

 Timothy Mo‘s novel is ultimately a novel of sacrifice, Chen‘s 
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sacrifice on the altar of family. Is family the best of things? this novel 

seems to ask rhetorically. The irony is that the Mafia see themselves as a 

big family, too. Violence, Mo very subtly points out, starts in the family. 

And when it does not, in certain cases (see the tenderness Chen and Man 

Kee share), it is implanted there. Lily‘s father does that to her, and she 

does the same to her son. Mui tells her, when she teaches Man Kee to 

fight: ‗You will regret this.‘ All perpetrators of violence regret it in the 

end, from Lily to the Mafia. Mo writes here an elegy on violence. 

 A key image for this violence and its effect on the older and 

younger generations is the apparently comical image of the turkey 

which Lily beheads in order to cook it in the English way. Mui receives 

it as a gift, and Lily kills it, then cooks it, and it turns out so bitter that no 

one can eat it. What is worse, after beheading, the headless body of the 

turkey scares Man Kee so badly that he never touches meat again: 

 

Chen handed Lily the cleaver and she rose. ‗Hold its legs together!‘ But 
she was too late. The turkey was up and lurching from side to side. Lily, 
angry and excited, missed with her first blow and the second caught the 
turkey on the wind-pipe and bounced off. The bird dropped on one leg but 
was immediately up. Lily rubbed the chopper blade briskly against the 
kitchen windowsill, melting the frost on her make-shift whetstone. The turkey 
was now against the wall and Lily measured her blow, levering her entire 
body weight from the waist and channelling it into her long arm. The turkey‘s 
head flew off and a surprisingly small amount of blood came from the neck. 
The headless bird began running in small circles which widened. Lily 
watched in amazement; there was no killing this bird. Its great feet scratched 
the ground. She gave a short snort of laughter at its ludicrous appearance. The 
back door opened and Man Kee emerged. The decapitated bird was now 
running in a big circle and it went straight for Man Kee who had stepped into 
its orbit. The bird showed no sign of flagging. Man Kee screamed and ran for 
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his father with the turkey apparently in pursuit. Looking over his shoulder, 
Man Kee saw the turkey‘s path would take it to his father before he could 
reach him and he turned to Mui instead. 

Lily was laughing helplessly at the comic sight. How alarmed Son 
looked over nothing! As Mui gathered Man Kee into the sanctuary of her 
arms. Lily stepped into the bird‘s path and tripped it neatly. It fell on its back, 
legs and claws still stubbornly pedalling. Chopper dripping, Lily went over to 
Mui. Man Kee was crying and would not look at his mother. Mui took him 
indoors while Lily brought the twitching turkey into the kitchen. (p. 177) 

 

 Man Kee, Chen and Mui resent the killing. Lily snubs them. The 

cooked bird is meant to celebrate Christmas, which is not a Chinese 

holiday. Significantly for Chinese minded Lily, it fails to do so.  

 Significantly again, it is Lily who is offered the opportunity to break 

the chain of violence, maybe save Chen, or at least find out what is going 

on with him, but she ignores this in a revoltingly narrow minded way: 

 

‗How‘s your brother, then?‘ 
‗Brother?‘ 
‗Yes, your brother. The young chap your old man sees every month. He told 
me he was your brother. Always fills his car up at the garage. He‘s got a gold 
Jag. Wealthy young fellow with a big Rolex. Looks like he should be the one 
doing the hand-out, not your old man.‘ 
‗Ah, my brother,‘ Lily said, determined that if Mr Constantinides was 
mistaken and confused, he should remain confused and mistaken. He knew a 
good deal too much about them for her liking already. Going up a few false 
trails would serve him right. The less people knew about her family the 
better. These things should be secret. 
‗My brother very rich. Big man in Hong Kong already.‘ 
She went into the shop feeling a little better. (p. 187) 

 

 The author seems to be winking at us as we read along. The 

humorous parts are in fact read with a pang. There is no smile without 
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pain; hatred of violence fills our hearts with revolt. Is Lily guilty of 

continuing violence by teaching it to her son? Is the Mafia guilty of 

killing the boy‘s father?  

 Is it anybody‘s fault that violence even exists? This is the 

philosophical question behind Mo‘s apparently humorous and Robison 

Crusoesque novel, and it ranges the book in the line of Doris Lessing‘s 

Memoirs of a Survivor, The Fifth Child and Ben, in the World, Burgess‘ A 

Clockwork Orange, Golding‘s Lord of the Flies, Orwell‘s 1984. It is a 

different angle of viewing violence, though, one which comes closer to 

Kazuo Ishiguro. An angle which raises the question of Englishness too, 

and how different it is from the Chinese spirit in point of breeding 

violence.  

 The question as to what the cause of violence is remains 

unanswered. Husbandless Lily ends up answerless: 

 

Lily looked for the word which would encapsulate in essence all the qualities 
of Husband, his Husband-ness, and she could not find it, search as she might. 
(p. 266) 

 

Mui, the elder sister, who comes to London from China to help Lily raise 

her son, who finds it hard to adapt but does a better job of it than Lily 

herself in the end, who has a mysterious affair and gives birth to a 

daughter, then marries Mr Lo and opens a fish and chip restaurant, the 

woman who reproaches Lily for asking her when and where she got 

herself pregnant, but not once with whom, has an answer: 
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She said to Mui: ‗Husband is ... is ... is ... is ...‘ 
‗Stolid‘, Mui aid. ‗He‘s stolid.‘ (p. 266) 

 

 Chen is, thus, an island of tenderness and nonviolence, on whom 

Lily can rely. Mui is another. The end of the book takes Mui to her own 

home, separating her from Lily. It shows Lily that she was wrong in 

taking Mui for granted. Lily – the teacher of violence in the small Chen 

family (which runs parallel to the pattern of the violent big family of the 

Chinese Mafia) – finds out that she cannot live without tenderness: 

 

She might have lost Husband for a while but she still had Son. Who could 
take him away from her? (p. 278) 

 

 Rhetorical question again, but this time the answers are many and 

easy to come by. A number of things can and will take Man Kee away 

from her. One is England herself. He will most certainly do what Mui 

announces she will do once she gets married and has her own home, 

with her husband, daughter and restaurant: 

 

‗I am taking out citizenship. Naturalisation. This is my home now.‘ (p. 276) 

 

 Adapting to a new home is a violent process, a breaking of ties, a 

forming of a new mentality. Lily is not at all flexible, although at first she 

seems to be the most intelligent of all Mo‘s heroes in this novel. When 
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she really needs to be strong and violent (adapting to Englishness), her 

aggressivity fails her. Sour Sweet is Lily herself. Most of the time we see 

things through her eyes. She may be sweet (affectionate), but she is also 

sour (always eager to strike: have her own way, cheat, prevail). She is a 

victim of herself, of the inherited teachings of violence that come to her 

from ancestral Chinese patterns. It is Mo‘s merit to have placed her at a 

crossroads between China and England, in the middle of a detective 

story of crime and no punishment, while leaving her breathtakingly 

unaware of what she represents.  

 

 

Timothy Mo, Sour Sweet, 1982 (Vintage, 1992) 
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Love (fairy tale) 

thwarted by violence (dystopia): 

Salman Rushdie, Shalimar the Clown  

 

 

 

 

 Salman Rushdie is a master of the thwarted fairy tale. He both 

whets and appeases the reader‘s appetite for tales. He also snubs this 

reader, who naively expects an ending (a happy ending is out of the 

question from the very first words of his apprehensive and oppressive 

narration). Salman Rushdie, therefore, converts the tale of fairies, love 

and happiness into a tale of woe. Scheherazade survives, but the nature 

of her tales changes. Magic – once a fabulous parallel universe – is dead. 

The writer imparts to us the death of past loves, while deploring a 

violent present of rage, and his after-Modernist message says that there 

is no future any more, because the human race will self-destruct.  

 Shalimar the Clown is a luxurious, bushy, highly satisfying story, 

which hungers for the magic of the lost tale. It narrates with gusto, with 

exquisite suspense and unbelievable mastery. The reader can never 

guess why the author plants certain details, that he means to make use 
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of every incident, that nothing is narrated aimlessly. It is hard to spy 

Rushdie at work while planning his book. He hides hid traces so well 

that – as it happens with most great artists of all kinds – the reader 

hardly suspects any effort was made, anything was planned. We read at 

ease. On the other hand, if one examines the book, if one goes back to 

the beginning while considering the end, it becomes obvious that 

Rushdie must have made thorough preparations and cut out his heroes‘ 

destinies in such a way as to prove his point. 

 The charm of Rushdie‘s novel resides in its nostalgia. The beauty of 

Shalimar the Clown is the memory of the fairy tale, the joy of love as it once 

was but is no more. The tense of beauty, love, magic, promise and 

happiness is the past. The present is one of rage (feeling that replaces 

love), of violence (attitude that kills human communication), of terrorism 

(the political institution that corresponds to violence and rage).  

 We can hardly talk about a future, about an end of the novel. There 

seems to be none. When we enter its story, we are totally open, eager to 

take in everything, to relish every word, every little story; Rushdie has 

us in thrall. When we leave the last page, our expectations have 

shrivelled: love and magic communication between people are dead, the 

writer has made his point.  

 Rushdie‘s point in Shalimar the Clown is that, after the death of the 

human soul as Kashmir once shaped it, now, that Kashmir is (physically, 

politically, individually, philosophically) crushed between India and 

Pakistan,  
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 We are no longer protagonists, only agonists. (p. 368) 

 

 The evolution of the world (symbolized by Kashmir here) begins 

with a mythical past. Pamposh loved Pyarelal Kaul, Firdaus loved 

Abdullah Noman, they lived in the village of Pachigam and had 

children. Pamposh died when her daughter Boonyi was born, and 

Firdaus had Shalimar the Clown on the very same night. The difference 

between the two generations is huge. Firdaus and Pamposh were best 

friends. Shalimar the Clown (the next generation) kills Boonyi, and tries 

to extend the black hand of death over a third generation (Boonyi‘s 

daughter, India, later on Kashmira), at which point the author 

intervenes: he cannot bring himself to state that the curse is over, that 

the future will brighten up, but he can at least never reveal who dies. Is 

it Kashmira or Shalimar the Killer? It could be both. The future is very 

ill. Most heroes self-destruct. Salman Rushdie writes in Shalimar the 

Clown a desolate, hopeless, dark book. 

 The novel is divided into two spaces, two generations, two kinds of 

stories, but only one refuge from fear – which is the magic tale. The many 

stories that are woven into the main plot focus on two generations, 

illustrated by three couples: two couples belong to the older generation 

(Boonyi and Shalimar the Clown, Max Ophuls and Peggy Rhodes), while 

a third (very unconvincing one) is at a young age, where the fairy tale 

ought to be deemed possible, and yet here Rushdie (deliberately?) fails to 
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convince (Kashmira Ophuls and Yuvraj Singh).  

 After-Modernist novels methodically destroy the myth of the 

couple. The hero‘s solitude is a law. Ishiguro (Never Let me Go), Martin 

Amis (Time’s Arrow), Julian Barnes (Love, etc.), Malcolm Bradbury (The 

History Man), A. S. Byatt (Possession), Tracy Chevalier (Girl with a Pearl 

Earring), Jonathan Coe (The Accidental Woman), Helen Fielding (Bridget 

Jones’s Diary), Laura Hird (Born Free), Hanif Kureishi (The Buddha of 

Suburbia), David Lodge (Thinks...), Ian McEwan (Saturday), Timothy Mo 

(Sour Sweet), Graham Swift (The Light of Day), Rose Tremain (Restoration) 

– these are just a few authors whose characters never believe in or 

experience communion with another soul.  

 Salman Rushdie‘s intentions are divided here, and his technique 

seems to be in two minds about the couple. Whatever belongs to the 

space of Western culture is definitely devoid of any human warmth or 

hope for the couple. Its protagonists are Maximilian Ophuls and 

Margaret (Peggy) Rhodes. The child they raise (Max‘s natural daughter 

and Peggy‘s adopted child, or rather the child she stole) begins as India 

(the name Peggy gives her), but ends up as Kashmira (the name, she 

later finds out, her Indian mother, Boonyi, had meant for her to have).  

 In both cases, India/Kashmira is a misfit: she has horrible 

nightmares and terrifying things (crimes) happen to her or around her in 

her Western surroundings. After her trip back to her Eastern roots, she 

returns to Los Angeles empty-handed. She floats in an unreal world, 

which the reader does not even bother to remember – because 
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India/Kashmira is not really a main heroine in Shalimar the Clown. The 

focus is on her mother and her mother‘s very real (terrorist, criminal, 

eventually her own killer), yet magic lover.  

 

 ● Max Ophuls is present in the opening sentence, as the 

‗ambassador‘, twenty-four-year-old India‘s father. On the second page 

we learn he is already dead, so ninety per cent of this story takes place in 

memory only, and the ten per cent of it that is present and real fails to 

impress the reader.  

 From this point of view, we ought to talk about Rushdie‘s Modernist 

penchant. His passion for fairy tale is a strong pre-Modernist feature, and 

when he ends up debunking the fairy tale yet longing for it, we are totally 

confused. He is not the writer of one trend, and, upon closer inspection, 

he is the writer of no particular literary fashion. He has come out of 

mythology and is story-telling his way into literature at all costs. 

 The second page also tells us the ambassador was ‗slaughtered‘ on 

his daughter‘s doorstep (p. 4), so we have, very early in the story, been 

introduced to the motif of crime and violence. After that, the revelation 

of detail is exasperatingly slow. It takes the author pages and pages to 

let us know who is who and where we are, and, before he has 

introduced us to his main heroes, he is already diving into fairy tales.  

 Rushdie cannot write outside tales. Every paragraph is a short fable 

of sorts. His tales have a hidden meaning, so they are all fables, too, 

besides being delightfully unexpected and alert, besides conjuring up a 
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picturesque world.  

 We also learn other details about Max Ophuls‘s old age: he was a 

billionaire, he had a young lover for a short while, he had Kashmira 

when he was fifty-seven, Kashmira‘s mother had not been his wife, plus 

numberless other details which we cannot handle this early, and which 

are repeated, anyway, later on.  

 His chapters are the first (India) – where we are hazily introduced to 

his story – and the third (Max). The book does not have that many 

chapters in all: India, Boonyi, Max, Shalimar the Clown and Kashmira. 

The sequence seems to outline the story, once you know it.  

 If you look back at the contents, you find the Western image of 

India first, her Eastern story (Kashmira) closing the book. In between, 

we meet Boonyi, who gave birth to her (but whom she never meets, and 

about whose existence she only finds out in the last chapter of the book). 

Then we meet Max fully. He is the father.  

 Last but not least, Shalimar the clown comes to give us an 

explanation of India/Kashmira‘s tragedy: our world is drowning in 

violence, proof being the vanishing of once Edenic Kashmir, out of which 

no decent fairy tale can spring any more. Kashmira and Yuvraj‘s love 

story fails to charm the reader, which is ample confirmation of that. 

 Max Ophuls was born and grew up into a ‗family of highly cultured 

Ashkenazi Jews‘ (p. 171) in Strasbourg. He is not so much a sentimental 

as a political figure in the novel. He starts as a hero of the Resistance, is 

appointed ‗ambassador to India‘ (p. 171) by Lyndon Johnson, and – after 
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the scandal caused by the press speculating on his involvement with 

Boonyi, her giving birth to his child (which we find out in the chapter on 

Boonyi, actually) – he ends up as a grey eminence of world politics 

(closely involved in terrorism issues and world violence).  

 Salman Rushdie‘s political views are desperately dark. The most he 

can do to tame our fear of his radicalism is to sweeten the bitter taste of 

his opinions by making them ambiguous. We may never know for sure 

who created and who supported (and supports) terrorism, but Rushdie‘s 

insinuation that it may be the US who started the ball going in the first 

place is quite convincing. 

 Rushdie divides his plot into two parallel worlds: we have, on the 

one hand, Max Ophuls (‗a Frenchman with a German name‘, p. 176), 

and Kashmir, on the other . It is a Kashmir which drowns in the war 

between India and Pakistan. Both worlds experience war. It all begins 

with World War II, in which Max fails to save his Jewish parents from 

death in a German camp, although he fights in the French Resistance 

against the Germans. Eventually he escapes to England and then the 

States. It continues with a later, longer war, which involves India, 

Kashmir, Pakistan, leads to terrorism, backfires against the USA, and 

we are left with the unuttered feeling that Europe and the USA are to 

blame.  

 One knows a good author form the ability with which he hides his 

themes among a mass of entertaining detail – and, in Rushdie‘s case, all 

entertainment comes from the multitude of stories he tells incessantly. It 
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is true that his stories about France and Germany during World War II 

are not new to us, while his revelations on Indian history after that war 

are to some of us like life on another planet.  

 We follow Shalimar the Clown in his terrorist camps with breathless 

ignorance. As we read about Max‘s fight in Europe, his helplessness to 

prevent his parents‘ being ‗used for medical experimentation,‘ we 

merely confirm what we know. Salman Rushdie uses up all his pathos in 

his Indian tales, so Max and Peggy‘s love story, their meeting within the 

French Resistance and the ‗golden‘ couple they make as war heroes is 

quite dull. The novelist‘s heart is not in his plot there. He tells their story 

as a duty, to balance the Indian world, but we never get to know Max or 

Peggy at all.  

 The life, the gusto and the magic, all go to Boonyi and Shalimar (not 

much is left for Kashmira, with the author‘s assent or in spite of it). Max 

and Peggy, European and American politics, are merely used to prove that  

 

The cycle of violence had not been broken. Perhaps it was endemic to the 
human race, a manifestation of the life cycle. Perhaps violence showed us 
what we meant, or, at least, perhaps it was simply what we did. (p. 218) 

 

 ● The Western woman is represented – pitifully, if compared to 

Boonyi and her formidable Indian predecessors – by Margaret „Peggy‟ 

Rhodes and, up to a point, by India, whom she steals from Boonyi the 

moment she is born. Margaret is the wife Max cheats on, the mother 

India/Kashmira has to run away from (Max is the one who ‗saves her 
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life‘), and the woman who steals Boonyi‘s (and Max‘s) illegitimate child 

away from her natural mother. This is all we know about Max‘s ‗only‘ 

wife, who leaves him when India is born, the moment the diplomatic 

scandal breaks out (his affair with Boonyi becomes public knowledge), 

and he has to leave the country of India. 

 India/Kashmira, on the other hand, is an attempt at mixing Western 

(flat) and Eastern (magic) femininity. She has two worlds in her, she 

feels a ‗here‘ and a ‗beyond‘. Her ‗here‘ is Los Angeles, California, where 

she was brought by her father a few years before the novel began (she is 

twenty-four when her father is killed).  

 Her adolescence was unhappy and wild, and Peggy was an unfit 

mother, who did not have a clue as to how to tame her. She has 

nightmares during which she yells in a strange language, she has violent 

pastimes (shooting, boxing, archery, martial art), and dreams of making 

documentary films. This last detail is totally immaterial to the story. The 

first two are essential, on the other hand. The need for a real mother 

haunts her and makes her find out, in the end, who her mother really 

was (Peggy lied saying her mother had died giving birth to her). Her 

pastimes may have saved her life, if we decide that after the end of the 

novel she survives, which seems to be the case (more or less): 

 

He came towards the dressing room. She was ready for him. She was not fire 
but ice. The golden bow was drawn back as far as it would go. She felt the 
taut bowstring pressing against her parted lips, felt the foot of the arrow‘s 
shaft against her gritted teeth, allowed the last seconds to tick away, exhaled 
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and let fly. There was no possibility that she would miss. There was no 
second chance. There was no India. There was only Kashmira, and Shalimar 
the clown. (p. 497, the end) 

 

 Peggy does not have a chapter of her own. India‘s chapter is the 

first, and it is a riddle asking the reader to guess when and where things 

take place, who the heroes are. The information comes in bits, and we 

are too eager to unveil the mystery to pay any real attention to India as a 

heroine. Actually, both India and Peggy are allotted very few details our 

imagination could build a personality on.  

 India‘s double, Kashmira, on the other hand, ends the novel in a 

chapter all to herself, and is therefore supposed to convey a meaning, 

possibly the meaning. Considering the novel is dedicated to Salman 

Rushdie‘s ‗Kashmiri grandparents‘, Kashmira is supposed to recover 

some lost unity and lost feelings, the magic of a lost land. 

 Kashmira‘s own chapter begins with a heroine who ‗didn‘t know 

what she wanted. She was full of thoughts of death.‘ (p. 412) She mourns 

her father‘s murder, and at last finds out that he was the ‗U.S. 

counterterrorism chief‘ (p.417): 

 

Invisible Max, on whose invisible hands there might very well be, there 
almost certainly was, there had to be, didn‘t there, a quantity of the world‘s 
visible and invisible blood. (p. 417) 

 

At the beginning of the chapter she discovers that ‗her father‘s killer was 

her mother‘s husband.‘ (p. 420) At the end of the chapter, before 
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Shalimar comes to get her, too, she also learns that her mother is now 

dead. She did not die at her birth, but quite recently. The woman died as 

many as seven times: 

 

(1) Her mother had left everything she knew and had gone in search of a 
future and though she had thought of it as an opening it had been a closing, 
the first little death after which came greater facilities. (2) The failure of the 
future and her surrender of her child (3) and her return in disgrace had been 
deaths also. She saw her mother standing in a blizzard while the people 
among whom she had grown up treated her like a ghost. (4) They had killed 
her too, they had actually gone to the proper authorities and murdered her 
with signatures and seals. (5) And meanwhile in another country the woman 
she would not name had killed her mother with a lie, killed her when she was 
still alive, and her father had joined in the lie so he was her killer too. (6) Then 
in the hut on the hillside followed a long period of living death while death 
circled her waiting for its time (7) and then death came in the guise of a 
clown. The man who killed her father had killed her mother too. The man 
who killed her father had been her mother‘s husband. He killed her mother 
too. (p. 458, the figures are mine) 

 

 Two ideas are captivating in this book. One is Rushdie‘s 

view/explanation of terrorism. The other is the magic communication 

love opens. Kashmira must have been meant by the author to mix the 

two, possessing both violence and magic lyricism. The novel describes 

three couples, and tries to rank them according to these two elements: 

 

 (1) The Western couple – Max Ophuls and Peggy Rhodes – waltzes 

out of the war. The two do not seem to have much love to share. Max 

cheats on his cold wife (who cannot bear children), and Peggy leaves 

him at the most difficult moment in his life, taking with her his child by 
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another woman (a child whom he later on rescues from her very 

unmotherly care and brings to the States). They never seem to 

communicate at all. Neither violence nor love applies to these 

Europeans. Actually we hardly get to know them at all. 

 

 (2) The Eastern couple – Boonyi and Shalimar the clown – 

experience the magic of teenage love, the bitterness of betrayal, the 

piercing need for tenderness, the violence of revenge:  

 

When Boonyi Kaul and Shalimar the clown first fell in love they didn‘t 
need to read books to find out what it was. They could see each other with 
their eyes closed, touch each other without making physical contact, hear each 
other‘s endearments even when no word was spoken aloud, and each would 
always know what the other was doing and feeling, even when they were at 
opposite ends of Pachigam, or dancing or cooking or acting away from each 
other in distant no-account towns. A channel of communication had been 
opened then, and though their love had died the channel was still 
functioning, held open now by a kind of anti-love, a force fueled by strong 
emotions that were love‘s dark opposites: her fear, his wrath, their belief that 
their story was not over, that they were each other‘s destiny, and that they 
both knew how it would end. (p. 322) 

 

 They have all the magic, all the love and also all the violence the 

novelist meant to convey, and the reason of their intensity seems to lie in 

the fact that they make all the wrong choices, they keep wasting their 

original load of happiness. Boonyi chooses to make love to Shalimar the 

clown when they are far too young. They get married in spite of their 

community condemning the union. Boonyi decides she must leave her 

native village and move up in the world, so she wrongly chooses to be 
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Max‘s mistress and later on to bear him a child, a birth which all Max‘s 

precautions fail to prevent. Shalimar the clown wrongly chooses to stick 

to the words he utters when they first make love: 

 

‗Don‘t leave me,‘ he said rolling over onto his back and panting for joy. 
‗Don‘t you leave me now, or I‘ll never forgive you, and I‘ll have my revenge, 
I‘ll kill you and if you have any children by another man I‘ll kill the children 
also.‘ 

‗What a romantic you are,‘ she replied carelessly. ‗You say the sweetest 
things.‘ (p. 76) 

 

 By this choice of violence (terrorism), the attention of the reader is 

redirected from feeling to politics, and the fairy tale is thwarted, it is 

replaced by a dystopia in which the fate of all mankind seems to be 

sealed. 

 

 (3) The third couple is uncertain. The stable pawn is 

India/Kashmira. The fairy tale takes her in the direction of Yuvraj and 

his magic garden of ‗pleasure‘, but that side looks so unrealistic that 

probably the author himself got tired of convincing himself it could 

come true. He must have known from the very first pages (the novel 

seems to have been carefully planned) that he was producing a thwarted 

fairy tale. As Kashmira feels, when confronted with Yuvraj‘s confession 

of love, ‗Love was a deception and a snare.‘ (p. 462)  Obviously, the 

ending could not really be one of fulfillment for the generation after 

Boonyi and Shalimar the clown. As a consequence, Rushdie ends his 
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book with, 

 

There was only Kashmira, and Shalimar the clown. (p. 497) 

 

When Kashmira (India, then) sees Shalimar for the first time, she 

likes him. There is a magic communion between them, probably a path 

that follows her mother‘s love and tenderness for the man, in spite of the 

fact that Shalimar kills Boonyi and might (the novel will not confirm 

this) kill her daughter, too, as he promised.  

 After all, it does not even matter to the reader who dies and who 

stays alive. What matters to him – and it takes some effort of 

abstractization to reach that understanding – is that, on this last page, 

we have come to the end of that magic channel of love and communion 

that warmed our souls all through the story, and which obviously now 

cannot go on.  

Salman Rushdie‘s tale is thwarted because he finds out the magic of 

intense feeling is dead, and he is far more interested in conveying to us 

the discovery that love is dead in the world, than he is in wasting his 

time explaining which of the heroes died.  

The suspense is not a thriller-kind of suspense. It simply leads to the 

philosophical conclusion that everything is wrong with the world, and no 

couple – however happy Kashmira and Yuvraj may claim to be – can set 

it right. The soul is dead and violence has taken its place. In Salman 

Rushdie‘s view, the plot dies because there is no hope for the world. 
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 When Boonyi dies, it is Kashmira who is called upon to carry on the 

idea of genuine loving communion: 

 

...she knew things about the fugitive which the police did not, because she had 
begun to hear his voice inside her head. Or not exactly a voice but a 
disembodied nonverbal transmission, like a wild screech full of static and 
internal dissension, hatred and shame, repentance and threat, curses and tears; 
like a werewolf howling at the moon. She had not experienced anything like 
this before, and in spite of her occasional power of second sight she was made 
greatly afraid by this auditory manifestation, by her transformation into a 
medium for the living. (p. 423) 

 

 Unfortunately, Kashmira is very far from the mythical world of 

emotional intensity, even farther away than her mother, who herself 

did not know that world first hand, but had the knowledge of her 

parents, and especially a constant nightly communication with her 

mother (Pamposh) to go by. Boonyi is half mythical, half contemporary 

(which means little morals, not much soul, and definitely no dream 

left). Kashmira is completely out of paradise: she lives ‗in an age of 

interminable slaughter‘ (p. 425), and her ‗waking world‘ is 

‗nightmarish.‘ (p. 426)  

 Kashmira is torn, then, between two worlds (real and magic), two 

mothers (Peggy and Boonyi), two men (Yuvraj and Shalimar), and, on 

the last page, between life and death. Considering that, in the previous 

three cases, the latter alternative (the metaphysical one) is as good as 

lost (magic, Boonyi, Shalimar), chances are that life will win and 

Kashmira will stay alive in the confrontation with Shalimar. The author 
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means her to be the envoy of tenderness in a world of living chaos and 

death.  

 Kashmira‘s real (though not natural) mother, Peggy,  

 

...became a careless, negligent mother, whose relationship with her adopted 
daughter was, at best, vague, who began to believe that she had made a 
terrible mistake, because whenever she looked at her adopted daughter she 
saw her own humiliation made flesh, she imagined Max and Boonyi making 
love and her husband‘s seed wriggling toward the ruthless, desperate egg. (p. 
430) 

 

She ruthlessly took the child away from Boonyi (at a time when, 

actually, Boonyi would hardly have been able to take care of her – but 

this did not alleviate Boonyi‘s intense pain); equally ruthlessly, she 

forced Max to vanish from the girl‘s life for seven years; the girl  

was told that 

 

I don’t know the name of the woman who bore you. Hang it! I believe she died shortly 
after you were born. The identity of the father is likewise not confirmed. (p. 431) 

 

 In London, India had a violently rebellious adolescence, possibly 

springing from Peggy‘s total lack of affection. In this novel by Rushdie, 

the sleep of the soul really gives birth to monsters: 

 

She remembered a sweating, febrile room with stains on the walls and a 
stranger unzipping his pants. She remembered the drugs, the hallucinogens 
putting reason to sleep and bringing forth monsters, the hard brightness of 
white powder, the needle‘s deadly bliss, the white fedora of the Jamaican 
pimp. She remembered violence done to her and by her, she remembered 
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retching, and shivering in the heat, and a face in the mirror so pale and blue it 
made her scream. She remembered slashing her wrists and swallowing pills. 
she remembered stomach pumps. She remembered a judge‘s harsh words for 
the woman whose name she would never use again. You have been, madam, an 
abject failure as a parent, and she remembered that it had been Max who saved 
her, Max who swooped down from the sky like an eagle and scooped her out 
of the gutter, who told the woman she loathed that he would no longer stand 
silently by, who asked the judge for judgment and prised that woman‘s 
clutching fingers off his child‘s wounded arms and spirited his daughter 
away to be healed, first at a Swiss clinic high up on what she would always 
think of as the Magic Mountain, and then by sunshine, palm trees and the 
cobalt blue of the Pacific. (p. 437) 

 

 After being brought to Los Angeles, she finds out her real name at 

last (Kashmira Noman), but she also experiences crime: her father and 

later on her mother are killed by Shalimar the clown. Her story does not 

end, maybe, because the message of the book is that there is no end to 

crime, that the place of love, tenderness, communion has been taken by 

violence of all kinds, from murder as individual emotional revenge to 

political murder (terrorism).  

 It is the Eastern woman (Boonyi-Kashmira, and a little bit of Olga-

Volga, a Russian emigrée, possibly good at witchcraft) not the Western 

one (Peggy-India Rhodes) who can fill the readers‘ hearts with a longing 

for lost utopia. But, whether Rushdie meant Kashmira to set things right 

in this world of Shalimars an clowns that surrounds us, we shall never 

know, because he will not even tell us if his ‗black Scheherazade‘ (p. 467) 

is still alive as we speak. 

 

 ● Obviously, the weight of the story rests on the Eastern couple 
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Boonyi-Shalimar. More than on the couple, it focusses on the feminine 

world, on sexuality, on the myth of eternal love, on tenderness above all.  

 While Boonyi is the inner life, the soul of the myth (in a sinful body, 

whose tenderness redeems it in the end), Shalimar is the agora, the law, 

the morals, the backbone of a world that cannot help dying. He is a 

belated crusader, and his withdrawn faith in eternal love inadvertently 

turns into an allegiance to violence and death.  

 In other words, Boonyi stands for the loss of individual inner life, 

and Shalimar stands for the corruption of the community and the lethal 

turn of contemporary politics.  

 In the beginning there was love, the novel seems to say: in real life 

as in stories from of old. Boonyi Kaul and Noman Sher Noman were 

born on the same night. These are Boonyi‘s thoughts when they are 

fourteen, and discover that ‗they had been in love for their whole lives‘ 

(p. 57): 

 

He was sweet Noman, who called himself Shalimar the clown partly in her 
honor, because they had both come into the world on the same night in the 
Shalimar garden almost fourteen years ago, and partly in her mother‘s, because 
she had died on that night of many disappearances when the world began to 
change. She loved him because his choice of name was his way of honoring her 
deceased mother as well as celebrating the unbreakable connection of their 
birth. She loved him because he would not – he could not! – hurt any living 
soul. How could he cause her harm when he would not harm a fly? (p. 62) 

 

What changes the fairy tale is, in one word, politics. India and Pakistan 

fight for Kashmir, and destroy it in the process. When Kashmir is 
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crushed, life dies, and with it all joy and love and sweetness. It is, 

certainly, Boonyi‘s fault that she chose to leave Shalimar and Pachigam, 

but this could never have happened if Max (the Frenchman with a 

German name, who was now living in and working for America – the 

epitome of Western hidden manipulation of the East, Rushdie suggests) 

had not taken her to be his temporary pastime. The moment of clash 

between Eastern fairy tale and Western profanation of love is the source 

of all evil in the world. It opens – as Shalimar himself writes while in 

prison – ‗a dark passage.‘ (p. 74) 

 Using the Scheherazade technique, Salman Rushdie races ahead in a 

whirl of stories. Every paragraph is one more lead, and at first they seem 

to have little in common, but in retrospect one can easily identify the use 

of each carefully placed narrative. All threads connect in an overall 

meaning, which is guessed at first, and which, as the book proceeds, we 

learn to formulate in an abstract explanation, that has nothing to do with 

the stories or their protagonists. Rushdie has been gifted with pure 

narrative thinking.  

 Part of the explanation of this novel resides in one short sentence: 

 

The words Hindu and Muslim had no place in their story. (p. 70) 

 

 When Boonyi marries Shalimar the clown, they become the epitome 

of the union between two communities of Pachigam – the same as, to a 

much less intense degree, Max and Peggy became the emblem of the 
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Resistance, embellished by a love story. The difference between the 

Western and the Eastern world is one of intensity: Boonyi and Shalimar 

the clown are enveloped in a swarm of stories like a halo, while Peggy 

and Max inhabit their stories dryly, as if they were strangers to their 

own lives. It is the fault of the novelist that he failed to fall in love with 

his Western heroes, while his Eastern couple simply melted his heart. 

 Boonyi and Shalimar the clown come from the two ‗great families‘ 

of Pachigam: 

 

Pachigam was a blessed village, and its two great families, the Nomans and 
Kauls, had inherited much of the natural bounty of the region. Pandit Pyarelal 
had the apple orchard and Abdullah Noman had the peach trees. Abdullah 
had the honeybees and the mountain ponies and the pandit owned the 
saffron field, as well as the larger flocks of sheep and goats. (p. 85) 

 

Their mothers, Pamposh and Firdaus are best friends and 

 

fantasized about the future lifelong friendship of their unborn children. (p. 86) 

 

 Their dream of future love turns into a nightmare of violence, and 

here is how Rushdie explains the political reasons for that: 

 

‗Pakistan has right on its side,‘ said one rumor, ‗because here in Kashmir a 
Muslim people is being prevented by a Hindu ruler from joining their 
coreligionists in a new Muslim state.‘ A second rumor roared back, ‗How can 
you speak of right, when Pakistan has unleashed this murderous horde upon 
us? Don‘t you know that the leaders of Pakistan told these cutthroat tribals 
that Kashmir is full of gold, carpets and beautiful women, and sent them to 
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pillage and rape and kill infidels while they‘re at it? Is that a country you 
want to join?‘ (p. 108) 

 

At the same time, 

 

The legal position was that the Indian military presence in Kashmir had the 
full support of the population, and to say otherwise was to break the law. (...) 
Kashmir was an integral part of India. (p. 119) 

 

 Consequently, the ‗time of demons‘ begins (p. 112). The first demon 

is Boonyi‘s choice to make love to Shalimar in the ‗meadow of 

Khelmarg‘ (p. 75), which ‗set her on the road that led to an early death‘ 

(p. 75), because ‗the loss of her virginity had unleashed something 

reckless in Boonyi.‘ (p. 115)  

 When her mother died giving birth to Boonyi, Pyarelal sang a song of 

praise: ‗I was given a woman I truly loved and who truly loved me.‘ (p. 

109) This inheritance of true love is wasted. Boonyi leaves Shalimar the 

clown for Max, who (after her betrayal of what ought to have been true 

love) sends her back to her fellow villagers‘ rejection, while Max‘s wife 

takes her baby away from her. It all looks like Boonyi‘s doing, but it is in 

fact the fault of the new times, of an age of agony, demons and wrong 

choices that kill – the age of violence, in short.  

 Rushdie goes on to explain that ‗Pachigam was a mixture‘ (p. 138) of 

Muslim, Hindu, even ‗one family of dancing Jews.‘ (p. 138). When 

Boonyi makes love to Shalimar the clown, the community decides that 
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The lovers were their children and must be supported. (p. 137) 

 

Pyarelal, who lost his true love when Boonyi was born, adds that ‗To 

defend their love is to defend what is finest in ourselves.‘ (p. 138) 

Unfortunately, Firdaus might be closer to the truth when she calls 

Boonyi a ‗stupid oversexed child‘ (p. 136) rather than a  girl in love.  

Boonyi should not be blamed, the book proves in the end. It is not 

really her choice. She could not do otherwise in this new age of demons, 

agony and terrorism. It may seem that she starts the crimes in this novel, 

but, philosophically speaking, she is a victim. She leaves Shalimar the 

clown because the world at large blinds her, because of a dim longing to 

escape love. Her love for Shalimar is replaced by hatred for Pachigam, for 

the tension and the future of violence that awaits it unseen: 

 

For at the very moment in which the village had decided to protect her and 
Shalimar the clown, to stand by them by forcing them to marry, thus 
condemning them to a lifetime jail sentence, Boonyi had been overwhelmed 
by claustrophobia and had seen clearly what she had been too deeply in love 
with Shalimar the clown to understand before, namely that this life, married 
life, village life, life with her father chattering away by the Muskadoon and 
with her friends dancing their gopi dance, life with all the people amongst 
whom she had spent every one of her days, was not remotely enough for her, 
didn‘t begin to satisfy her hunger, her ravenous longing for something she 
could not yet name... (p. 143) 

 

 Boonyi, and after her Shalimar the clown, choose freedom from 

tradition, from the myth of love between man and woman. They want to 

see the whole world, to escape from the small area of their birthplace. 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

423 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

They end up in a prison cell (Shalimar) and in a hut on top of a hill 

(Boonyi), both waiting for death. It turns out that denial of love as the 

foundation of life must always breed crime and punishment.  

 The ‗something she could not yet name‘ is the denial of the fairy 

tale, the denial of the soul. The reason why Shalimar is also ‗the clown‘ is 

not just because he can walk the rope, but because he learns how to 

mock at life, his own included. Crime is a denial of life which the clown 

cannot resist any more than Boonyi can resist betraying him/love for a 

short, glamorous, empty existence that leads nowhere. Rushdie‘s novel 

proves them both wrong, and, behind them, he unveils the larger fault 

of politics, of India and Pakistan, in the loss of a myth/Kashmir.  

 Boonyi‘s choice breaks two couples at once. One is her own with 

Shalimar the clown, which couple has a long tradition of true love and 

fairy tale behind it; both Boonyi and Shalimar are born out of deeply 

meaningful, satisfying, exhilarating love. The other couple – Max and 

Peggy, the ‗golden couple‘ – is not at all a fairy, but a war tale: 

 

...they were ‗Ratty and Moley,‘ the golden couple whose New York kiss at the 
mighty battle‘s end had become for a generation an image, the iconic image of 
love conquering all, of the slaying of virtue over evil and the victory of the 
best in human nature over the worst. (p. 221) 

 

 India is the daughter of a mother who kills love and a father who 

kills war (more or less – since it turns out that he helps it, rather). Both 

are more warriors than lovers. Calling herself Kashmira, the girl can 
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hardly change the fact that the fairy tale died the moment she was born. 

  The husbands in this story – Max and Shalimar the clown – have 

one thing in common, which is their denial of ‗romance‘. Shalimar is a 

fanatic who replaces love by its opposite. Max is a subtler destroyer of 

Prince Charming. He has so many selves to nurture that he has no time 

left for any defence of ideal of love: 

 

...his different selves, the brilliant young economist, lawyer and student of 

international relations, the master forger of the Resistance, the ace pilot, the 

Jewish survivor, the genius of Bretton Woods, the bestselling author, and the 

American ambassador cocooned in the house of power. (p. 225)  

 

His major interest in all his (many and shallow) amorous conquests is 

the body, so Boonyi aptly offers: ‗My body will be yours to command 

and it will be my joy to obey.‘ (p. 242) She is trying to adapt to the 

Western death of romance: 

 

Don’t ask for my heart, because I am tearing it out and breaking it into little bits and 
throwing it away so I will be heartless but you will not know it because I will be the 
perfect counterfeit of a loving woman and you will receive from me a perfect forgery of 
love. (p. 244) 

 

 Of the two husbands, Shalimar the clown is the more endearing, in 

spite of his unspeakable cruelty. He bears the burden of his ‗murdered 

love‘ (p. 246). Max is just Charming, while Shalimar could have been the 

real Prince, if Boonyi had not fallen prey to the new age of soullessness. 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

425 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

The Indian dance master whom Max pays (as agreed) to make Boonyi 

the best dancer ever tells her: 

 

‗Great mastery requires a great soul and your soul, madam, is damned.‘  
                                                                                                   (p. 251) 

 

 The moment Boonyi chooses to be Max‘s ‗whore‘ over being 

Shalimar the clown‘s soul mate, love is doomed and Boonyi with it – 

which shows that Salman Rushdie concentrated the precious core of the 

fairy tale in his heroine. Max likes her body, but fails to sense her deeper 

meaning. When Boonyi starts eating enormously, chewing tobacco, 

using opium, when she is despairingly fat, with rotten teeth, the 

ambassador stops visiting her, and instructs his secretary: 

 

‗See that she is taken care of, the poor wretch. What a wreck she has made of 
herself.‘ (p. 256) 

 

 Boonyi‘s revenge is to bear him a child, in spite of the ‗contraceptive 

pills that had been understood to be essential to the deal.‘ (p. 244) This is 

what two couples (Eastern and Western at the same time) have aborted 

into: a deal. The implication is that what is touched by the West turns 

into a ‗lie‘: 

 

Look at me, she was saying. (...) You took my beauty and created 
hideousness, and out of this monstrosity your child will be born. (...) I am the 
meaning of your so-called love, your destructive, selfish, wanton love. Look at 
me. Your love looks just like hatred. I never spoke of love, she was saying. I 
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was honest and you have turned me into your lie. (p. 258) 

 

 Inevitably the press in Delhi finds out about the pregnancy. Max is 

‗withdrawn in disgrace.‘ (p. 260) He leaves India, while Peggy leaves 

him, but stays behind to see Boonyi‘s daughter born and take it away 

from her, telling her there can be no ‗spot of happily ever after‘ (p. 265) 

for her and her child back in Pachigam, where she is going. The fairy tale 

is thoroughly and threateningly dead. 

 In a speech Peggy makes to justify her depriving Boonyi of her 

baby, she calls Boonyi a ‗Scheherazade (who) married her murderous 

Shahryar‘ (which is true for Shalimar the clown, even though Peggy has 

no idea he will kill Boonyi). She actually means Max, whom she also 

calls the ‗murderer‘ of her own ‗love‘ (p. 266).  

 It ends all for the worst, in the worst of all possible worlds: Boonyi 

goes home childless, to a village where she is as good as (or worse 

than) dead, and where her father and father-in-law make desperate 

efforts (till they both die) to protect her from being killed by her bereft 

husband; Max Ophuls‘ ambassadorship is killed by Boonyi‘s pregnancy 

(whose cause he is himself, after all), and he falls ‗out of history‘ (p. 

267); Peggy Rhodes loses a husband and begins the process of making 

herself an enemy out of the little girl she steals from Boonyi; Shalimar 

enters the world of terrorism. 

 Boonyi is the only character who invades all chapters, weighs 

heavily on all the heroes‘ and readers‘ minds. She is the source of love, 
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and it is debatable whether she is also its tomb and the beginning of evil. 

What happens in Shalimar‘s mind and soul after her betrayal must 

certainly have something to do with more than just feeling, than 

thwarted love.  

 Shalimar the clown – all on his own, actually – discovers a world of 

lovelessness, soullessness, cruelty and death. Salman Rushdie chooses 

another explanation than betrayed love to analyse Shalimar the clown: 

he writes a breathtaking compendium of the terrorist mind for the use of 

western innocents. He does not fail to remind the westerners that the 

political seed that grew into massacre and violence in Kashmir, in 

Pakistan, was western all right. He blames American and European 

politics for the bath of blood he describes. 

 Boonyi is not only the repository of love, but that of magic, too. Her 

mother, Pamposh, talks to her in her dreams every night – which means 

she has loving communication with her mother; later on she thinks the 

thoughts of Shalimar the clown; last of all, she addresses Kashmira 

briefly, before she is killed in the hut on the  hill. In half-stream-of-

consciousness manner, we get to know Boonyi from the inside, the same 

as we get to know the inner motivation of Shalimar the clown.  

 For western characters, Rushdie chooses the method of the string of 

stories to the detriment of depth of feeling. Narratively speaking, with 

Max and Peggy, he spreads himself thin. Many things happen to them (it 

is true that war stories are more familiar to us than tales of terrorism), but 

we hardly get to know how they react, how life affects them emotionally. 
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Rushdie never goes into that. Peggy is a cold mechanism of violence (war, 

jealousy, revenge). Max is a smooth concealer of violence, a ‗forger‘ of 

love; behind the scenes we can guess his heartless political machinations. 

Peggy and Max, the golden couple, are deprived of hearts by the novelist. 

Their violence does not kill – apparently – but we feel that they plant the 

seed of terrorism.  

 Shalimar is investigated with curiosity, not emotionally. Boonyi is 

the only soul in the novel. She experiences love and lovelessness, returns 

to the former, and, when she dies, we rest assured that there is no more 

magic and no chance of fairy tale left in this world. 

 With her mother ‗by her side‘ (p. 286), Boonyi slowly comes back to 

life, alone on the hill, and, as she eats wildflowers, she feels ‗her life and 

her mind returning. The flowers of Kashmir had saved her.‘ (p. 287) The 

burden of sin placed on her shoulders – the sin of killing the fairy tale, 

the beauty of magic and feeling – is, I think, a mistake on the part of 

Salman Rushdie, since his description of Shalimar the clown shows that 

other, deeper causes killed the ‗magic circle‘. Boonyi is the symptom, not 

the cause, I should say, in spite of what the novelist declares: 

 

...on winter evenings the four fast friends, along with the rest of the village 
children, would crowd for warmth into the panchayat chamber upstairs from 
the Noman‘s kitchen and the adults would tell them stories. (...) Every family 
in Pachigam had its store of such narratives, and because all the stories of all 
the families were told to all the children it was as though everyone belonged 
to everyone else. That was the magic circle which had been broken forever 
when Boonyi ran away to Delhi to become the American ambassador‘s 
whore. (p. 295) 
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 The narrator sees Boonyi condemned forever by her own deeds, and 

describes her as patiently and acquiescingly waiting for death at the 

hand of the man she loved and betrayed. The reader is not so gullible, 

though. What was the exact reason of Boonyi‘s betrayal, after all? We 

never know for sure. Her magic halo is flawless, but her physical 

existence leaves quite a lot of question marks. She is a symbol, not a 

heroine, and she fulfils the destiny of a scapegoat. She is the spark that 

seems to light the fire: 

 

...the innocence of the past did not return. Boonyi Kaul Noman never went 
back to live in Pachigam. For the rest of her life she inhabited that hut on the 
pine-forested hill where the prophetess had once decided that the future was 
too horrible to contemplate and had waited cross-legged for death. (p. 297) 

  

Boonyi learns to live with the certainty that the future is dead. This 

feeling that not just Boonyi and Shalimar‘s future is dead, but the future 

of all mankind, has been the after-Modernist feature, since Orwell and 

Huxley to the present day. If Boonyi is aware of her own individual 

future only, Shalimar the clown makes the death of the future applicable 

to everyone else, to humanity as a species. Boonyi‘s father calls this 

Shalimar‘s ‗insanity‘: 

 

‗Now that everything I have stood for is in ruins I am ready to die, but I will 
live on to protect your life from the insanity of your husband, even though 
neither one of us has anything left to live for.‘ (p. 367) 
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  Boonyi‘s death at Shalimar‘s hand is as enigmatically verbalized as 

Shalimar‘s own (unless it is Kashmira who dies, after all): 

 

He moved toward her. He was reading her body. He held it in his hands. 
Now, she commanded. Now. (p. 395) 

 

She waits for him on the hill of her exile, wearing no clothes, so that he 

may ‗read the story of her skin.‘ (p. 395) She knows he is coming. She is 

forty-four. She does all the thinking, all the words are hers. He just acts: 

 

She wanted him to know she loved him. She wanted to remind him of the hours 
by the Muskadoon, of what had happened in Khelmarg, of the village’s bold defense of 
their love. If she showed him her body he would see it all there, just as he would see 
the marks of another man’s hands, the marks that would force him to commit murder. 
She wanted him to see it all, her fall and her survival of the fall. Her years of exile 
were written on her body and he should know their tale. She wanted him to know that 
at the end of the story of her body she loved him still, or again, or still. (p. 395) 

 

 In other words, Boonyi has tried her hand at living pragmatically, 

like westerners, has failed, has returned to magic and has been punished 

for leaving, for breaking the mystery of a parallel world in the first place.  

 Shalimar the clown walks the rope between magic, reality and 

nightmare, and kills her out of a dark impulse which goes far deeper 

than mere betrayal of the magic. His savage art of killing – perfected by 

terrorism over the years – is the sign of a recent human deficiency that 

menaces all those who survive Boonyi and her predecessor in magic and 

love, Pamposh. Our own future, all our futures, are sealed by Shalimar 

the clown‘s crimes, after which 
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...the real world ceased to exist for Shalimar the clown. He entered the 
phantom world of the run. (p. 397) 

 

Or, in Boonyi‘s own words, ‗I think maybe you are dead too‘... (p. 395)  

 

 ● Shalimar the Clown is, then, the agent of a parallel world, 

which is called death. It coexists with Boonyi‘s magic and with the 

western reality. Salman Rushdie‘s novel advances, thus, along these 

three parallel paths, unseen to one another, part of the same world and 

yet universes apart. If Boonyi tames us, melts our hearts and opens our 

souls, Shalimar braces our spirit, our curiosity follows him avidly, 

hoping to understand the darkness of crime and its reasons. Salman 

Rushdie‘s incursion into a philosophy of terrorism is fascinating.  

 Firdaus Noman is the first to foresee the evil in her son before his 

birth, and later on to state it: 

 

‗He has an anger in him that would end the world if it could.‘ (p. 288) 

 

 The novelist does his best to persuade us this is a story of betrayed 

love: 

 

The truth was that Shalimar the clown had stopped loving Boonyi the instant 
he learned of her infidelity, stopped dead like an unplugged automaton, and 
the immense crater left behind by the destruction of that love had at once 
been filled by a sea of bile-yellow hatred. (p. 296) 
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Unfortunately Rushdie is so overwhelmed with the quantity of his own 

stories and with their charm, with the fascination of narrating for 

narration‘s sake, that from time to time he forgets to be consistent with 

himself. He speaks in fables, he makes all his points via a story. He 

invents master stories, model stories, symbol-stories and swarms of 

small, individual stories. His words get the better of him, they flow with 

a logic which is not always that of the plot. The terrorist camps must be 

fuelled by a lot more than a jilted lover‘s hatred.  

 Shalimar the clown leaves Pachigam after Boonyi‘s departure, and 

is not seen there again ‗for fifteen years.‘ (p. 313) He joins those ‗newly 

awakened to rage.‘ (p. 316) He tells himself: ‗I will perfect the art of death. 

The time for love is past.‘ (p. 325) He goes, among other places, to a ‗center 

for worldwide Islamist-jihadist activities‘ (p. 330), supported by 

Pakistan, meets men ‗who had fought with Afghans and al-Qaeda‘ (p. 

336). As the narrator notices, ‗an age of fury was dawning.‘ (p. 340). We 

witness peregrinations from camp to camp, subhuman life conditions in 

the mountains, brainwashing and infinite torture of civilians. We weep 

for Kashmir, we learn to fear ‗massacres,‘ ‗ethnic cleansing,‘ ‗pogroms,‘ 

the age of ‗interminable slaughter‘ (p. 425), in short – extermination. 

After fifteen years, Shalimar the clown thinks, ‗I have become death.‘ (p. 

372)  

 Once Boonyi is dead, Shalimar the clown also kills the ‗American 

ambassador‘, after which crime the western ‗manhunt‘ for the criminal 
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begins. We also learn now that Maximilian Ophuls was ‗U.S. 

counterterrorism chief‘ (417), while we are also told that, in fact, he 

supported terrorism: 

 

...Max the occult servant of American geopolitical interest, Your father served this 
country in some hot zones, he swam for America through some pretty muddy water, 
Invisible Max, on whose invisible hands there might very well be, there almost 
certainly was, there had to be, didn‘t there, a quantity of the world‘s visible and 
invisible blood. (p. 417) 

 

 Shalimar is imprisoned and Kashmira writes to him: ‗I am your 

black Scheherazade.‘ (p. 467) Her revenge, unlike Shalimar‘s, is quite 

unconvincing and not supported by a deeper need of the novel‘s 

philosophy. She is seen by Rushdie haunting Shalimar the clown at 

night. She is shallow, almost uninteresting. Rushdie seems to have spent 

all his love on Boonyi-Pamposh.  

 The interesting (western) point of the novel is made by the lawyer 

who tries (and fails) to save Shalimar the clown from the death sentence: 

 

It’s dog eat dog up there in the Himalayas, ladies and gentlemen, the Indian army 
against the Pakistan-sponsored fanatics (...) You want to know this man, my client? 
The defense will show that his village was destroyed by the Indian army. Razed to the 
ground, every structure destroyed. The dead body of his brother was thrown at his 
mother’s feet with the hands severed. Then his mother was raped and killed and his 
father was also slain. (...) This is a man against whose whole community a blood 
crime was committed that he could not avenge, a blood crime that drove him out of his 
mind. When a man is out of his mind other forces can enter that mind and shape it. 
They took that avenging spirit and pointed it in the direction they required, not at 
India, but here. At America. At their real enemy. At us. (p. 481) 
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 But Shalimar is not executed, and Rushdie even makes him escape. 

He comes after Kashmira at the moment she is in bed,  

thinking of Yuvraj: 

 

...sometimes she thought she couldn‘t live up to his love, she kept failing 
him... (p. 493) 

 

 Pamposh (first generation) never failed her husband (unless her 

death in childbirth could be seen as a failure). Boonyi failed her husband 

and, although she came back with renewed emotional intensity, she paid 

with her life. Kashmira (third generation) lies in bed, muses on how she 

fails the man she ‗loves‘, and (probably) ends up killing her mother‘s 

assassin. The world is upside down. Intensity has left love and is now 

inhabiting death: ‗There was only Kashmira, and Shalimar the clown.‘ 

(p. 497)  

 If Salman Rushdie wrote this novel as a plea for Kashmir, he has 

succeeded in persuading us.  

 If he wrote the story of Boonyi‘s magic love and deficient judgment, 

again, he has melted our hearts.  

 If he wanted to give us an idea of what we should understand of 

terrorism and its place in world politics, he is quite illuminating.  

 But if he ever meant to make Kashmira the heir of magic love, if it 

was his intention to give us a reborn fairy tale (love, Prince Charming 

and happily ever after), then his tale is thwarted.  
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 The only thing Shalimar the Clown states for a fact is that the fairy 

tale is dead. Shalimar is the last inhabitant of magic, and he – possibly – 

dies in the last sentence on the novel‘s last page. 

 

Salman Rushdie, Shalimar the Clown, 2005  

(Random House, 2006) 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

436 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

 

A primary of tenderness: 

Graham Swift, The Light of Day 

 

 

 Graham Swift published The Light of Day in 2003. Two years later, in 

2005, Kazuo Ishiguro published Never Let Me Go. Both novels are typical 

after-Modernist dystopias.  

 Graham Swift glares at the legal system: can ‗the light of day‘ be 

brought to a homicide case? Kazuo Ishiguro profoundly objects to the 

medical system: ‗never let go‘ of what is human in you, no matter what 

doctors may try to change in your being.  

 Both novels contemplate the pale, nostalgic ghost of impossible, no-

longer-possible love. So many stories (whether novels or not) used to be 

– still are – based on love. The demanding fairy-tale tradition has 

become a worn-out and much resented convention. Virginia Woolf – 

most articulate theoretician of the Stream of Consciousness – loudly 

belittled it as early as the beginning of the 20th century. Unfortunately – 

or fortunately – she could not live as she preached. She may have hated 

plots focussed on finding love, but her plots copiously partake of that 

feeling. The Stream of Consciousness, brought up and educated in the 

fairy tale tradition after all, is only the tip of the iceberg. 

 Like fabulous Titanics, the novels of Joyce, Woolf, Conrad, 
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Lawrence do not yet realize the extent of the damage. The farther we 

travel into afer-Modernism (starting in the fifties and getting stronger 

and stronger at the turn of the third millennium), the more stubbornly 

love recedes.  

 When we read The Light of Day or Never Let Me Go, we feel we are 

drowning in lovelessness. The novel is no longer the realm of great 

expectations. It is not about regret, either. After-Modernist fiction, much 

like after-Modernist poetry, is all about emptiness, especially about the 

fullest, richest, most resourceful manners of approximating it. Love is 

sinking. The few surviving life- (and love-) boats are mainly fuelled by 

technique.  

 The after-Modernist technique focusses on the unwilling  

but inevitable loss of a feeling that has kept literature busy since  

the Bible. The significant heroes are those fit to survive the cold. They  

are haunted by memories of love, and mix them with the horror  

of the shipwreck onto the dystopian beach. The Stream of Consciousness 

struck literature like the iceberg of the great change,  

and after-Modernists are the survivors. 

 The after-Modernist age starts with Orwell (1984), Huxley (Brave 

New World, Ape and Essence) and Golding (Lord of the Flies), whose novels 

have one thing in common: the reader is made to feel he has survived a 

devastating war, in which life on Earth itself could have been 

extinguished – yet, luckily, it was not.  

 After-Modernist heroes are more or less survivors, but definitely 
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powerless to rescue more than their own memory of a drowned past. 

They take what they can get, and love is not their share, although they 

fiercely long for it. The more deeply they wish to experience it, the less 

unlikely they are to have their wish granted.  

 Orwell‘s Winston Smith fumbles for Julia in the dark, and in the end 

gives her up in exchange for a break from torture. John the Savage, 

Huxley‘s approximation of what is left of humanity after atomic 

civilization and its self-destruction, commits suicide, realizing that love 

(for Lenina, for his mother) has become impossible outside his outdated 

reservation. Golding‘s children in Lord of the Flies are too young for adult 

love, but the kind, wise friend Piggy, who is killed, makes Ralph grow 

up from one moment to the next, a hater of lovelessness and thoughtless 

cruelty (lack of all feeling).  

 It has become a common fact, then, that we inhabit a cold, soulless 

world, in which a man‘s heart – if he is lucky to know he has one – is his 

only refuge. Love is a lonely intuition, never an expectation. This is the 

proof that the fairy-tale tradition is dead. 

 Graham Swift‘s The Light of Day has an old proverb (with new 

meaning) as a motto: ‗All‘s fair in love and war.‘ A woman kills her 

husband out of love, when he turns to another woman, when she finds out 

he has left her – which is actually the beginning of lovelessness.  

 An ex-cop, now a private detective, writes this novel, trying to bring 

the ‗light of day‘ to the woman‘s life sentence, intimating that ‗in love 

and war‘(experienced simultaneously by the college teacher of French 
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Sarah Nash, and successively by her husband, the gynaecologist Robert 

Nash) even murder has a reason. When Sarah‘s real motives have been 

brought to light (which ought to be the moment we finish reading the 

novel), she will be able to step out ‗at last into the clear light of day‘ (last 

sentence of the last chapter).  

 George Webb, the detective who investigates her case for the sole 

benefit of his soul (he seems to feel love for Sarah although he never 

utters this word), is waiting for a murderer to forget/atone for her crime 

and come to share his love. Is the reader skeptical about a happy 

ending? Most definitely. Does Graham Swift expect us to believe in a 

happy future for the two? I hardly think so. His main (unconscious) 

concern is to kill love thoroughly, for everyone in the novel. 

 Absolutely all the characters are heartbroken. The idea of the couple 

is minutely discredited. There are three more or less present couples 

(triangles, rather), plus one which is almost history and a last lesbian 

couple: 

 

 ● George Webb – Rachel Webb (his former wife, who left him when 

he was thrown out of the police because he attacked a witness, while 

trying to make him confess he did know who had committed the crime 

which was being investigated) – Sarah Nash (the criminal in this story). 

There is a faint possibility of a fourth: she is George‘s assistant, Rita, 

whom he did go to bed with in the beginning, but who will now leave 

him precisely because he no longer does that.  
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 Rachel gave George a daughter, Helen. Rita keeps his business 

going. Sarah is the only one who asks him to do things. First she comes 

to him in his capacity of a private investigator, and asks him to follow 

her husband to the airport. Her husband is having an affair with a 

Croatian refugee, who came to England when she was eighteen, and 

behind whom the war broke out at home and killed all her family. Sarah, 

who teaches English at a college, finds her and brings her home, trying 

to help her, or maybe to use her as a replacement for her grown up son 

Michael, who is now in Seattle.  

 In the Nash home, Kristina ‗blooms‘ and it turns out that Sarah is 

not the only one who wants to offer protection. Robert needs to protect 

Kristina too, and his protection takes the form of an affair. Sarah finds 

out, Robert rents a flat for Kristina, but then the war in Croatia is over 

and Kristina has to be repatriated. Sarah‘s protection was legal, Robert is 

denied his by the law which requires Kristina to leave England.  

 Knowing the affair must end, Sarah asks George to follow the two 

when Kristina is leaving, and report to her what they looked like, how 

they said goodbye. George concludes the man was in love with the girl, 

but the girl may not have felt the same; she apparently felt free and she 

may even have escaped the law of repatriation.  

 Swift‘s position as to the integration of ex-communist countries in 

the European Community is revealed. This is not exactly a political 

novel, but Kristina is a political issue in herself: 
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And did she go back to Croatia really? Is she there now? 
The lights of a big foreign city below her, rising to meet her.  

The high life, the good life. A qualified interpreter, a translator, a citizen of the 
world. 

I see her still in Geneva. I see her (it‘s just a fancy) finding work with the 
UN. I see her, yes, going back to her old country – new country – but only as a 
member of some official team. A UN interpreter, an observer. Diplomatic 
credentials – but her own personal links. Post-war reconstruction and 
rehabilitation. The investigation of war crimes. Work that will never be 
complete.  

Working for the UN, the shambling, botching peace-keepers. The wise-
after-the-event international police. (p. 284) 

 

Like Fowles‘s when he imagines the ‗author‘ in The French Lieutenant’s 

Woman, Swift does not know what end to choose. He plays with 

alternatives, but this small game is inessential here. What is essential is 

the bigger guessing/wondering game all through the story.  

 We have no idea whether George and Rachel ever were in love, and 

we could not care less. She leaves him coldly and goes on with her life. 

He continues his, even learns how to cook – to perfection, it seems – and 

uses this new found skill to begin a fond relationship with his daughter, 

who, he had thought, hated him as she was growing up.  

 We know for sure that Rita was a short sex encounter and stayed 

that way, even though George values her as an assistant in his small 

detective business. She brings the tea, the flowers for ambiance and 

receives the customers. She is good for the image, but no more. 

 Sarah is the turning point. Since this is mainly a questioning novel, 

she can best be described by questions. Is she really a criminal or was 

her crime the result of her own pain, which got the better of her? Swift‘s 
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suggestion to that (clouded by so many question marks, yet fairly 

certain) seems to be that both Sarah and Robert wanted the killing: Sarah 

was hurt when she realized Robert was really in love with Kristina, and 

Robert could not find another way to make amends than welcome her 

stabbing kitchen knife.  

 What Sarah feels is of almost no consequence, however, as George 

has his heart set on her, and she is in no condition to do what she pleases 

(she has been sentenced to life). The only painful question the reader 

keeps asking himself is, so what? Maybe he is in love with her, maybe she 

will learn to love him in time (and kill him at some point?), maybe George 

will go on waiting for her and visiting her in prison every fortnight, but 

how old will they be when she comes out? In their late fifties. Is that a 

good age for a couple? It is an age. Love happens.  

 Do we believe in their happy union in love? No. The only viable 

couple in this book is burdened by dark incredulity. The reader cannot 

picture George and Sarah living happily eve after simply because there 

is not much of an ever after, and this feeling was planned by Swift – 

maybe unconsciously – when he chose the heroes‘ ages and built the 

story. He knew from the very beginning that love, the couple, did not 

stand a chance.  

 

 ● The second triangle is Sarah Nash – Robert Nash – Kristina Lazic. 

As in the first instance, there is one man for two females. If in the first 

situation, George is left by Rachel, in this second couple Sarah is the one 
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who is left alone – and she is not happy about it. In order to motivate the 

difference in reaction, Swift chooses to tell us more about the history of 

this second couple. They are allowed a moment of romance – as 

students, in France, in the smell of cocq au vin, which is also the last thing 

the gynaecologist can smell before he dies. When he returns from the 

airport – wherefrom Sarah suspected he might go with Kristina to 

Croatia, or to some other country, or simply follow her by car and never 

return home – Sarah is waiting for him with his favourite meal, which 

brought them together in their youth. The smell that gave birth to their 

love ends his life.   

 The image of Sarah and Robert‘s young love is one of disappointed 

intensity. The moment Sarah understands that intensity is lost, that love 

is dead, she kills. But – the text seems to whisper – Robert was already 

dead and welcomes her officializing act. In both situations (Robert and 

Sarah, Robert and Kristina), we watch the show at a  moment when love 

is just a bitter memory. Besides, we are led to suspect Kristina never 

loved Robert, and possibly Robert never really loved Sarah, if he can 

leave her so easily.  

 The understatement of the novel is that love is dead. Virginia Woolf 

preached the death of love (even though she never did what she 

preached, in her fiction). The after-Modernists followed in her footsteps. 

It is literature that kills Robert, more than his wife. Graham Swift – 

whether aware or not of the theory behind his narrative – makes a point. 
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 ● A third triangle (the previous generation) are George‘s ‗mum‘ – 

George‘s ‗dad‘ (names do not matter in their case, they are just another 

prop to prove a point) – Carol Freeman. We are given no details. George 

learns by accident, when he is in his early teens, but his mother only 

learns when his father dies whispering Carol‘s name.  

 We know that George did his best to prevent his mother from 

learning, so he must be angry with his father for what he did. His 

mother feels a ‗stab‘ when she hears him whisper another woman‘s 

name shortly before dying, but we can hardly imagine a love affair 

because the novelist does not choose to take us that way. His parents‘ 

failed couple is just another piece of evidence for the main point to be 

proved, namely that love is dead and buried, and best left alone. 

  

 ● One more couple is the memory of Napoleon III and his wife 

Eugénie, who chose exile with him. They both came to Chislehurst, 

England, when the Emperor was defeated. He died and she had fifty 

more years without him. Before dying, though, he is said to have liked 

women. History, thus, stresses the death of ‗love for ever‘. As if to show 

that she has learnt her lesson, while in prison for rebelling against the 

death of love, Sarah writes about Eugénie.  

 It is a small world and a big issue. Will Sarah be able to feel 

anything for the narrator of this story? George‘s calling her ‗sweetheart‘ 

so many times seems pointless. 
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 ● One more unconventional couple is Helen – Clare. George is and 

is not shocked to learn that his daughter is a lesbian. He looks for 

reasons in her relationship with both parents. Did she love him and he 

never paid attention to her as a child? Is she trying to take revenge on 

her mother? We could not care less, and the novelist does not go into 

details. Just a few sentences take care of her situation. She needs 

affection and takes it where it can be found. The devious conclusion is 

that it can no longer be found in the fairy-tale relationship, so George 

might easily be wrong in waiting for Sarah. 

 

 

 

 As a consequence of the defective functioning of the couple – 

emblematic feature for after-Modernist authors – the relationship 

parent-child is corrupted. Sarah and Robert have a son, Michael, who is 

conveniently disposed of by the novelist in Seattle, and who uses his 

mother‘s murder as a very good pretext to leave the book altogether.  

 If we go back in time, T. S. Eliot was the first for whom – in The 

Waste Land – children were a very awkward presence; they either 

suggested a loveless conception, or invoked both purity and impurity 

(spiritual and sexual) at once, but tragically disconnected, therefore 

dooming the couple to death. After-Modernists have a tendency to sever 

all family ties, and their dryness starts with Orwell and Huxley.  
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 Georges‘ daughter Helen takes the abyss one step further. She hates 

– so George thinks – her cop-father while she grows up a rebel teenager, 

and later on she possibly hates her mother for leaving him. She turns to 

her father‘s heart, has dinner with him (his cooking and candlelit 

dinners bring them together) once a week. She nudges him into finding 

someone to share his life with. She has a life of her own, which is totally 

unknown both to her father and the reader. When at last she opens up a 

tiny bit, she tells him she is a lesbian, and the author leaves her there.  

 Jeanette Winterson would only have started her book at that point. 

Homosexual writers still have romance in their narrative recipe, as a 

symbol of their all-embracing battle with whatever is socially, 

conventionally accepted as natural. They rescue romance, as a matter of 

fact. The after-Modernists have this tendency of using discarded tricks 

whenever the reader least expects it. On the whole, parenthood is not a 

favourite subject with Graham Swift in this novel. He feels it had better 

be left alone, since the couple itself does not feel good at all. 

 The Light of Day is another one-day novel. The comparison with 

Ulysses (Joyce) or Mrs Dalloway (Woolf) obviously comes to mind, but 

we must remember Swift‘s day is the anniversary of a murder, not a day 

of the soul as in Ulysses, or a party of memories in Mrs Dalloway. It is the 

anniversary of Sarah‘s killing Robert.  

 On that day, George goes to his small office, buys flowers, goes to 

Robert‘s tomb and places them there, visits Sarah in prison, and comes 

back to his work. His work – incidentally – is one that kills couples. He 
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investigates betrayals. Mostly women – whom he often beds when they 

are ‗on the rebound‘ – come to him. He usually tells them the husband is 

unfaithful, and brings evidence that the couple is out of order.  

 This one-day narrative is the stream of consciousness of one hero, 

George Webb. His name suggests he is a web of complications, and, 

actually, he is the only hero of this novel, since all the others are mere 

ghosts. We do understand one fleeting moment in their lives, but it is 

only George who shares all his experiences with us. We can rearrange 

George chronologically, just as we could rearrange Virginia Woolf‘s 

narratives, no matter how un-chronological their telling may have been. 

Graham Swift is a good follower of the Stream of Consciousness in an 

age which actually rebels against it – since after-Modernists prefer a 

story to the thought/memory of a story.  

 Graham Swift loves his heroes‘ minds. In this case George‘s. If 

Ishiguro makes his narrators unreliable (you cannot believe what they 

say, and you have to dig out their unconfessed truth), with Swift we 

have to face another source of uncertainty. George Webb is a torrent of 

questions: the novel is filled to the brim with question marks, maybe‘s, 

perhaps‘s, might-have beens, if it had not‘s, did s/he?‘s...  

 The hero is an ex-detective of crimes and a present detective of 

ruined marriages. His stream of consciousness follows the rules of his 

experience: he weighs all the possibilities and makes a point of asking all 

the questions, providing all imaginable answers. The situation must be 

assessed in its wholeness, which means no suspicion must be left 
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unuttered. The author of the crime must be discovered.  

 George loses his job because he assaults a witness who will not 

confess what he knows, who will not facilitate the apprehension of the 

murderer. If the author of the murder (Sarah) is already in jail, George 

has a different type of questions to ask. Yes, she did kill. But why? The 

reason, as we have already seen, is an abstract, rather social and literary 

one: the death of the couple. 

 The question is used as a weapon to force us to participate in the 

plot. The author is constantly in command. His questions are rhetorical. 

He uses them in order to delay the revelation, to heighten suspense. 

Graham Swift takes his time, he pops up the edifying question very late, 

the same as Ishiguro allows us to grasp the truth at the very last.  

 What Ishiguro achieves with his astounding economy of words, 

Graham Swift manages to do by accumulating question marks and past 

conditionals. Here is an example which actually contains the whole story 

in a nutshell: 

 

And Kristina? What did she want? Did she really love him – that man 
over there under the slab, with the roses? And so was it really her ‗sacrifice‘? 
To go back. Not to destroy him — him and Sarah. To get out of their lives. 

Destroyed anyway. 
So much of it I‘ve had to piece together gradually, on my visits. As much 

as she‘s wanted to tell, as much as she‘s wanted to talk. A special room for 
talking, like an interview room, like several interview rooms together. It‘s not 
ideal, it‘s not private, but it‘s all we have. You haven‘t got her yet. 

And we write. I write, my ‗English lessons‘. That‘s where Kristina came 
in. If she‘d never walked into Sarah‘s English class . . . 

In the beginning, when she didn‘t want to see me or speak to me (no 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

449 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

Visiting Order, no visit), it was all there was suddenly: writing. I‘d never done 
it before, put down things like that on paper. 

Please call me . . . Please see me . .. Please answer this letter . . . 
As if I was the one on remand. (p. 139) 
 
 

 The story is a puzzle. Every word can contain the light (the light of 

day). The whole novel is an interview, but the witness is mute and the 

detective powerless. These mute guesses teach us how to read an after-

Modernist novel, how not to expect a final statement, how to deal with 

open endings, with smashed traditions, with the absence of fairy-tale 

expectations, how to read as if we were living our own life: not knowing 

what the next page can bring, suspecting/expecting everything, but in 

the end making do with very little. Life cannot be stated in sentences. 

Graham Swift, in a revived stream-of-consciousness technique (Virginia 

Woolf, ‗Life is a luminous halo...‘), approximates it in questions, and 

makes us identify with a detective who can never know the truth, but 

who always has an intuition of it. 

 George Webb‘s intuition of truth as far as Sarah is concerned is 

confirmed by the fact that his intuition concerning a petty criminal 

(Dyson) – who is the reason why he assaulted a witness and was 

consequently kicked out of the police – turns out to have been correct. 

The end of the novel brings George the news that Dyson has at last been 

imprisoned, that he was right when he reenacted Dyson‘s stabbing an 

old shop owner. This makes us trust him. He becomes the author‘s 

spokesman. What he says about Sarah – all his statement-questions – 
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goes. His questions are our truth. Life, for Graham Swift, is not a 

‗luminous halo‘: it is a well asked question.  

 Besides the flow of George‘s thoughts – which is conversational, in 

good after-Modernist tradition, just like the first person narration in 

Ishiguro – there is hybridization of literary genres in The Light of Day. 

Joyce, Woolf and Eliot mixed poetry and prose with drama, essay, 

literary history, criticism, philosophy, etc. The after-Modernists, 

however angrily they rebel against the Stream of Consciousness, bear 

the seal of its discoveries. Martin Amis builds a novel on memory in 

reverse, on a cinematic technique. Ishiguro steps into medical research 

and imagines a clone‘s life. Rose Tremain repossesses history 

(Restoration). Alasdair Gray imitates Eliot and adds a chapter of what he 

calls ‗plagiarisms‘ at the end of his Lanark.  

 As far as Swift is concerned, he goes right back to Virginia Woolf, 

whom he resembles in so many ways, and writes poetical prose. His 

lyricism is obvious in his recurrent statements, which are mementos, 

popping up all over the novel. Such is ‗You haven‘t got her yet‘, which 

means he has to wait a long (future) time for Sarah. George first hears 

this refrain at the tomb of her murdered husband. These refrains cannot 

be understood unless we have a knowledge of everything that went 

before, unless we read the novel as a poem, stressing every word, 

loading it with emotion.  

 The effect of Graham Swift‘s lyricism is a humanizing one. After-

Modernist fiction is usually dry. In a world of clones, ridiculous 
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academics, aggressive homosexuals, Swift‘s heroes are deliberately 

human, sensitive, considerate, downright engaging. Their author is not 

afraid to love them. 

 A second poetic tool that Swift uses is that of association. Not only 

sentences recur, but whole patterns – in the case of a novel, narrative 

situations.  

 For instance, George‘s father takes photographs of weddings, while 

the detective takes them when the marriage is over.  

 Both Robert – a gynaecologist, who, considering his profession, 

ought to be fed up with women – and George – the tough guy who is 

most likely to offer consolation upon the death of a couple – have jobs 

which bring them mostly in contact with females.  

 Both are doctors: Robert treats the body, George the conscience.  

 Kristina, Eugénie and Michael (Sarah‘s son) are all exiles, the former 

two being haunted by lost wars.  

 Sarah and George have both been more or less left by  

their partners.  

 Sarah and Dyson are two criminals whom George‘s detective 

intuition uncovers.  

 Sarah and George‘s mother (and Eugénie) are cheated on by their 

husbands.  

 Both Kristina and George are Sarah‘s students: Kristina learns correct 

English, while George learns how to write and, if we can read this novel 

with interest – Swift intimates – it is because Sarah is such a good teacher. 
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Graham Swift‘s Waterland is a long history lesson written as the stream of 

consciousness of a teacher as well. 

 The chapters of the novel are short and matter of fact, apparently 

(they are in fact torturingly sentimental). The odd chapters are 

somewhat longer and deal with the past. The even chapters are short 

(most often one-and-a-half-page long), and tend to bring things back to 

the present.  

 The time of the novel is divided into a present torn by questions, a 

past (and a past within the past) – which is where the plot actually takes 

place, and what the present dubitatively comments on – and a future. 

What we slowly learn from the present comments on the past plot is that 

the only possible future is disappointment. The past is a gold mine: the 

lesson of the Stream of Consciousness (which was ‗move the point of 

interest to a place where nothing can change it any more‘) has struck 

monstrous roots. The present is an inert state. The narrator is more a 

witness of his own life than its master. Because he has no energy to 

make his present, his future is bound to be a disappointed one. This 

reappraisal of time, this change of focus – from the present and its future 

to the past – is deeply Modernist, and it resulted in the death of the 

fairy-tale convention.  

 The Light of Day is a dystopic novel for more reasons than one. They 

all come from the acute feeling of displacement experienced by most 

heroes. We could take each one of them and find the particular reason 

for their feeling of loss and solitude: 
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 ● Sarah is exiled from love into lovelessness, or worse – the 

suspicion that love has never existed. She is also displaced from her 

teaching life and confined to a real prison. 

 ● Robert leaves life altogether and talks to George from his grave (in 

George‘s imagination, of course, but we come to trust everything George 

reenacts, so we take Robert‘s voice from the grave for granted).  

 ● Their son Michael leaves England for Seattle (he takes his father‘s 

side when the murder is committed, the narrator says, thus losing both 

parents at once), and is never actually seen in the story. 

 ● George is made to leave both the police and his married life. 

 ● Helen, George‘s daughter, leaves adolescence at home for a life 

her parents have no idea about. She leaves her passion for art, choosing 

‗interior design.‘ She alos leaves her parents‘ pattern of procreation for 

homosexuality.  

 ● (Rachel is the only one whose sense of loss is not dwelt upon.) 

   ● Kristina is obviously displaced. She comes to London on a 

scholarship in 1993. Her whole family is killed behind her. She ruins 

another family in the attempt at finding her balance. She possibly ends 

up in another exile, this time in Geneva, with a good salary and a 

comfortable life. She epitomizes exile, and she may express more 

political discontent with the future of a united Europe than her author 

was aware of.  
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 All these characters are taken from familiar to unfamiliar 

environments. They never feel at home. The basic reason for their 

chronic solitude is the death of the couple. 

 Realistic novels began by stating the situation. After-Modernists 

make any beginning a guessing game. The Light of Day begins with the 

morning of ‗November 20th‘, 1997 (exactly two years after Sarah‘s crime), 

and ends on the evening of the same day, while its expectations are 

prolonged by eight years at least, when Sarah can come out of prison 

and join George (or not).  

 From the very first chapter, Swift makes it clear that there will not 

be any couple. Rita moans: ‗It‘s just not having anyone there. You know. 

Somebody by your side.‘ (p. 8, Chapter 1). Love is quite ironically 

described. Rita tells her boss: ‗Something‘s come over you, George.‘ (p. 

28) The sentence is repeated many times later on; it probably is the most 

tenacious of all refrains in the book, and, if we reread (the first chapters 

at least), we notice the mocking tone of the author. Can that ‗something‘ 

be love? We know as little at the end of the book as we knew on the first 

page. But we have learned to suspect infinitely more. We feel that the 

plot is a knot of possibilities, and the story is all in our minds. 

 What Swift does with unbelievable sensibility and empathy is 

imagine what goes on in Sarah‘s soul before, during and after her killing 
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Robert. The psychology of murder is perfect. It is the suspense of the 

book to try and reconstitute it. It is the aim of our reading. This ‗why‘ of 

the book is the backbone of its piercingly poetic string of almost-poem-

like chapters.  

 George builds this ‗why‘ into a plot of memories and questions – do 

we know the truth about the past? – while he is driving, just like 

Ishiguro‘s clone, Kathy. Driving is today what conversation was to 

Henry James. While driving, these two narrators (George and Kathy) 

talk to themselves and take us into their confidence. We listen without 

needing elaborate settings, we do without descriptions of physical 

appearance or landscapes (a few dry leaves and a grave stone will do in 

Swift‘s case).  

 The intensity comes from the way thoughts flow, from the slowness 

of our acceding to the truth, to what the narrator knows and we do not 

(this is definitely Henry James‘s influence). It is Swift‘s, as much as 

Ishiguro‘s, art to take his time and deal his words sparingly. The 

economy of detail in Swift‘s language keeps us alert. More than 

incidents, it is in the slow explanation that the suspense of the novel 

resides. 

 The sentences are sometimes elliptical. They forget predicates or 

subjects. Poetry thus becomes a tool for secrecy: 

 

How does it happen? How do we choose? Someone enters our life, and 
we can‘t live without them. But we lived without them before ... 
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The Empress Eugénie. Fifty years to go. 
As if we were only half ourselves and never knew it. And maybe it‘s best 

not to know. Maybe that‘s what Rachel thought, standing in the kitchen 
doorway, in the exit from my life. That I was only half the man she‘d thought 
I was. 

I was half myself again. Or less. 
But how does it happen? ‗Meant for each other‘, ‗ ‗made for each other‘, 

we say. And my granny Nora used to say when I was small, before we moved 
to Chislehurst, that ‗there‘s a girl for every boy‘. Maybe it‘s what grannies 
have to say. But didn‘t her own boy – my dad – prove it? Not just in marrying 
my mum, but in what he did for a living. His bread and butter: wedding  
photos. 

My grandpa Ted was long dead. I never knew him. My granny Nora‘s 
other half. Nora and Ted. And my granny Nora never lived long enough to 
know what I knew about her boy, my dad. 

Matrimonial work. I see it from the wrong end, the bad end. (p. 104) 

 

This could sound like a poem if we isolate it from its narrative context. It 

is clarified by recurring refrains, recurring narrative patterns (mainly 

connected to the idea of the couple). The major aim of all this poetry is to 

describe the narrator‘s failure at all levels. He fails as a father, a 

husband, a cop and a lover. And yet this novel is all his. Surely he must 

be worth something if he manages to make us feel so alive while reading 

it? 

 We cannot be positive about the existence of love in The Light of Day, 

but one thing is certain: there is tenderness. The narrator seems to want 

to teach us that love is for fairy tales, while tenderness is the everyday 

stuff of life: 

 

As if I should stand in for him entirely: the whole re-run. His double. 
And she‘d raise the knife and see it was me. And this time, really, she‘d stop. 
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Jealous – of a corpse. She can read my thoughts. Her eyes can see inside 
my head. 

‗I‘ll be with you.‘ 
‗I know.‘ 
But jealous of Bob alive. She knows that too. Jealous of all those years, 

good long years – twenty-four of them – ending like they did. And it might 
have been me and her in the first place. Me and Sarah. The absurdity. And 
Bob would have found someone else. And we‘d all be happy, all still be alive. 
The absurdity. 

And I might have been a gynaecologist and Bob might have  
been a cop. 

You play cards, you shuffle the pack. 
Twenty-four years. Except time doesn‘t work like that. Time doesn‘t 

make its meanings like that. Visits, moments, days. This day, this clear cold 
day, the air diamond sharp. 

Two minutes. What can you say with two minutes left? (p. 245) 

 

 This fragment uses all the past conditionals, futures-in-the-past and 

might-have-beens the narrator could think of. The result is his poignant 

desire to offer and receive tenderness. Love may be dead – if there ever 

was any to begin with – but people must go on, they must live together 

and must communicate. If we read The Light of Day (or Never Let Me Go) 

as a love story, we are dead wrong. It is mainly a primary of survival in 

a cruel, new, unknown, dystopic world: of survival by tenderness. 

  

Graham Swift, The Light of Day, 2003 (Penguin Books, 2004) 
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                The story restored:  

          Rose Tremain, Restoration  

 

 

 Rose Tremain‘s Restoration is a delightful island of story telling, 

apparently without much ulterior motive. Most after-Modernists have 

an agenda when they look back. Their ambition is to rewrite. Rose 

Tremain seems to reinvent for the pleasure of re-experiencing. 

Consequently, her novel is fresh and does not require rereading. It does 

not rely upon comparison with other texts as heavily as novels by Byatt, 

Ackroyd, Amis and most of the others. Tremain writes for the sake of 

story-telling, while most after-Modernist novelists conjure up the whole 

of literature, counting on the reader to remember other texts while 

reading their own. Rose Tremain is a self-sufficient writer. To her, 

literature is all about stories.  

 You need not be a sophisticated reader to follow the plot of 

Restoration. On the other hand, it would be mistaken to conclude that the 

plot is all the novel has to offer. This is first and foremost a very sensual 

novel. It is not just a set of (mis)adventures ending happily. It is a 

recreation of direct sensuous experience (T. S. Eliot‘s objective correlative 

cannot be far behind). It is a trip back in time. We feel the smell of 

unwashed bodies, experience their discomforts, eat their food, taste their 

pleasures.  
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 But sensuousness is not the only important feature of the book. 

Restoration is also a dream about a philosophy of life. The hero begins in 

innocence, and ends up in the light of understanding. He begins as a 

profane, sensuous male, and becomes a responsible, wise physician, 

friend to the king and a father himself. On the way towards the happy 

end – which the novelist is wise not to deny her seemingly traditional 

story, Robert Merivel acquires an understanding of his existence, his 

profession, his place in society and his emotions. He begins as a tortured 

rudimentary being, and ends up all polished and serene.  

 The adventures of Robert Merivel are not many, and they do not 

last long. The story begins in 1664 and ends in 1667. The places it takes 

the hero are: Cambridge (where Merivel studies medicine), the court of 

the restored king (Whitehall – where Merivel is the doctor of the king‘s 

dogs, and then the king‘s fool), Bidnold Manor in the County of Norfolk 

(given to Merivel in return for marrying, only for the sake of 

appearances, the King‘s mistress, Celia Clemence), Whittlesea Hospital 

in Earls Bride, in the Fens (where Merivel manages the feat of getting 

pregnant a crazy woman, Katharine, after being chased away from 

Norfolk and after his manor has been taken away from him by the king, 

after his having tried to make love to Celia), London during the plague 

and the great fire, and finally a return to Bidnold, where the king 

(coming back to Merivel as a friend) makes him a present of one room 

‗until my reign is over and another age comes‘.  

 The happy end is granted to Merivel for the sake of ‗the man you 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

460 
 

             

                                    Bucureşti 2012 

 

have become‘, the king tells him. The end of the novel asks us:  

 

Do you see me now? 
I am in the room. (p. 381) 

 

 If it were not for the nastiness of these adventures, the discomfort 

which becomes very real to us in these pages, as if we were experiencing 

it first hand, Restoration could be viewed as a romance. It is actually a 

mock-romance, just like A. S. Byatt‘s Possession, from which it differs 

because Byatt is interested in words about experience, while Tremain 

focusses on the almost physical experience. Byatt chooses language over 

plot (the plot hangs on lost, retrieved, haunting words), while Tremain 

focusses on sensation.  

 Both draw their sap from the Stream of Consciousness. Both create 

heroes who analyse their lives step by step, and verbalize  

what they see. Both make ample use of suspense: we read their  

novels panting with excitement, with eagerness to learn the end  

of the story. Both endings are fulfilling, even though one (Byatt‘s) is 

mainly insecure and flitting (like all words), while the other 

(Tremain‘s) is just too close to death (like all matters connected with the 

life of the body).  

 Restoration is a first-person narrative. The narrator is always Robert 

Merivel. No change of perspective, no games of mistaken or misplaced 

identities. He is comfortably (to the reader) himself from beginning to 
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end. He does, however, something that most after-Modernist heroes 

never do: he changes. Byatt‘s Possession plays with centuries, yet no hero 

has the slightest intention to change. Within a mere three years, 

Tremain‘s hero fills the gap between sensation and awareness, from 

physical tragedy to a wise bliss of the mind.  

 The novel has in fact one hero only, as all the others – in good after-

Modernist tradition – are mere props, which throw light on him, help him 

advance with his story, carry him part of the way, make his adventures 

real and suspenseful. The secondary heroes are the following: 

  

 ◄ John Pearce is Robert Merivel‘s fellow student. A Quaker, he goes 

to work for the insane in the small hospital in the Fens, where Merivel 

takes refuge when the king dispossesses him. Like all the others, his 

psychology remains unknown, in spite of the fact that Merivel often 

quotes and tries to explain him. Like all the others, he is in the end just 

another unsolved mystery. Pearce believes in God and medicine, needs 

nothing for himself and frowns on physical well being. He dies of lung 

disease at Whittlesea, leaving Merivel his copy of a medical treatise, in 

which Merivel also finds Pearce‘s ‗own prophylactic‘ against the plague, 

and uses it to make money during the plague years.  

 Pearce‘s part in the story is threefold. First he is an ascetic 

counterpart to the sensuous delirium of Merivel‘s existence. Second, he 

offers the pretext for the advancement of Merivel‘s story when the latter 

needs a change, a place away from Bidnold. Third, he brings Merivel 
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back to his medical profession.  

 What binds the two physicians together is the memory of the man 

with a visible heart, a wonderful image which allows Merivel to find out 

that the heart feels no pain. Neither Merivel nor the reader takes this 

image for granted. We are inevitably aware this is just imagination. On 

the other hand, we like the message, namely is that there are worse 

pains than the physical ones, so the visible heart becomes a symbol for 

the whole book. The body is all we know, the mind might be cured (see 

Katharine, who dies in childbirth, no longer mad, as she was before 

Merivel tried to cure her and, to his dismay, succeeded), but the soul can 

cause atrocious and incurable suffering. The moral of the book, as far as 

Pearce is concerned, is: cure (help) the body (if you can, as far as you 

can), but beware of the soul.  

 This revelation of the visible heart – which Merivel touches and 

feels pulsating, but Pearce dares not hold – is the best expression of the 

message of this book. Tremain gives us Merivel‘s heart, but withdraws 

his soul. We learn what goes on inside his soul for several years only, 

and, in typical after-Modernist tradition, we desperately want to know 

more, to linger, to find out the rest, to force the author to continue 

writing. Actually, we almost become the author in our eagerness to 

prolong the text. 

 

 ◄ The two women, Celia and Katharine, ought to be discussed 

together. They are both impenetrable. Merivel has absolutely no idea 
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what is going on in their minds. Celia is hopelessly in love with the king, 

and wants to be the only woman in his life (besides his wife). She wants 

a son from him. The king marries her to Merivel, then sends her to 

Bidnold, to sober up and return to Court when she is ready to accept 

what she can get. Eventually he finds another love and tells Merivel he 

might marry Celia to some young man, to help her forget what she has 

lost (the king‘s affection). Celia is no more than a portrait, and her exit 

leaves behind no regret, no curiosity.  

 Katharine, on the other hand, is much more alive. She is crazy, and 

taken care of by Pearce and his Quaker friends when Merivel first sees 

her. If, at that moment, and also later on, he thinks he is in love with 

Celia, he feels nothing but temporary lust for Katharine. Not even that, 

to begin with. First he learns her story: her husband left her, and she lost 

her sleep, and eventually her mind. Merivel – known as Robert here 

(while he was Sir Robert to Celia) – hates her looks, smell and pitiful 

state. She gains in importance when it occurs to Merivel that she could 

be cured: he manages to make her sleep by pretending to give her love. 

She falls in love with him. They have sex, and are thrown out of the 

small Quaker community of lunatics and caretakers when Katharine 

becomes pregnant. They go to her mother‘s house, where she ends up 

having a caesarean (performed by Merivel himself). A girls is born. The 

mother dies. Merivel is not greatly moved.  

 At some point in his existence, Merivel ponders that it is much 

worse to be loved than to love. He loves Celia (who loves the king) and 
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Katharine loves him. Considering that he can feel affection (for the king, 

for his servant William Gates, for Pearce), Merivel‘s lack of reaction 

versus females might be an instinctive withdrawal of his author from the 

idea of romance: no ‗boy-loves-girl‘ story.  

 This, again, is in good after-Modernist tradition. His exclusively 

physical awareness of females (Rosie Pierpoint, Violet Bathurst, Meg 

Storey) hides an unwillingness to stand for the young prince in love (he 

is almost forty when the plot ends, anyway). Everything he does and 

says about himself is meant to dispel any possibility that he might use 

his shining armour for any damsel in distress (which he actually does, 

for Katharine, before she is killed by his child). All that he wants is a 

good time.  

 I find here a gap in the plan of the story. I think the author, running 

away from preconceived plans of ‗lived-happily-ever-after‘, willingly 

deprived her otherwise moving and endearing Merivel of an important 

dimension of his soul. His heart is not visible as far as mating is 

concerned. It is promised, though never delivered, to friends. The only 

character who has access to the beatings of Merivel‘s heart is (said to be) 

the King himself. 

 

 ◄ The King is not really a character, but an emblem. Merivel is first 

overwhelmed by the King‘s presence, when his father (‗appointed 

glovemaker to the restored King in January 1661‘, p. 18) takes him to 

Whitehall, while he is still studying medicine. He can hardly utter a 
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word or even see straight. Later on, having hired Merivel to take care of 

his dogs, the King takes him into his confidence (more or less), ‗smacks‘ 

kisses upon his mouth and marries him to his own mistress, making him 

a nobleman with an estate.  

 Most of the time this king is absent. Merivel ardently wishes he 

could be with the king again. This only happens when Celia is discarded 

by the king. After the great fire of London, the king manages to find 

Merivel when the latter feels he must revisit Bidnold once more, for old 

times‘ sake. His former servant, William Gates, is instructed by the king 

to let him know when Merivel turns up, and when Merivel does go – as 

the story is sure to take him – there, the king is waiting, and offers him a 

room of his own.  

 The king is not really a person. He is the glow of power and bodily 

luxury, the appeal of safety. But we must not forget the novel is entitled 

Restoration, which reminds us of the king‘s fall. The same as the king, 

Merivel is restored to grace and well being (more or less), and the words 

‗until my reign is over‘ are a hardly audible memento. After a fall of his 

own, after poverty, illness, plague and a fire, Merivel still believes in 

happiness. He has a daughter, Margaret, to ensure his survival after 

death. Tremain‘s book is not so much a book about true Restoration, as a 

hymn to human hope and endurance.  

 

 If the novel is not really intent on reviving the figure of the restored 

king, it is more than eager to make us experience the mood of his age. 
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The text is so captivating and forceful, in so far as details that recreate 

the atmosphere are concerned, that we feel prisoners of the story. We 

climb, fall and are restored with Merivel (whom one minor character 

calls, by mistake, but significantly, Merry Vale).  

 When the story begins, Merivel is a thirty-seven-year-old man,  

 

erratic, immoderate, greedy, boastful and sad. (p. 13) 

 

as he himself puts it. He likes women immoderately, he loves to eat (an 

unbelievable variety of foods that enter his stomach are described), he 

enjoys bright colours, he is in love with his mare (Danseuse), given to 

him by the king, accompanying him (with a brief interruption) till the 

very end of this story, he is fond of art although he is no good at 

painting or music.  

 Merivel never says so about himself, but from his deeds we see him 

as a generous man, who can take care of the lunatics, save a life in the 

fire, operate on Katharine in hopes of saving her life (although he knows 

he would be better off without her), protect a former enemy (the poor 

painter Elias Finn spied on him at Bidnold, and managed partly to bring 

him down, but, when he comes to Merivel during the plague, Merivel 

takes him in and gives him the idea of painting simple men in simple 

surroundings, which makes the painter relatively well off).  

 As he progresses across his own life, Merivel comes closer and 

closer to his own pulsating soul. He learns – or is forced to realize – that 
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he cannot live only for sensations (warmth, well being, satiety, a night in 

the hay, a secure tomorrow), he must transcend physical adversity. He is 

plunged into the cold, hunger, horror, tragedy. In short, he is made to 

experience the very opposite of what he cherishes.  

 While so doing, he finds his inner self, the pulsating heart, which 

this time is totally invisible. He realizes he can be a physician if need be, 

he can live to help others, he can do without physical comfort, he can 

take refuge in his soul. When he holds Margaret in his arms at last, the 

king‘s restored gift no longer means much. Merivel has found inner 

riches, which are of infinitely more use to him than whatever the king 

may offer. He has rendered the king powerless, actually.  

 Restoration is a contest between the two sides of Merivel‘s nature: a 

doctor or the king‘s fool? A man on his own or a (favoured, disgraced 

and then restored) subject? Margaret is the answer. He is a father now, 

he must learn how to give. He has given life, he has given love (even 

though he does not seem to be aware of that). Nothing that the king 

gives him can make him any better than that. We cannot help but 

wonder: was it Tremain‘s secret wish to convey that no king can ever 

change his subjects‘ lives? That it is far more exciting to be Merivel – 

who finds himself, and has the privilege of seeing himself restored to 

humanity – than to be the king? 

 The language Merivel uses in telling his own story – or writing his 

diary, as it seems – is as colourful as the details he gives. He speaks as he 

eats. He addresses us from his 17th century. Behind his apparent lack of 
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knowledge, we cannot fail to guess his author‘s knowledge at bay: he 

finds a cure for madness by music and reflexes of the sole (very much 

used in the 21st century), for instance. He narrates alternately in the past 

and in the present. This alternation gives a poignant immediacy to his 

narrative. It places him in the middle of it, heightening suspense, 

making us anxious to know more, to accompany him wherever he goes. 

Tremain plants in us a desire never to leave Merivel, this colourful anti-

hero who proves in the end far more alluring than the real king. 

 In The French Lieutenant’s Woman, John Fowles flirted with the idea 

of giving his book more than one ending. Rose Tremain offers five 

beginnings, but her device is not so spectacular as Fowles‘s, because it is 

too early in the story for suspense to support the device. We take these 

beginnings as a chronological description of the hero‘s life so far. They 

are: 

 

 ◙  His first dissection, of a starling, when he was nine – a ‗glimpse of 

my own future‘ as a physician (p. 15). 

 ◙  His once-in-a-lifetime encounter with the man whose beating 

heart is visible. 

 ◙ His first acquaintance with the king, when he is overwhelmed: ‗I 

had been within a glove‘s length of obtaining power, and I had not taken 

it.‘ And before that, Merivel says: ‗I am not now the Merivel I was that 

day.‘ (pp. 21-22)  

 The story has two presents: one is the present used for the moment 
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when it is being written (when the author may or may not know the 

ending); the second is the trick used by the narrator to make us feel what 

he felt, thus switching from the estranging ‗I was‘ to the more forceful ‗I 

am‘. The latter present makes us part of the story. The former makes us 

part of the author‘s mind. Actually, we have two authors in this novel: 

Merivel (the first-person narrator), and Tremain, whose tricks we 

sometimes notice as she makes him slip out of his age, into ours. 

 ◙  His parents die when his father‘s workshop is destroyed by fire, 

and the king summons him to Whitehall and makes him physician of his 

dogs.  

 ◙  The king marries him to Celia: ‗The dogs were to be taken from 

my care and in their place was to be put the youngest of the King‘s 

mistresses.‘ (p. 30) 

 

 From time to time, Merivel stops and wonders at his future. We feel 

as if Rose Tremain herself stopped short and asked us what she should 

do with her character. We feel ill at ease. The same as we felt quite 

cheated when John Fowles took us into his confidence. We expect a book 

to be well planned (at the back of his mind every reader wants to read a 

book which its author took great pains to plan and write). Can it be just 

a random sequence of incidents? Its being random would diminish the 

pleasure of well-built suspense. Actually, this wondering as to the future 

is a trick Tremain uses to make us want that suspense more, and wait for 

an intense ending – which she amply gives us.  
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 The interesting thing about Merivel, the failed physician and the 

failed fool, is that he is also a frustrated artist and musician. He has the 

feeling that he fails in everything, but behind those statements of failure 

we feel his authoress (Tremain) pointing us in the direction of his 

achievement to come. That achievement is becoming himself. Besides 

that, however, in the obstinate and repeated description of his failed 

efforts to paint and play the oboe, of his need for a ‗technique‘ (p. 48), 

we can also read a frustration of the writer who takes pains (and uses a 

consummate technique) so that we may find the story natural and to our 

taste. Sometimes words can fail, too, and this must have crossed the 

writer‘s mind more than once while she was writing this apparently 

effortless story. 

  Here and there we are led to expect more of the narrative. We expect 

Merivel to become a great musician or painter, and he does not. We 

expect him to find a famous cure for madness, and he does not. We also 

expect him to find his mother in the great fire, and, once again, he does 

not. This is another element of Tremain‘s technique: she offers false leads. 

It is the opposite of the part played by forebodings in Hardy, for instance. 

We are by now used to expecting, foreseeing the next move, looking over 

the author‘s shoulder. She overthrows our expectations. She actually 

stresses here the secret, the mystery of her creation. And she does so by 

rewriting suspense, by making it simple again. Life is eventful, she seems 

to say. Every minute of it is an adventure. Merivel is living proof of that. 

 The constant change, from one paragraph to another within the 
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narration of the same incident, from past to present, makes Merivel‘s 

story intriguing. We are trying to find out where the point terminus is – 

namely where the living stops and the writing begins. Tremain has us 

fooled quite a number of times, as on page 121 (out of the 382 of her 

novel), when, considering the pages that remain to be read, we cannot 

expect the story to end at all: 

 

Here I am, then, in my crimson suit, as I described myself at the beginning of 
this tale. You have all too clear a picture of me now, have you not? And, as 
you see, I am hedged about with events. I am, precisely as I suggested, in the 
middle of a story, but who can say yet – not you, not I – how it will end? It is 
too soon, even, to say how one would wish it to end. The delight or 
disappointment lies in all the surprises yet to come. 

 

 Tremain is looking over Merivel‘s shoulder as he writes, and we 

have to look over her shoulder and his, twice remote from reality. The 

book might be regarded as a diary, but it feels more like a picaresque 

novel, with the only distinction that its hero is fully aware he has to 

communicate his experiences, not just to live them.  

 The awareness of the act of writing, the convention of the novel – 

which weighs heavily on Merivel‘s shoulders – is what separates Robert 

Merivel from Lazarillo de Tormes, first picaresque hero, who lived a 

century before the fictitious time of this novel (anonymous, 1553). The 

real difference is one between innocence (the freshness of adventure) 

and experience (the art of putting stories down to paper). Merivel is not 

only full of surprises and in love with his own life; he is also a refined 
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narrator of this apparently naive peregrination across England and 

across a restoration, a plague, a fire. This refinement of the text, of the 

narrative style, as a matter of fact, is what lets the cat out of the bag. 

Rose Tremain takes great pains to hide, but her own art in doing so 

makes her visible. Merivel speaks, Tremain prompts, and we judge both 

– adventure and art – as we read along. 

 Restoration is a book about feasts, narrated by a thirty-seven-old 

man (and a few years older later on) who is obsessed with the fear of 

cold and poverty. The images of physical misery abound. Merivel is 

either cold (‗I am drowning in cold,‘ p. 182) or insensitive to the weather. 

He is either in front of a table laden with dozens of dishes (venison, 

cakes and the rest – all described with gusto) or he does not really care 

what he eats. There is one thing that he always notices with dread, and 

that is poverty. He begins poor, has a year of wealthy life, returns to 

poverty (the poverty of most people in the kingdom, but the others do 

not matter), and finally the king promises him a ‗room‘ for as long as 

restoration lasts. A restoration (of Merivel‘s ease) within another 

(historical) restoration.  

 Rose Tremain is very fond of these parallels and suggestions, which 

keep the reader‘s mind alert to the subtleties of her apparently 

picaresque, in fact technically sophisticated, text. What she really does is 

feed us crumbs of the dénouement as we go along. Sometimes they are 

forgotten – just like fortune telling – and sometimes they are followed 

through. If we read the text a second time, we can easily discern the true 
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from the false leads. The question is, would we appreciate a second 

reading, given the fact that this novel relies so heavily on suspense?  

 The suspense in Tremain‘s novel is not just one of incidents. It is not 

entirely one of narrative technique. We do want to know what Merivel‘s 

future holds in store for him. But there is a gourmet suspense of the style, 

of Merivel‘s language, which would afford pleasure to anyone who reads 

the text the second time round. If his life experience is happy (if there is a 

happy ending), then his words will be about love, good food and warm 

beds. Tremain teaches us the pleasures of the body in her style. It is good 

to be reminded you are alive when you are reading about someone else, 

someone who lived four centuries before you.  

 Merivel keeps saying, or being told, that he is a man of his age. That 

sentence allows us to catch a glimpse of the real hand which is writing 

his words. We like what he likes, and withdraw in fear from what he 

dreads. Rose Tremain has thus taught us a major lesson: history is today. 

When we read, we make the restoration happen today. Merivel lives with 

us, and, what is even more interesting, he does not leave us at all when 

the novel ends. Which means his time is not past. Tremain has created 

her own history. 

 Apparently, again, for Tremain‘s novel is full of deceiving words 

and appearances, the text lacks humour and irony, not trying to rewrite/ 

rival with any other texts. Actually several connections (besides that 

with Fowles) can be made. Merivel the Fool resembles Falstaff faintly. 

Several fragments (such as the words about Merivel‘s loss of faith) 
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remind us of Ackroyd‘s Hawksmoor; so does the way Tremain plunges 

into history, bringing it back to us as if it were today. Only, with 

Ackroyd, the distinction past-present is far blunter; he has a passionate 

love for the remoteness of the historical past, while Tremain is in love 

with its immediacy, with its here and now. As far as Byatt‘s love of the 

past is concerned, it is obvious that Tremain‘s physicality and discreet 

technicalities never meant to compete with the absolutely masterful 

verbal stage that Byatt performs on.  

 Willingly or not, Tremain rewrites. Again, willingly or not, she is 

ironical when compared to the other texts, because she takes a stand, and 

does not take it in the conventional way, because she does have a lot to 

say. And, last but not least, her mock-romance is – in spite of very earnest 

appearances – steeped in a delicate, fragile, comfortable humour, which 

stays with us (especially in the guise of Merivel‘s endearing modesty) 

long after the last word on the last page has been read.  

 

Rose Tremain: Restoration, 1989 (Sceptre Books, 1990) 
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The aggressively ambiguous text: 

Jeanette Winterson, Written on the Body 

 

 

 

 Jeanette Winterson‘s novelistic strength in Written on the Body lies in 

the telling. It also lies in the subject matter, but that is secondary. The 

narrator‘s gender is kept ambiguous, from a grammatical point of view 

(and not only). We guess her sex from her behaviour, from a ‗nipple‘ she 

mentions she owns (even that is ambiguous) and from imaginary small 

episodes with ridiculous ‗boyfriends‘, which, again, could be invented 

by a man. The ‗I‘ of the story has no name. We guess it is a ‗she‘ from the 

defying sexual attitude she flaunts. Winterson is a lesbian and finds it 

not only natural, but also fabulous. She draws her story from an analysis 

of the lesbian world.  

 All relationships but lesbian are failures. Parents and children are 

strangers. Louise (the ideal lover) has a Jewish husband, Elgin. His 

parents die without him, they do not support him in any way (or he 

them), there is no love lost between them and the son. They do not even 

communicate. Louise‘s mother and grandmother have no idea where 

dying Louise has vanished, and grudge her leaving a husband who is a 
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reputed doctor.  

 The husband, on the other hand, is despicable. Physically and 

sexually he is a caricature. Professionally he works in a sophisticated 

laboratory in Switzerland, researching cancer. In spite of this, he can do, 

or rather will do nothing to help Louise, because she leaves him (for a 

narrator who also vanishes, very unwillingly, of course, as a self-

sacrifice, meaning to leave Louise in the care of her husband, who 

threatens that he will not make her well, although he can, unless the 

narrator withdraws).  

 The story is one of pain caused by mortality and of (more or less) 

sexual suffering. It could easily have been a ‗marriage of two minds‘ (as 

a quotation intimates) if the novelist had set aside her body and tried to 

write more about, and on, the soul. If the plot had been more resourceful 

and had taken us places. 

 There is not much plot to tell. Girl meets girl, relations fail a number 

of times, and then true love comes. Not many incidents, and most of 

them with a sexual focus. It makes one wonder whether gay novelists 

ought not to be quarantined for a while and forced to write themselves 

out on sexual topics, before they attempt a novel that will be read by 

heterosexuals as well as homosexuals. They need to learn tolerance, but 

it may be that they feel so cornered and accused all the time that their 

texts must defend themselves by lashing out at the majority, as a law of 

survival.  

 Reading Written on the Body I was pushed to experience the 
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awkward feeling that I was weird, I ought to revalue my attitude and 

choose those I love more carefully. I felt I was inadequate. This 

projection of guilt may be a natural reaction to heterosexual rejection of 

homosexuality. Straight writers have had centuries to write about love 

and all its aspects, from body to soul. Homosexual writers have become 

articulate in an open way for several decades at most. Before that, they 

were forced – by public opinion? by their own upbringing and sense of 

guilt? – to conform to heterosexual conventions, and write about their 

own sexuality between the lines, in understatements. Reading Nick 

Drake, a young British poet, I did not feel menaced in any way, though. 

The film, which has been bolder in this respect, does not push me to the 

outskirts of feeling, either. Jeanette Winterson‘s text does. She seems to 

say, You cannot begin to know the depth of passion. Can‘t we? Must 

literature be that exclusivist? 

 Whatever the sex, a text is a text, and we expect it to draw us, to 

fulfil our expectations, to leave us with a halo of spiritual, emotional 

well being ( and I do not mean happy endings), of fulfillment, even if we 

are shocked, intrigued, baffled – which always happens with after-

Modernist works. From this point of view, Winterson‘s novel qualifies as 

a text. She makes it work by means of varied narrative ploys. The main 

hero (1) thinks to herself, (2) imagines stories, (3) writes using quite a 

number of conventions and inventing others, (4) quotes, (5) and talks to 

other characters: 
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 (1) She uses interior monologue a lot. The only point of view, in 

very good after-Modernist tradition, is the main hero‘s. She talks to 

herself most of the time, and we feel she is taking us into her most 

private confidence: 

 

Love makes the world go round. Love is blind. All you need is love. Nobody 
ever died of a broken heart. You‘ll get over it. It‘ll be different when we‘re 
married. Think of the children. Time‘s a great healer. Still waiting for Mr 
Right? Miss Right? and maybe all the little Rights? 

It‘s the clichés that cause the trouble. A precise emotion seeks a precise 
expression. If what I feel is not precise then should I call it love? It is so 
terrifying, love, that all I can do is shove it under a dump bin of pink cuddly 
toys and send myself a greetings card saying ‗Congratulations on your 
Engagement‘. But I am not engaged I am deeply distracted. I am desperately 
looking the other way so that love won‘t see me. I want the diluted version, the 
sloppy language, the insignificant gestures. The saggy armchair of clichés. It‘s 
all right, millions of bottoms have sat here before me. The springs are well 
worn, the fabric smelly and familiar. I don‘t have to be frightened, look, my 
grandma and grandad did it, he in a stiff collar and club tie, she in white 
muslin straining a little at the life beneath. They did it, my parents did it, now I 
will do it won‘t I, arms outstretched, not to hold you, just to keep my balance, 
sleepwalking to that armchair. How happy we will be. How happy everyone 
will be. And they all lived happily ever after. (p. 10) 

 

 This interior speech to herself is disabused, colloquial, defying. It is 

deliberately impolite. Irony is not Winterson‘s forte. Considering how 

subtle and delicate Henry James was, how authors such as David Lodge, 

Kazuo Ishiguro, Graham Swift (to name just very few, at random) make 

it their priority to respect the reader‘s sense of propriety (even though 

they never humour him), it becomes increasingly challenging to put up 

with Winterson‘s sporadic defiance.  
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 Her tone, when she speaks to herself, is something fairly new in the 

language of the novel, but not singular nowadays. The author despises 

her readers before they have had time to pass judgment on her. Had she 

taken the time to wait and see their reaction, she might have been 

surprised. As it is, Written on the Body is an insecure novel, a wild cry 

which, before the book is read over, must be tamed, appropriated by the 

reader. The question is, are many readers willing to postpone their 

pleasure of the text (which is why they read in the first place) in order to 

please the author before that? 

 Speaking to herself, the novelist associates ideas abruptly, which 

helps her forward the story, frail as it is: 

 

I thought that about me and Jacqueline. I was desperate to tend us. I wanted 
the relationship to work for not very noble reasons; after all it was my last 
ditch. No more racing for me. She loved me too, yes she did, in her 
uncomplicated undemanding way. She never bothered me when I said, 
‗Don‘t bother me,‘ and she didn‘t cry when I shouted at her. In fact she 
shouted back. She treated me like a big cat in the Zoo. She was very proud of 
me. 

My friend said, ‗Pick on someone your own size.‘  
And then I met Louise. (p. 28) 

 

 This random association of thoughts happens even more 

obviously in a church, where the narrator is surrounded by the 

congregation and listens to their song: 

 

‗Jesus will overcome you,‘ cried the minister. (God the wrestler?) 
‗Jesus will have his way with you!‘ (God the rapist?) 
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‗Jesus is going from strength to strength!‘ (God the body builder?) 
‗Hand yourself over to Jesus and you will be returned with interest.‘ 

I am prepared to accept the many-sidedness of God but I am sure that if 
God exists He is not a Building Society. 

I had a boyfriend once, his name was Bruno. After forty years of 
dissolution and Mammon he found Jesus under a wardrobe.‘ (p. 152) 

 

Jumping from one incident to another without warning makes for a 

liveliness that is hard to maintain unless the story focusses on suspense, 

and if anything is ailing in this story of love and leukaemia, it is 

suspense. 

 From associations, the mechanism moves to memories: 

 

I‘m living on my memories like a cheap has-been. (p. 124) 

 

They mix past and present until we no longer know exactly – not in the 

beginning, at least – what happens when. Alongside with memories, the 

writer talks to herself in poems. These poetic odes to love are extended 

inner monologues for an ideal, momentarily unresponsive, listener. The 

text makes us feel no one would take such pains and fill so many pages 

with mere lyricism unless they aimed at an effect: 

 

My eyes are brown, they have fluttered across your body like butterflies. I 
have flown the distance of your body from side to side of your ivory coast. I 
know the forests where I can rest and feed. I have mapped you with my naked 
eye and stored you out of sight. The millions of cells that make up your tissues 
are plotted on my retina. Night flying I know exactly where I am. Your body is 
my landing strip. (p. 117) 
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 The narrator speaks to two kinds of ‗you‘. The usual you is Louise, 

the lover, as in the excerpt above. Less frequently, but definitely aware 

that she is being watched (and enjoying her emotional and physical 

striptease), Winterson surreptitiously addresses her reader directly. She 

states: 

 

This is the wrong script. This is the moment where I am supposed to be self-
righteous and angry. (p. 18) 

 

Or, more explicitly: 

 

Did I say this has happened to me again and again? You will think I have been 
constantly in and out of married women‘s lumber-rooms. (p. 17) 
I don‘t have to tell you where I went the next day. (p. 41) 

 

And at last, with very much truth in it, 

 

I can tell by now that you are wondering whether I can be trusted as narrator.  
                                                                                                (p. 24) 

 

This direct address, with much desired fun and hoped-for, engaging 

irony, is aimed at conquering the reader, making him enjoy the author 

for her colourful language, quick repartee, vivid discourse. She plays 

with words for the reader to watch her. Her lyricism is exhibitionistic 

and is also the easy way out of the story (which does not do credit to her 

novel at all): 
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This is where the story starts, in this threadbare room. The walls are 
exploding. The windows have turned into telescopes. Moon and stars are 
magnified in this room. The sun hangs over the mantelpiece. I stretch out my 
hand and reach the corners of the world. The world is bundled up in this 
room. Beyond the door, where the river is, where the roads are, we shall be. 
We can take the world with us when we go and sling the sun under your arm. 
Hurry up now, it‘s getting late. I don‘t know if this is a happy ending but here 
we are let loose in open fields. (p. 190, last paragraph of the novel) 

 

 (2) When it comes to other stories than the main (Louise), the author 

imagines small fables with inadequate boy/girl friends or dreams: 

 

I had a girlfriend once who was addicted to starlit nights. (p. 19) 
I had a girlfriend once who could only achieve orgasm between the 

hours of two and five o‘clock. (p. 75) 

 

or 

 

I had a boyfriend once called Crazy Frank. He had been brought up by 
midgets although he himself was over six feet tall. He loved his adopted 
parents and used to carry them one on each shoulder. (p. 93) 
I had a boyfriend once, his name was Carlo, a dark exciting thing. (p. 143) 

 

It so happens that the stories with boyfriends are incredible, while those 

with girls merely sexual.  

 The dreams are more lyrical, because they are more than sexual: 

 

The following morning I caught the train to London. The heat through the 
carriage window made me sleepy and I slid into a light doze where Louise‘s 
voice came to me as if under water. She was under water. We were in Oxford 
and she was swimming in the river, green on the sheen of her, pearl sheen of 
her body.   (p. 161) 
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The same as her plain speech, the narrator‘s imagination compiles reality 

and separates the white from the yolk: yes to women, no to men. 

 (3) Another device for telling the story is the very act of writing. The 

ambiguous ‗I‘ of this story is always asserted. There is no narration 

unless in the first person, which is a very after-Modernist thing to do. 

Winterson is highly self-conscious when it comes to writing proper. She 

likes to smash rules, to change grammatical categories – though she does 

not abuse this last device. She avoids punctuation. Commas are mostly 

left out. At first her text looks neglected, but later on it becomes obvious 

that she has plucked out these commas like weeds, making her 

sentences sound oral. Orality is very important with Winterson even 

when she uses the convention of writing down her sensations/emotions.  

 First, she writes real letters, like her letter to Louise. Having been 

told by Elgin that Louise has leukaemia, the narrator decides to leave in 

order to allow him to take the best care of Louise money can buy: 

 

Dear Louise, 
 

I love you more than life itself. I have not known a happier time than 
with you. I did not know this much happiness was possible. Can love have 
texture? It is palpable to me, the feeling between us, I weigh it in my hands 
the way I weigh your head in my hands. I hold on to love as a climber does to 
a rope. (...)  

I‘m going away tonight, I don‘t know where, all I know is I won‘t come 
back. (...) Our love was not meant to cost you your life. (...)  

Please go with Elgin. He has promised to tell me how you are. I shall 
think of you every day, many times a day. Your hand prints are all over my 
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body. (...) I want you to live. Forgive my mistakes. Forgive me. (pp. 105–106)   

 

 The whole book is a long letter to Louise or to the reader, 

interrupted by memories, stories, dreams, real incidents. At times, the 

letter changes into a diary retelling the past: 

 

October. Why stay? There‘s nothing worse than being in a crowded 
place when you are alone. (...) I paid and left. (p. 180) 

 

 This diary is another form of interior monologue. It just has one 

more convention, that of the written page which is marked by a date. At 

intervals there appears another kind of diary, of the present. That is an 

episodic whirl of the story. Written on the Body is on the whole a fitful, 

episodic book, like its narrator‘s nature. She is tempestuous, sensual, 

emotionally violent, stubborn in her determination. The same as Rose 

Tremain in Restoration, Winterson likes to slip brutally into the present, 

bringing the story to life in the process: 

 

In the train carriage, shut behind the thick glass, I feel comfortably locked 
away from responsibility. I know I‘m running away but my heart has become a 
sterile zone where nothing can grow. (p. 183) 

 

 (4) Quotation is a very Modernist technique. It afflicts much less the 

after-Modernists, but, when it occurs today, it is clear and does not need 

to be interpreted. Alan Brownjohn had a poem in which he quoted an 

encyclopaedia. Winterson quotes a book of anatomy, in the narrator‘s 
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attempt to understand cancer and Louise‘s changing body: 

 

THE SKIN IS COMPOSED OF TWO MAIN PARTS: THE DERMIS AND THE 
EPIDERMIS. 
Odd to think that the piece of you I know best is already dead. (...)  
Dead cells (...) Your sepulchral body, offered to me in the past  
tense... (p. 123) 

 

Each medical fragment is followed by a poem dedicated to the lover‘s 

body and then to desire. Just a few conventional lines on the impalpable 

that the narrator loves in Louise would certainly have saved her 

character by giving the reader a straw to catch at. 

 

 (5) Dialogue is probably the best handled tool. There are three kinds 

of dialogue: the common exchange (the usual convention); statements 

uttered by unknown speakers inserted (out of the blue) in the middle of 

an incident; and a particular transcription of dialogue, without inverted 

commas, which has to be guessed at. The last kind is the most effective: 

 

The facts Elgin. The facts. 
Leukaemia. 
Since when? 
About two years. 
She‘s not ill. 
Not yet. (...) 
Will she die? 
That depends. 
On what? 
On you. 
You mean I can look after her? 
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I mean I can. (pp.101–102) 

 

There is even a dialogue between ‗I‘ and ‗me‘ (pp. 41–42) at some point.  

 But of course, conventions are most effective when broken. 

Winterson likes to break rules. She would like to do it far more 

extensively than she does. Sometimes (as in several syntactic distortions) 

she is unnatural. Most of the times, breaking the habits of the written 

page makes her fresh and appealing.  

 The title of this novel, Written on the Body (see page 89), has 

everything to do with physicality. This is a very physical, very forceful, 

and very aggressive book. From a literary point of view, it is strong in 

its ignorance of sophisticated rewriting, which debilitates most after-

Modernist texts. But even in Winterson‘s text we find two quotations 

from Shakespeare, one possible hint at Joyce (Pimlico,  

p. 23), and a mention of A. A. Milne‘s Christopher Robin (p. 61). And 

we can hardly help thinking of Helen Fielding, with Bridget Jones’s 

Diary, as its total opposite. 

 The book is sick with sex, but it is also a reiteration of Erich Segal‘s 

Love Story (by which I mean a recipe for success) on the gay side. Given 

the contemporary condition of homosexuality in the context of human 

rights, these two facts are major qualities. Curiosity is pushing the 

borders of romance. That the author is aware she is writing a kind of 

romance is quite clear, she writes it down as such (even though she 

sounds sceptical about it, this is precisely what she means): 
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‗Aren‘t you both a bit old for the romantic dream?‘  – Elgin asks. (p. 105) 
A friend of mine said before I left London, ‗At least your relationship with 
Louise didn‘t fail. It was the perfect romance.‘ (p. 187) 

 

 I suspect Jeanette Winterson had the initial intention of writing a 

philosophy of love: 

 

No-one knows what forces draw two people together. (p. 96) 

 

There is one point in the novel where she almost confesses she means 

homosexual love: 

 

I have no desire to reproduce but I still seek out love. (p. 108) 

 

The fact that all through the story she keeps up this ambiguity as to the 

narrator‘s identity, more explicitly her sex, is part of the suspense. She 

whips our curiosity. We have to know what kind of love she means. The 

story of her life helps, of course, but her readers may easily ignore it. 

Her abruptness makes her look male, her sensibility is that of a female. 

The fact that she hates males and has no pity for genderless old age (see 

Gail Right, Elgin‘s and Louise‘s relatives) betrays her relative youth. 

This novel was published when she was thirty-three. It shares the 

aggressive ambiguity of the young. 

 Written on the Body is a daring text in a favourable context. Jeanette 
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Winterson has the strength to stand for the rights of a new stuff for the 

novel, as intolerant and as eager for its own conventions as the pride 

and prejudice of heterosexual fiction.  
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