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Pei Zhang, University of Liverpool 

Abstract 

This thesis explores the images of body and city in the literary representations of 

contemporary London in a selection of British novels published around the new 

millennium. Fuelled by a deep concern with the ways in which volatile socio-cultural 

changes have borne upon the daily practices of urban life, contemporary London 

writing has manifested a tendency to attempt to reclaim a sense of authentic 

engagement with the metropolis by recovering and reasserting the significance of the 

experiences of an embodied self. Since the onset of modernity a deepening division 

between the thinking self and the feeling body has characterised the urban condition 

of London. This division is both reflected in London novels – in various forms of 

tension between visual and embodied experience – and is questioned and challenged 

from various perspectives. Through a focused representation of multifarious sensory 

perceptions, physical actions, distinctive body images, sexual difference, embodied 

localised views, and spatial relations between body and city, the contemporary 

London writers examined in this study draw attention to the resistance that the 

illegible, irreducible corporeal dimensions of urban life present to a hegemonic 

visual order. Moreover, these writers strive to re-incorporate vision as one facet of 

the reciprocal sensuous engagement with the metropolis, in order to offer up further 

possibilities for creating a sense of place in the ever-more de-corporealised and de-

materialised urban space.  

This commitment to rendering a ‘palpable’ version of London is taken on by 

established contemporary London-based writers such as Iain Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd 

and Ian McEwan, and their younger counterparts like Zadie Smith, Tom McCarthy, 

John Lanchester and Nicola Barker, as well as writers such as Geoff Nicholson, Lee 

Rourke, William Boyd and Penelope Lively, whose imagined Londons have received 

less attention from the academy. Drawing together a varied selection of literary texts, 

this thesis broadens the scope of literary criticism on contemporary London writing. 

A close textual analysis of the search of contemporary London writers for an 

inhabitable version of London, and their attentiveness to corporeal experiences also 

shows that in the most recent stage of postmodernity, literary realism has been 

reconsidered – with innovative techniques and new perspectives – as a viable form 

of engaging with a seemingly un-representable urban reality. This thesis 

demonstrates and interrogates the ways in which contemporary London writing 

attempts to make the reader ‘see’ and ‘feel’ the presence of a living metropolis.  
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Introduction 

 

Experiencing the City 

‘Look at everything; touch nothing’. 

Walter Benjamin’s injunction to the flâneur, the idler who strolls the modern city 

streets (Arcades Project 805) is striking for its separation of vision and engagement. 

Since the initial appearance of the ‘hero of modernity’ in Charles Baudelaire’s essays 

and poems, the figure of the flâneur has been expanded upon, questioned or criticised 

in social, cultural and literary studies. Some critics consider it outdated and limited to 

nineteenth-century Paris, while others believe it has ‘become extinct only by 

exploding into a myriad of forms’ (Buck-Morss, ‘Politics of Loitering’ 105).1 My 

interest is not in the figure per se, but in the mode of perceiving and experiencing the 

city embodied within it. The disjunction between ‘look’ and ‘touch’ invoked by 

Benjamin can be understood as a central motif that characterises modern urban 

experience and still resonates profoundly in contemporary city writing. 

This thesis explores literary representations of individual bodies and the 

collective body of London in a selection of contemporary British novels published 

around the new millennium. It focuses on representations of lived bodily 

experiences, body images and corporeal spaces, and examines the interrelations 

between the body and the city in the everyday urban life represented in London 

writing. My intention in this thesis has not been to conduct an exhaustive survey of 

                                                           
1 In his introduction to a volume of essays on the flâneur written by contemporary critics, Keith Tester 

likewise maintains that there has been a ‘popularization’ of the flâneur (1). Two aspects of the 

popularisation are worth noticing. First, flânerie – strolling and observing – had a significant influence 

on the Situationist International’s tactic of dérive (drift), which is to wander in the city without a 

purpose and to attune one’s emotions and feelings to the atmospheres of the urban landscape. The 

Situationist International was a group of intellectuals and artists, led by Guy Debord, mostly active 

during the 1950-70s in Paris. It practiced dérive in order to seek out the city’s psychogeography – a 

combination of the psychic and the geographical – and intended to counter the ordinary conception of 

the city and to offer a critique of urban life in capitalist consumer society. Merlin Coverley dismisses 

the SI’s claim to have invented psychogeography, instead tracing its origin back as early as the 

writings of Daniel Defoe and William Blake and offering a concise literary history of the term in both 

Paris and London writings, concluding with a survey of contemporary psychogeographical writers 

including Peter Ackroyd, Iain Sinclair and Stuart Home. The second strand of criticism of the flâneur 

is on its female counterpart, the flâneuse. Earlier critics, such as Janet Wolff and Griselda Pollock, 

claim that the flâneuse is an impossible concept because of the sexual division in modern urbanism. 

This argument has been contested by later critics such as Deborah Parsons, Elizabeth Wilson, and, 

most recently, Lauren Elkin.  
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London in contemporary British literature, but to concentrate on the ways in which 

writings about London make use of embodiment to represent and reflect on the 

experience of the city. My exploration of these texts identifies a deepening division 

between the thinking self and the feeling body as a crucial aspect of the alienating 

urban condition. It recognises a persistent tendency in contemporary London writing 

to reclaim an ‘authentic’ engagement with the city by recovering and reasserting the 

experiences of an embodied sensuous self in order to imagine the possibilities of 

attaining a sense of place in the city.   

The prioritisation of the visual over the tactile in Benjamin’s classic account 

of flânerie is cognate with the perception of the dominance of vision in modern 

culture.2 The flâneur looks at everything, indulging his eyes in the spectacles of 

urban crowds, buildings and consumer goods on display in shop-windows. However, 

he touches nothing, so that his body is in turn not touched back, and is thereby kept 

intact and separate. The opposition between the two senses is characteristic of the 

flâneur’s relationship with the city. In the words of Baudelaire, the flâneur sets out 

‘to see the world, to be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the 

world’ (9). To look while remaining hidden is to become a disembodied eye – 

surveying the world from above and extracting oneself from the spectacle. It is a 

position occupied by the modern spectator, a unified, autonomous and rational self 

who constructs the world as an image that can be possessed, controlled and 

                                                           
2 Benjamin in his essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ (1936) examined 

the impact of film and photography on modern culture. Unlike the paintings and statues of the past, 

mechanically reproduced images in modernity lack ‘aura’, which is defined as ‘the unique 

phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be’ (222). As a consequence of losing that distance, 

modern spectators are distracted from reflecting on their condition, but they could also be ‘shocked’ 

and become more aware. Unlike Benjamin who recognises the possibility of appropriating modern 

image production for political action – ‘politicizing art’ (242), Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer 

in their book Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) argue that popular culture, such as films, cartoons and 

magazines, are produced as consumer goods according to the logic of capitalism. These images are 

served as amusement to distract the masses from independent thinking or political resistance (120-

167). Guy Debord in his book The Society of the Spectacle (1967) further criticises that modern 

society revolves around the proliferation and consumption of images in films, advertisements and 

television. Debord declares: ‘The spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between 

people that is mediated by images’ (12). Alongside the rapid development of media communication 

and information technology, postmodernity is ‘overwhelmingly dominated by the visual and the 

image’ (Jameson, ‘Transformations of the Image’ 100). A concern for the problematic primacy of 

images is also apparent in the emergent study of visual culture, with a growing body of introductory 

books, monographs and academic journals. There are various definitions of visual culture, one of 

which is offered by Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall in their introduction to Visual Culture: The Reader 

(1999): ‘A culture which is pervaded at all levels by a host of cultural technologies designed to 

disseminate viewing and looking practices through primarily visually mediated forms’ (7).   
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mastered.3 In the modern project of mastery, not only is the external world 

subjugated under the observing subject, the body is also considered as an object 

among other objects, or at best a tool with which the subject acts in the world (Leder 

30-35). In other words, the body is subject to, and objectified by, the seeing and 

thinking self.  

The primacy of vision in the modern city is reflected in Kevin Lynch’s notion 

of the ‘mental map’, which is a ‘generalized mental picture of the exterior physical 

world’ (4). Each individual makes use of a personal mental map of the city in their 

daily way-finding. It is the task of urban planners strategically to design spatial 

elements such as paths, edges and landmarks to facilitate the formation of mental 

maps; that is, to increase the urban landscape’s quality of ‘legibility’, ‘imageability’, 

‘visibility’, or ‘apparency’ (9-10). Although Lynch breaks with the tradition of urban 

planning to take into consideration the experiences of ordinary individuals, he mainly 

focuses on the visual dimension and thinks of the individual as the ‘observer’ (6). 

Nevertheless, to live in a city does not mean to observe it as something exterior and 

‘out there’. The act of observation indicates a self-conscious distance between the 

city and the inhabitant. According to Lynch’s study, what is experienced intuitively 

in daily life is conceptualised as data and reduced to the visualised information of 

mental images or linguistic constructs. During this process, the lived experiences 

become abstracted. 

In his study, The Production of Space (1974), Henri Lefebvre examines the 

modern urban space of capitalism and criticises the ‘logic of visualization’, which 

turns inhabitable urban space into rational, geometric and visual space, and 

impoverishes all the non-visual sensory experiences such as touch, smells and voices 

(285-287). The lack of sensory experiences in the conceptualisation of modern cities 

has also been identified as a central issue by Richard Sennett. In Flesh and Stone 

(1996), Sennett traces the phenomenon of sensory deprivation in representations of 

contemporary city experience back to the conception of the body in modern 

medicine, especially the English physician William Harvey’s discovery of blood 

circulation in seventeenth century. Analogising the urban form with the human body, 

                                                           
3 Martin Heidegger in his essay ‘The Age of the World Picture’ (1938), argues that modern science 

conceives the world as a picture, and at the same time turns the human being into a modern subject 

observing and mastering that picture: ‘The fundamental event of the modern age is the conquest of the 

world as picture’ (134).  
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city planners aim to cure the ‘disease’ of congested city spaces by building broad, 

straight boulevards and open spaces. In conjunction with modern transportation such 

as mass transit systems and the motor car, the development of the modern city 

accelerates circulation of human bodies in urban space, which echoes (and is echoed 

by) the circulation of money and commodities. The modern urban space is highly 

conducive to capitalism, but it atomises individuals, depriving them of multitudinous 

bodily senses, and reducing the possibility of them engaging with one another 

intimately and convivially. Therefore, although the city is a human product and an 

outgrowth of our bodies, it in turn shapes our bodies and suppresses our sensory 

experiences. The cultural history of urban desensitisation in Sennett’s book fleshes 

out what Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer term ‘an underground history’ of the 

body, in opposition to the well-known, written history of Western civilisation since 

the Enlightenment (231). Sennett’s work also suggests a kind of reciprocal 

relationship between the body and the city, which goes beyond the visual and the 

intellectual. Along with the city of light and reason, there exist in parallel the obscure 

corners where human experiences refuse to be rationalised and reduced to 

‘observation’.  

In The Country and the City (1973), Raymond Williams notices that, since 

the early stage of its transformation into a modern city in eighteenth century, London 

has been described as a ‘Great Wen’ or ‘monster’ because of its uncontrollable 

growth (145-146). From the perspective of urban form, the Danish architect Steen 

Eiler Rasmussen singles out London as ‘unique’ and distinct from concentrated and 

monumental cities like Paris. Due to its lack of centralised planning, London has had 

a seemingly chaotic, disorganised, but organic growth. Peter Ackroyd’s ‘biography’ 

of the organic body of London claims that the city is ‘a labyrinth, half of stone and 

half of flesh’ (LTB 2). Here the ‘flesh’ refers to the fleshly human bodies living in 

London, and emphasises the organic texture of the ‘body’ of a London made up of its 

inhabitants, river, streets and buildings. Unlike the legible space proposed by Lynch, 

Ackroyd’s London is a ‘labyrinth’: urban dwellers are lost and immersed in it. Visual 

distance and logical conception are countered by corporeal intimacy and subjective 

experience. It is the representation of such richly sensuous aspects of urban life that 

is the major concern of my discussion.  

In recent London writing, the contrast between the legible visual image 

presented by the city and the labyrinthine corporeal experiences it offers up has 
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become stronger. In his introduction to a volume of essays on London culture since 

late 1970s, Joe Kerr remarks that London ‘has shed its drabness; the dinginess and 

dirt that once coated its every surface have been scraped away from its older 

structures, or else they have been replaced with sleek, hard facades of steel and glass’ 

(20). As London becomes less tangible and palpable, it becomes more pleasant to the 

eye. Indeed, with rapid appearance of new landmarks or tall buildings –  ‘London 

Eye’, ‘Gherkin’, ‘Cheese-grater’, ‘Walkie-Talkie’, and ‘Shard’ – London has become 

ever more visible – a spectacular ‘city of monuments’ (Levenson 219). The effects 

upon the inhabitants’ perceptions has been understood from two aspects. To begin 

with, a totalising vision of London is more available, which is characteristic of the 

contemporary urban condition. These new buildings, themselves hyper-visible as 

well as offering vantage points from which the rest of the city can be viewed, along 

with aerial photography and film and mass air travel, ‘habituate us to a global view 

of things’ and ‘educate the gaze’ (Augé xiii). In Penelope Lively’s novel City of the 

Mind (1991), its architect protagonist stands on a high office block under 

construction in the Docklands, ‘lording it over the city’ and feeling ‘exhilarated and 

possessive’ (15). Unlike the flâneur who imaginatively occupies ‘the centre of an 

order of things of his own making’ while ‘to others, he appears to be just one 

constituent part of the metropolitan flux’ (Tester 3), inhabitants standing on the top 

of tall buildings can be lifted out of the flux, actually seeing the whole picture of the 

city while remaining physically detached.  

In his essay, ‘Walking in the City’ (1980) collected in The Practice of 

Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau points out that such views turn the individual into a 

bodiless ‘solar Eye’, immobilising the living city into a ‘cadaver’, and producing no 

more than a ‘simulacrum’ or a ‘fiction’ of a clear, total and flat image (92-93). In 

contrast, de Certeau valorises a descent into the ‘labyrinths’ of bustling crowded 

streets in which the ‘murky intertwining daily behaviors’ and ‘opaque and blind 

mobility’ of ordinary pedestrians can be experienced (93). This street space 

resolutely defies visibility. De Certeau’s antagonism to what he terms ‘the cancerous 

growth of vision’ in contemporary society is evident in his praise of the ‘opaque and 

blind’ (xxi, 93). The moving bodies are intertwined with each other and with their 

surroundings, suggesting a reciprocally tactile engagement. This downward 

movement within urban space can be analogised to a concomitant shift within the 

space of the human body. It is a descent from the lofty autonomous ‘eye’ – the 
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conceptualised ‘vision’ – down to the touching, moving and feeling body, which is 

inextricably involved with other bodies in an immediate material environment.  In 

effect, de Certeau inverts Benjamin’s dictum and advocates: ‘Touch but don’t look’.4 

The disdain for vision and its connotations of mastery, rationality and totality 

in de Certeau’s writing has rendered him an influential figure in postmodern urban 

cultural and literary studies, particularly in the work of feminist and postcolonial 

theorists. According to de Certeau, those who are dominated and weak can use 

tactics in their daily practice to resist the established power hierarchy of the dominant 

and powerful, an argument embodied in the political potential of the ordinary 

pedestrian. Like the speaker who uses language with formal grammar rules to 

express herself, the city-user can walk the streets in such a way as to generate 

‘pedestrian speech acts’, which contest with the dominant power and transform 

orderly urban space into metaphoric, transgressive and dynamic places (PEL 97). In 

her essay ‘Boys Town’, Rosalyn Deutsche employs de Certeau’s theory to criticise 

David Harvey for maintaining a voyeuristic, masculinist way of seeing the city as a 

whole and perpetuating the conventional gender politics that puts women at a 

disadvantage in urban geography (203-244). De Certeau’s pedestrian figure is also 

adopted by John Clement Ball in his analysis of the ways postcolonial London 

writers resist the hegemonic power and transform the culture of London in their 

literary representations (9-12).  

Undoubtedly, de Certeau’s focus on the embodied and the local is 

inspirational and empowering for the socially marginalised individuals in cities. 

However, as Edward Soja points out, by taking up de Certeau’s dichotomy between 

the view from above and below, and over-privileging ‘the intimacies of the local, the 

body, the street, the everyday’ over the macro-level total image of the city, these 

positions ‘unnecessarily reduce the scope and power of critical spatial imagination’ 

(314). Soja’s critique of such limited spatial scope has a corporeal dimension. That 

                                                           
4 De Certeau’s pedestrian differs from the flâneur. Despite the flâneur’s uneasiness with his own class, 

his idleness indicates a superior social status; he is untroubled by capitalist production and labouring. 

Also, he is often a writer or artist, possessing intellectual and cultural dominance. His detached 

observation is often criticised for being masculinist or even ‘a kind of perambulating Panopticon’, as 

put by Bruce Mazlish (50). The pedestrian, on the contrary, does not enjoy social, cultural, or gender 

superiority. The downward movement in these terms is reflected in the spatial descent from the 

imposing edifice to the ground. The pedestrian, as denoted in the word – ‘prosaic, undistinguished, 

commonplace’ (OED), is one of the masses – ordinary, anonymous and weak. The reversal of the 

visual and the tactile indicates de Certeau’s attentiveness to the embodied, localised and dominated, 

but the mere reversal of the dualistic terms is also insufficient.   
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is, it suggests that it would be more fruitful to question the dissociation of vision and 

embodiment, rather than prioritising one side and keeping the dichotomy intact. 

Besides, the exclusive focus on the local and the body in de Certeau’s urban analysis 

suggests a problem. It indicates that in postmodern culture, as all meanings and 

values are destabilised, the body has emerged as the ultimate anchor, ‘the referent of 

all referents’ (Lowe 14). Terry Eagleton has pointed out that the turn to the body in 

recent literary and cultural studies might actually conceal ‘a virulent anti-

materialism’: ‘Flesh is converted into sign’ and the body is further subjugated (After 

Theory 164).5 The problematic nature of such conceptualisations of the body leads to 

another important facet of contemporary representations of urban experience. 

The change in central London’s architectural landscape is suggestive of the 

advent of a postmodern hyperspace, which further calls the power of vision into 

question. In postmodernity, according to Fredric Jameson, space overtakes time 

(Postmodernism 16). As an example, he examines the architectural space of the 

Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles. The building ‘stands as something like an 

imperative to grow new organs, to expand our sensorium and our body to some new, 

yet unimaginable, perhaps ultimately impossible, dimensions’ (Postmodernism 39). 

From the outside, the gaze is returned by the glassy surface; from the inside, ‘you are 

in this hyperspace up to your eyes and your body’ (Postmodernism 43). The 

necessary distance for visual perception or critical reflection is abolished. It is 

impossible to order things in one’s visual field and locate oneself at the centre, as the 

flâneur would. Unlike de Certeau, who endorses the illegible and the opaque, 

Jameson laments the loss of a clear and totalising vision. Influenced by Lynch’s 

notion of the ‘mental map’ and its significance for dis-alienating and orientating 

oneself in the urban space, Jameson argues that ‘the incapacity to map spatially is as 

crippling to political experience as the analogous incapacity to map spatially is for 

urban experience’ (Postmodernism 415-416). Since spatial mapping relies on the 

faculty of vision and cognition, Jameson’s critique forms a counterpoint to de 

Certeau’s anti-visualising stance.6  

                                                           
5 ‘The body, that inconvenient reminder of mortality, is plucked, pierced, etched, pummelled, pumped 

up, shrunk and remoulded. Flesh is converted into sign, staving off the moment when it will subside 

into the sheer pornographic meaninglessness of a corpse’ (Eagleton, After Theory 164). An analysis of 

the ways in which the fragmentation and destruction of the fleshly body are represented in 

contemporary writing is one of the central themes of this thesis.  
6 De Certeau and Jameson approach the same cultural condition from different positions. De Certeau 

valorises the emancipatory potential of breaking the hegemonic totality and emphasises active 
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Being submerged in urban space suggests that the body cannot be separated 

from the city. It calls our conventional perception of the body into question. In her 

essay ‘Bodies-Cities’ collected in Space, Time, and Perversion (1995), Elizabeth 

Grosz refutes two conventional accounts of the relationship between body and city: 

humanism and isomorphism. The first one sees the city as a product of the 

autonomous human subject. It is based on the dualism of mind and body, turning the 

city into an extension of the body-tool and neglecting the possibility of the city 

negatively affecting its human inhabitants.7 The second mode compares the social 

hierarchy in the city with the form of the body. Often taking a male body as the 

standard measure, it privileges a masculinist perspective. By analogising the city 

with the natural body, it also tends to affirm the established hierarchical order. In 

opposition to these two views, Grosz argues that the relationship between body and 

city is ‘constitutive and mutually defining’ (108). Despite her recognition of such 

reciprocity, Grosz tends to set her argument against the humanistic mode and 

emphasises how ‘the form, structure, and norms of the city seep into and affect all 

the other elements that go into the constitution of corporeality’ (108). Grosz suggests 

that the technological landscape of the contemporary city no longer confronts us and 

imposes an imperative from the outside, but touches and intrudes into our body – ‘as 

if we had the city in the body and not the city around the body’, as Paul Virilio 

observes in an interview (‘Speed Pollution’, my emphasis). It is not quite a ‘mutually 

defining’ relation between the body and the city but a monstrous ‘“crossbreeding” of 

the body and machine’ (Grosz 110).8 In this alienating scenario, the human body is 

opened up, reconstituted by all sorts of technology and power, and then returned to 

us in a simulated ‘fleshly’ form.  

From the body walking around in the city to the city residing in the body, 

human experiences of the city are variously represented in contemporary writing. 

Various modes of perceiving and experiencing the city – visual, tactile, kinetic, 

                                                           
resistance from a localised position. Vision in his ‘Walking in the City’ essay is firmly interlocked 

with oppressiveness, surveillance and totalitarianism. For Jameson, vision is more often considered as 

a metaphor and a means of comprehending social reality in its totality, which does not necessarily lead 

to totalitarianism but can facilitate effective political action in response to global capitalism. The 

opposition between the two critics suggests that it is necessary to take a more nuanced approach in 

discerning the literary representations of visual perceptions of space and place.  
7 Sennett’s work on urban sensory deprivation makes a similar point: the city as a human product 

alienates rather than facilitates human life (Flesh and Stone 370-376).  
8 In his essay on contemporary urban geography, Matthew Gandy develops Grosz’s point and 

proposes the notion of ‘cyborg urbanization’ (26).  
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technologically mediated – are included, questioned, transformed, or subverted in 

contemporary London novels. The question about how we engage with urban reality 

via our bodily senses becomes a central concern.  

The focus on ‘sensible’ reality may be part of the tradition of English 

literature, although it is more than a simple continuity with nineteenth-century 

realism. In his analysis of post-war British fiction, Andrzej Gasiorek has dismissed 

modern and postmodern criticisms of realism and argues for the capacity of 

contemporary realist novelists to incorporate self-reflexivity into their writing and to 

develop ‘new ways of engaging with a historically changing social reality’ (Post-War 

British Fiction 8).9 Around the same time, art critic Hal Foster identified a ‘return of 

the real’ in art and cultural theory in the 1990s; unlike ‘early postmodernists [who] 

delight in the sheer image’, ‘later postmodernists want to possess the real thing’ 

(Return of the Real 165). David Shields, in his book Reality Hunger (2010), presents 

a timely reflection on the efforts of contemporary artists across various fields who 

are ‘breaking larger and larger chunks of “reality” into their work’ (3).  

The issue of reality is also central to Peter Boxall’s study on twenty-first-

century fiction. Boxall recognises in the new novel ‘a strikingly new attention to the 

nature of our reality – its materiality, its relation to touch, to narrative and to 

visuality’ (10). In particular, embodiment is singled out as one of the major motifs 

that reflect our condition in the new millennium (Boxall 9-12). Similarly, the 

introduction to The 2000s: A Decade of Contemporary British Fiction divides 

contemporary fictions into three strands, one of which insists on ‘a re-engagement 

with realist modes of writing’ as an ‘implicit rejection of postmodernism’ (Bentley, 

Hubble and Wilson 7-18). Based on this brief overview, this thesis narrows the focus 

on literary representations of London in the wider discussion on contemporary 

novels’ renewed attention to ‘reality’. It concentrates on novels with a propensity 

towards realistic renderings of the metropolis and examines the ways in which the 

                                                           
9 In his study of contemporary British fiction from the 1970s to 2005, Richard Bradford observes: 

‘The battle between realism and modernism/postmodernism is now, in the early twenty-first century, 

effectively over. Neither side is victorious but the middle ground of fiction is shared by hybridized 

versions of both’ (78). In particular, Bradford argues that the new postmodernists no longer stand ‘at a 

junction’, but opt for a middle ground among ‘an unprecedented abundance of styles, techniques and 

scenarios’ (3). This thesis is sympathetic with this stance; it explores the ways in which contemporary 

London writers move onward from postmodernism without losing its insights and at the same time 

address its problems by absorbing something valuable from realism.  
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common-sense experience of material urban reality is conveyed through focused 

representations of bodily, sensuous engagement.  
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Literary London  

In his introduction to The Cambridge Companion to the Literature of London 

(2011), Lawrence Manley claims that London has always been central to ‘the 

tradition and the study of English literature’ (17).10 London as a specific subject of 

literary study has been on the rise during recent decades. There is a rapidly growing 

body of criticism on representations of London in contemporary literature. The 

following survey is inevitably selective; it focuses on several major pieces of 

research related to my thesis in more or less chronological order.  

In Writing London Volume Two: Materiality, Memory, Spectrality (2004), 

Julian Wolfreys engages with Derrida’s theory on language and spectrality, and 

examines major works by Elizabeth Bowen, Maureen Duffy, Peter Ackroyd, Iain 

Sinclair and Michael Moorcock. Building on the observation made in his previous 

volume on London literature, Writing London: The Trace of the Urban Text from 

Blake to Dickens (1998), Wolfreys argues that the sense of being unable to 

comprehend London continues to be represented in twentieth-century texts. 

Spectrality characterises London’s materiality and seeps through the literary works. 

By applying the postmodern notion of a ‘crisis of representation’ onto London 

writing, and interpreting London as a ‘material’ construct of discourse, Wolfreys 

emphasises the ways in which literary images of London differ from and are 

somehow more ‘real’ than the real, geographically located city. This way of 

approaching London writing tends to foreground the immaterial, discursive and 

metaphysical dimension of London and its cultural memory in the past, rather than 

                                                           
10 Although the long-standing central role of London in English literature is indubitable, opinion is 

divided on the matter of dominant motifs. In The Modern British Novel (1993), Malcom Bradbury 

maintains that ‘many writers of the age of Thatcherism and social discommunity saw it as a time of 

division, decay, human neglect and lost wholeness’ and that they expressed the mood in their 

depictions of London by featuring ‘the spirit of urban apocalyptics’ (401). John A Stotesbury and 

Susana Onega, on the other hand, in their introduction to a volume of essays on literary London 

entitled London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis (2002), maintain that ‘for all the 

negativity and bleakness attributed by Malcolm Bradbury to contemporary London writing, the 

English novel still keeps intact the capacity to heal and to regenerate itself through laughter’ (16). 

However, one of the main writers examined in this volume is Peter Ackroyd, who has consistently 

argued for an English literary heritage bestowed by eighteenth-century visionary London writers. This 

narrow focus renders the volume less representative of the overall picture of contemporary London 

literature. More recently, Nick Hubble and Philip Tew published a volume entitled London in 

Contemporary British Fiction: The City beyond the City (2016). In this book, the collected essays take 

the local and global changes in recent years as a critical element in their analyses of a wide range of 

contemporary fictions on London. Also, one of the shared concerns to the literary texts under 

discussion in this volume, as Hubble and Tew point out in their introduction, is the image of an 

inherently paradoxical ‘Real’ London (8).  
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the tangible, physical city with its living urban dwellers. It shows a paradoxical 

immateriality of the materialisation of reality through discourse.   

Whereas Wolfreys mainly focuses on Anglo-Saxon British authors, John 

McLeod and John Clement Ball in their respective monographs, also published in 

2004 – Postcolonial London, and Imagining London – assert the indispensable 

contribution to the contemporary imagination of London made by immigrant writers, 

and establish postcolonial fiction as a key component of contemporary London 

writing. McLeod argues for the re-invention of a postcolonial London by immigrant 

writers; Ball identifies the image of London as a global microcosm that is 

transnational – both local and global – in postcolonial fiction. In his review of these 

two books, ‘Literary London: Post-, Ex-, Trans-, Neo-?’ (2005), Roger Luckhurst 

recognises a shared optimism about London’s multiculturalism, which coincides with 

the New Labour government’s agenda of rebranding the capital as a culturally 

diverse, globalisation-friendly and post-imperial world city. Luckhurst is critical of 

the fact that both works conclude with analyses of Zadie Smith’s overtly upbeat 

multicultural fiction White Teeth (2000), and suggests that both insufficiently reflect 

on the troubled condition of contemporary London. 11 Luckhurst forcefully argues 

that gloomy political issues such as an anti-immigration mood, global terrorism and 

social inequality, combined with and aggravated by the lack of co-ordinated 

planning, have given rise to another significant subgenre: London Gothic.12  

In ‘The Contemporary London Gothic and the Limits of the “Spectral Turn”’ 

(2002), Luckhurst identifies a resurgence of Gothic literature located in 

contemporary London since the 1980s, represented by Iain Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd, 

Patrick Wright, Neil Gaiman and Christopher Fowler. Unlike Wolfreys, who focuses 

on the aesthetics of London literature and argues for a strong continuity with earlier 

London writing, Luckhurst examines the political dimension and considers the 

                                                           
11 The criticism quoted here is not to deny that McLeod’s and Ball’s monographs on postcolonial 

literary imagination about London are ground-breaking works. It is only with hindsight, especially 

with the spread of global terrorism, complexities of political conflicts concentrated in London, and 

numerous articles on the failure of multiculturalism, that these two early foundational works seem 

overly optimistic. This is one of the tricky issues of dealing with the literary image of contemporary 

London, because it not only contains numerous aspects but also mutates at astonishing speed in each 

aspect. For an assessment of the less optimistic side of postcolonial London, see McLeod, ‘Writing 

London in the Twenty-First Century’. Also see Perfect. For a discussion on the matter of critical 

distance and the notion of the ‘contemporary’, see Bentley, Hubble and Wilson.   
12 The newly formed government body for London in 2000, the Greater London Authority, is 

considered to have much less power and influence than its predecessor the Greater London Council 

(1965-1986) which was abolished by the Thatcher government (Kerr 13-14).  
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revival of Gothic literature being symptomatic of ‘that curious mix of tyranny and 

farce that constitutes London governance’ (536). Although the Gothicisation of 

London – the re-emergence of the buried urban past in contemporary London writing 

– is often invoked to resist the alienating effects of late capitalism, there exists the 

risk of it being drawn into the realms of ‘self-referential involution’ and ‘empty 

postmodern pastiche’ (Luckhurst, ‘Contemporary London Gothic’ 530).13 By 

offering a critique based on the social context of London, Luckhurst directs attention 

away from the discursive towards material and social reality. Alex Murray also 

contextualises the literary imagination of London in his monograph Recalling 

London (2007). Through a comparative analysis of the works of Sinclair and 

Ackroyd in terms of narrative logic, literary history and historiography, Murray 

concludes that despite the seemingly different stances, both writers are influenced by 

the socio-cultural context of Thatcherite Britain and ‘explore urban history as having 

the potential to rupture dominant historical discourses’ (181). One factor that limits 

the potential for resistance by recalling the past of London, as Murray’s work shows, 

is the possibility of such work being assimilated into the general commodification of 

the city’s history. 

Sebastian Groes’s book, The Making of London (2011), is a comprehensive 

survey of the field that includes both strands of London writing. It examines a wide 

range of contemporary British novels published since the 1970s. Individual chapters 

are dedicated to major London writers, ranging from those representative of spectral 

writing like Sinclair and Ackroyd, to postcolonial novelists like Salman Rushdie and 

Zadie Smith, as well as other strands of London writing, including the works of 

Martin Amis, Ian McEwan and J. G. Ballard. Situating this collective body of literary 

texts in the social context of the Thatcherite and New-Labour eras, and reading the 

city as a body of texts, Groes identifies a central theme of London writing: ‘to resist 

and reverse the increasing fragmentation of the metropolis, and to humanise it, to 

recover the human scale through literary devices such as metaphor and strategic 

                                                           
13 Jameson defines pastiche as blank parody, ‘a statue with blind eyeballs’: ‘Pastiche is, like parody, 

the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a 

dead language. But it is a neutral practice of such mimicry without any of parody’s ulterior motives, 

amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal 

tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still exists’ 

(Postmodernism 17). It is noticeable that the lack of critical capacity is compared with ‘blind eyeballs’ 

– looking but not seeing. The kind of ‘self-referential involution’ pointed out by Luckhurst is not 

limited to Gothic fiction, but is sometimes characteristic of Gothic criticism. For a critique of the 

latter, see Warwick.  
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deployment of intertextuality’ (251). Such a humanisation of London takes various 

forms, including a continuation of the humanist values in the tradition of English 

literature, warning about the radical changes made to the urban fabric through 

apocalyptic imaginings, and introducing new life blood from non-Western cultures 

reinventing the city in postcolonial London writing. According to Groes, continuity 

and diversification co-exist in contemporary London writing, which contributes to 

the ongoing process of the ‘making of London’.  

Groes’s focus on humanism suggests the possibility of retrieving some 

humanistic metaphors and tropes in the exploration of London writing. The metaphor 

of the city as an organic body is often brought up and evoked in diverse ways. For 

instance, the protagonist of Martin Amis’s novel Money (1984) comments: ‘London 

is an old man with bad breath’ (85). A similar image – ‘an ageing, ailing city 

suffering from hardening of the arteries’ – opens Roy Porter’s book about the social 

history of London (1). By contrast, Ackroyd sees London as ‘a young man refreshed 

and risen from sleep’ (LTB 2). London changes its gender in the eyes of Angela 

Carter, who likens it to an Amazon queen with one breast or a female figure dressed 

in black.14 In each case, London is anthropomorphised and endowed with a distinct 

character. Nevertheless, as Groes points out, the validity of the organic metaphor has 

become less certain since the 1980s, as the city becomes more dispersed, centreless 

and contested (Making of London 257-258). The visible changes in London’s social, 

geographical space, and in its literary representations are of central importance to this 

thesis, which explores how this city as body metaphor is developed and revised in 

contemporary London writing, and also asks whether an ‘organic’, authentic 

relationship can be created between the individual and the city.  

The notion of the body alongside architectural space, is placed at the centre in 

Laura Colombino’s study, Spatial Politics in Contemporary London Literature 

(2013). Her monograph employs an interdisciplinary approach informed by theories 

from architecture, sociology and anthropology, and covers a selection of London 

fiction and non-fiction texts since the 1950s by established London writers such as 

Ballard, Sinclair, Ackroyd and Zadie Smith, as well as the less-discussed Michael 

                                                           
14 In Nights at the Circus (1984), the aerialiste protagonist Fevvers claims to have been hatched from 

an egg. She calls London her ‘natural mother’: ‘London, with the one breast, the Amazon queen’ (36). 

In Wise Children (1991), the narrator reminisces about wartime London: ‘there was a female city, red-

eyed, dressed in black, outside the door’ (28).  
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Bracewell, Geoff Ryman and Tom McCarthy. Colombino identifies drastic social 

changes as a major element in London writing, but the social context in her corpus of 

texts is wider, ranging from the post-war welfare state era to the turn of the 

millennium. Locating the contemporary political and ideological conditions in the 

physical reality of London, Colombino examines the literary representations of 

avant-garde architectural space, postmodern hyperspace, abstract and traumatic 

space. As spatial boundaries between the interior and the exterior have been 

weakened or erased, there emerges the possibility for the individual to somatise 

London as ‘a state of the body’ and to relate to the city through corporeal exchange, 

inclusion or disconnection (207). Colombino’s critical attention to the spatial 

relationship of the city with the body produces many valuable insights. However, her 

analysis shows affinity with Elizabeth Grosz’s view and tends to highlight the ways 

in which human bodies are constituted through spatial politics and integrated into the 

surrounding space in an anti-humanist way. In her conception, London appears to be 

imagined as a predominantly postmodern urban space where any attempt to create a 

sense of place is inhibited. 
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Key Terms 

My approach of London writing is mainly empirical, based on a close reading 

of a sample of literary texts, with a deliberately eclectic mix of theoretical models 

drawn from spatial analysis, human geography, urban study and phenomenology. 

The intention is not to mould literary representations of London – multiple and 

sprawling as the city itself – into neat conceptual frameworks, but to draw out images 

of body and city as rendered in the texts and to extend literary-critical analysis with 

insights derived from a wide range of theoretical perspectives wherever it is 

beneficial. Body, space and place are the three key terms in my thesis, and a brief 

clarification of them is necessary, given the different ways in which these 

deceptively simple concepts have been understood within different traditions of 

literary, philosophical and cultural studies.  

It is common to speak of ‘my body’, as if it were somehow separate from the 

self – merely a mortal shell of flesh and bones to house the soul, the mind or 

subjectivity. This form of words reflects an entrenched dualism expressed in 

Descartes’s dictum: ‘I think, therefore I am’. The subject ‘I’ is defined as a thinking 

mind, made of immaterial substance (res cogitans), while the body is understood as a 

material, physical thing which is extendable in space (res extensa). Against the 

notion of the physical body (Körper in German), Edmund Husserl proposes the 

notion of the lived body (Leib) and criticises Descartes’s dualism in his work 

Cartesian Meditations (1931). Although he notes that the lived body is key to 

experiencing the world and fulfilling the intentional acts of the subject, Husserl 

ultimately privileges the transcendental ‘I’ over the body (Carman 214).15 Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty develops Husserl’s theory and offers a thorough analysis of embodied 

experiences in his work Phenomenology of Perception (1945). For Merleau-Ponty, 

there is no such thing as ‘having a body’; rather, ‘we are our body […] in so far as 

we are in the world through our body, and in so far as we perceive the world with our 

body’ (206, my emphasis). The body is fundamental to the way we move around, 

                                                           
15 Taylor Carman summarises Husserl’s account of the body as ‘a kind of quasi-object that an 

essentially disembodied transcendental ego has or owns as the locus of its subjective sensations’ 

(223). By contrast, Merleau-Ponty considers the body as ‘a primitive constituent of perceptual 

awareness as such, which in turn forms the permanent background of intentionality at large’ (Carman 

224). Thus, the body is more primordial than intentionality or subjectivity. It has pre-subjective and 

pre-reflective aspects that cannot be fully comprehended through thinking.   



17 

 

 

perceive and comprehend the world.16 Based on the works of Merleau-Ponty and 

other phenomenological writings on the body, Drew Leder understands the lived 

body as ‘the embodied self that lives and breathes, perceives and acts, speaks and 

reasons’ (6). It is a broad but useful definition, allowing my discussion to use the 

commonplace expression of his or her body, and enabling deeper analysis of the way 

the lived body perceives and acts without separating it from the reasoning faculty of 

the self.  

Furthermore, I argue throughout the thesis that perception is not a one-way 

process of the external world being represented or transmitted to the inner self 

through bodily senses but rather that this is a reciprocal process. In his unfinished 

manuscript, The Visible and the Invisible (1964), Merleau-Ponty furthers his 

understanding of the body with the notion of ‘flesh’. As an element of being, ‘flesh’ 

is defined by its reversibility – ‘the coiling over of the visible upon the seeing body, 

of the tangible upon the touching body’ (140). The body as such has two overlapping 

sides. The seeing and touching body is the phenomenal body that acts out one’s 

agency and intention. The visible and tangible body is the objective body that is 

exposed to other bodies and to the world. We cannot see or touch without being seen 

or touched, and perception is an ongoing, open-ended and inter-active process. Due 

to this principle, as embodied beings, we are always open to and intertwined with the 

world; the body ‘belongs to the order of the things as the world is universal flesh’ (VI 

137).17 Appropriating this concept in her study Reconfiguring the Ordinary (2008), 

                                                           
16 Merleau-Ponty’s attention to the embodied condition of human beings is also shared by the latest 

development in feminism. In their introduction to Material Feminisms (2008), Stacy Alaimo and 

Susan Hekman give a brief overview of contemporary feminism. Postmodern feminism has produced 

valuable insights into the underprivileged social status of women by demonstrating that the mind/body 

dualism is gendered. However, because of an anxiety about the discriminating association of women 

with body and nature, it has avoided the issue of materiality; its discussion is focused on the 

‘discourses about the body’, with little attention to the ‘lived, material bodies and evolving corporeal 

practices’ (3). This in itself re-affirms the material/discursive dichotomy that feminism has set out to 

deconstruct. It is in recent years that feminist thinkers have started ‘attempting to move beyond 

discursive construction and grapple with materiality’, which leads to the emergence of ‘material 

feminism’ (6). One of the shared concerns of material feminists is about the ‘practices’ or ‘embodied, 

situated actions’ (7).  
17 The notion of the intertwining of human beings with the world is also central to material feminist 

theories. A strong echo with Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh as elemental to all beings can be 

seen in Nancy Tuana’s essay: ‘There is a viscous porosity of flesh – my flesh and the flesh of the 

world. This porosity is a hinge through which we are of and in the world’ (Tuana 199). Whereas 

Merleau-Ponty mostly focuses on the philosophical implications, Tuana examines the ethical 

dimension of ‘flesh’. She analyses the phenomenon of Hurricane Katrina and compels the reader to 

recognise ‘the materiality of the social and the agency of the natural’ (210). Similarly, Stacy Alaimo 

raises the notion of ‘trans-corporeality’ and proposes a posthuman environmental ethics that ‘refuses 

to see the delineated shape of the human as distinct from the background of nature, and instead 
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Gail Weiss proposes that the city can be considered as ‘urban flesh’ that ‘continually 

stylizes both individual and collective existence’ and ‘serves as an ongoing horizon 

of significance in human beings’ everyday life’ (128). Weiss’s writing adapts the 

mainly philosophical discussion to a more practical and concrete realm, and allows 

us to focus on the embodied, sensuous and intertwining relationship between the 

human body and the body of the city. Also, the frequent references to ‘flesh’ or 

fleshly qualities of London in the literary works of Ackroyd, Amis, and Carter 

suggest a possibly fruitful reading from the perspective of the lived body and the 

‘urban flesh’. I take this primordial intertwining as the basis for my exploration of 

the following motifs and aspects in London writing: the characters’ reflection on 

their embodiments, visual and non-visual perceptions of the material environment, 

movement in geographical space, analogies between the body and the city, and the 

influences exerted on individual characters by the city.  

Discussion of the body leads naturally to the issue of space. Since Michel 

Foucault’s claim that ‘the present epoch would perhaps rather be the epoch of space’ 

in 1967 (‘Of Other Spaces’ 14), there has been a good deal of work devoted to the 

concept of space. One of the most influential books is Henri Lefebvre’s The 

Production of Space. As the title suggests, the space in Lefebvre’s understanding is 

not static, but something produced and associated with its social actors, histories and 

social contexts. His analysis of space consists of three aspects: the perceived, the 

conceived, and the lived.18 Stuart Elden interprets Lefebvre’s spatial triad as an 

attempt to overcome Cartesian dualism with the third term (the lived). Descartes’s 

division of mind and body is inseparable from his understanding of space. The 

physical body is made of material substance, which is extendable in space. Body and 

space belong to the material world and external reality. On the other hand, the 

thinking subject is immaterial and non-spatial, but it knows the world through 

thinking, that is, through mental representation of the external world. Therefore, in 

                                                           
focuses on interfaces, interchanges, and transformative material/discursive practices’ (142). Both 

critics’ explorations into the interactions between the human and the more-than-human world offer 

useful perspectives for examining the interrelations between the human inhabitants and the urban 

landscape in the literary representations of London, especially in the literary texts discussed in 

Chapter Four of this thesis.  
18 These three aspects are also usually referred to as spatial practice, representations of space, and 

representational spaces. In order to foreground the connection between space and body in Lefebvre’s 

work, I tend to avoid this set of terms, but the meanings are the same. Given Lefebvre’s non-

systematic and nuanced way of writing, critics have attempted to clarify or re-interpret his tripartite 

spatial model. See R. Shields; Soja.   
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opposition to the material space, there is the ‘conceived, abstract thought of space’ – 

‘something that is quantitatively measurable, calculable, numerical’ (Elden 187). 

This conceived space is used as a framework for knowing material space, so that 

Descartes’s material world is knowable only as abstract concepts.19 In this way, 

space in Cartesian thinking is split into two opposite sides, the conceived mental 

space and the perceived material space, which is similar to the dualistic conception 

of human being as mind and (physical) body. To resolve the conflicts between the 

two sides, Lefebvre proposes the notion of the lived space, in which the human 

subject is embodied and involved with its space through lived, experiential ways.20     

According to Lefebvre, the modern city is dominated by abstract space. 

Conceived space, which is visualised by the city planners, architects and technocrats 

in a rational manner, is imposed on all aspects of urban life: ‘the mental realm comes 

to envelop the social and physical ones’ (PS 5). The body is also abstracted, as the 

‘practical and fleshy body [is] conceived of as a totality complete with spatial 

qualities and energetic properties’ (PS 61). Life in abstract space is alienating and de-

corporealising.21 To overcome alienation, it is necessary to ‘re-embrace the body 

along with space, in space, as the generator (or producer) of space’ (PS 407). That is, 

to recover the generative power of the lived body so as to create new social space 

and to transform urban life. Although Lefebvre does not use the term, the dis-

alienated space he proposes expresses a meaning similar to the notion of ‘place’.22 

                                                           
19 David Cerbone writes: ‘Descartes’ material world is fundamentally a world whose spatiality is 

articulable in precise geometrical terms, and whatever eludes or evades those terms is to be dismissed 

as in some way second-rate, subjective, or illusory’ (129).  
20 Elden borrows Heidegger’s existential analysis of space to understand Lefebvre’s lived space, 

which denotes how ‘we deal with the world as a matter of concern, acting with and reacting to objects 

within it in a lived, experiential way, instead of abstracting from them in a Cartesian grid of 

coordinates’ (188). In Being and Time (1927), Heidegger specifies that human beings do not live in an 

abstract, geometrical space; human spatiality is ‘being-in-the-world’ (134-148). The notion of ‘being-

in’ does not signify spatial containment characterised by measureable physical nearness and distance, 

rather it indicates ‘involvement and engagement’ (Cerbone 136), that is, how we practically engage 

with things and move about in the world in our daily life. Nevertheless, as Cerbone points out, 

Heidegger understates the significance of the body and does not acknowledge that ‘our being located 

within, and not just oriented toward […] is part and parcel of our being disclosed to ourselves and one 

another as bodily beings’ (143). Merleau-Ponty’s sections on ‘The Spatiality of One’s Body and 

Motility’ and on ‘Space’ in Phenomenology of Perception could be understood as supplementing the 

embodied dimension of our being-in-the-world (98-147, 243-298).   
21 In Geographical Imaginations (1994), Derek Gregory argues that Lefebvre ‘identified from within 

the genealogy of modernity the immanent production of a supremely abstract, hyper-rationalized 

space that was fast becoming decorporealized through a tripartite constellation of geometric-visual-

phallic power’ (158). Lefebvre’s attention to the body is also examined by Steve Pile in his book The 

Body and the City (1996), which combines spatial analysis with psychoanalysis.  
22 As Rob Shields point out, the French word l’espace does not fully correspond to the English word 

‘space’. The meaning is further complicated because ‘“l’espace” is used metaphorically and 
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In Space and Place (1977), Yi-Fu Tuan examines the ways human beings 

transform space into place through lived experiences. In his work, space is 

understood as in colloquial language. Space is more abstract, suggesting openness, 

movement and freedom. By contrast, place signifies security and stability. It is ‘a 

calm center of established values’ (54). However, the difference between space and 

place is not absolute. Abstract space can be transformed into a meaningful place. A 

place ‘achieves concrete reality when our experience of it is total, that is, through all 

the senses as well as with the active and reflective mind’ (18). Like Lefebvre, Tuan 

stresses a total spatial experience should be multiple, including sensory perception, 

action and thought.23 He places the embodied human being at the centre, and 

analyses how the spatiality, values and meanings of the body extend and pervade 

through the space, which leads to a sense of place. Attachment to place satisfies our 

biological needs for shelter and nurture, and our social needs for identity and social 

relationships. Nevertheless, as Edward Relph notes, places ‘may be the very centres 

of our lives, but they may also be oppressive and imprisoning’ (41). To be tied down 

to a place means the diminishing of freedom, which is evident in female experiences 

in houses, and underprivileged social groups’ confinement in segregated pockets of 

urban areas. Thus, Tuan argues: ‘Human lives are a dialectical movement between 

shelter and venture, attachment and freedom. […] A healthy being welcomes 

constraint and freedom, the boundedness of place and the exposure of space’ (54). 

The need for both space of movement and place of belonging seems commonplace, 

but it is useful for warding off excessive nostalgia for the past or radical antagonism 

against all values. It draws attention to the embodied experiences of the here and 

now.  

 

  

                                                           
allegorically by Lefebvre’ (153). Not using ‘place’ does not mean the idea of ‘place-ness’ is not in 

Lefebvre’s thinking. For further discussion, see R. Shields, pp. 153-155. 
23 Tuan emphasises the importance of all the bodily senses, including sight, touch, sound, taste and 

kinaesthesia. Sight organises space and ‘other senses expand and enrich visual space’ (16). Tuan does 

not specify the conventional association of visualisation with abstraction, rationalisation and 

domination, as Lefebvre does. Tuan’s approach is more balanced. In addition to questioning and 

challenging the way vision impoverishes reality, he suggests that we need to co-ordinate all the senses 

so as to achieve a fuller experience of reality. In this sense, Tuan’s view echoes Merleau-Ponty, who 

considers all sensory perception as reciprocal and does not discriminate against vision. It is only when 

vision is conjoined with the modern project of mastery that it becomes problematic.  
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Thesis Structure 

The thesis consists of six chapters, organised around six inter-related themes 

or images. It proceeds from the basic spatial relation of the body in urban space, 

through an increasing interchange between the two and the metaphor of the city as 

body, towards an incorporation of the city into the body and a transformation of 

space into place. My research includes established writers like Peter Ackroyd, Iain 

Sinclair, Ian McEwan, J. G. Ballard and Zadie Smith. It also explores the works of 

Lee Rourke, Geoff Nicholson, Penelope Lively and Nicola Barker, whose imaginary 

Londons have not received much critical commentary. The thesis widens the scope 

of current criticism on literary London by drawing attention to these texts through a 

close critical analysis. By reading contemporary London writing in terms of 

representations of the experience of the lived body, the thesis explores the possibility 

of thinking about and fleshing out the city through the body. 

The first chapter in this thesis examines different ways of seeing the city in 

Lee Rourke’s The Canal (2010), Tom McCarthy’s Remainder (2005), and John 

Lanchester’s Mr Phillips (2000). Each of these novels focuses on one individual’s 

experiences in a realistically rendered millennial London. Each is focalised through a 

white, middle-class male – a social position that has been deemed dominant in the 

realm of urban culture, as embodied by the flâneur. These three texts will serve as a 

starting point for the thesis as a whole. Chapter One spells out the significance of 

vision and the tension between it and embodied sensuous experience in the literary 

representations of London.  

Turning away from the visible realm, Chapter Two explores the invisible and 

‘overlooked’ – the underground space of London. It compares William Boyd’s 

Ordinary Thunderstorms (2009), Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere (1996) and China 

Miéville’s King Rat (1998). By juxtaposing realistic depictions of the social 

underworld in Boyd’s novel with the more or less fantastic renderings of 

underground London in Gaiman’s and Miéville’s works, the intention is to highlight 

the social dimension of the latter two. This choice is also partly due to the material 

body’s resistance to reflection in these texts; the body remains present with us and 

yet absent from consciousness in our day-to-day existence. It takes some degree of 

de-familiarisation to flush it out, so to speak. These three novels map the opposition 

of vision and embodiment onto the vertical space of London. Through a downward 
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movement in London, they all thematise the restoration of bodily senses in the 

subterranean realm, such as taste, touch, smell and the kinetic. These are discussed 

along with several spatial images – waste ground, the London Underground, sewers 

and backstreets. A detailed analysis of body, space and the plot of these three novels 

uncovers different attitudes towards the lived body and its role in urban space. 

The next chapter correlates the bright and the dark sides of London with two 

opposite body images – the classical and the grotesque. It focuses on Ian McEwan’s 

Saturday (2005), J. G. Ballard’s High-Rise (1975) and Nicola Barker’s Clear: A 

Transparent Novel (2004). Borrowing insights from Bakhtin’s theory of grotesque 

realism, Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject, and various cultural interpretations of 

architectural space, this chapter demonstrates the ways in which McEwan and 

Ballard present contrasting images of London, but conceive bodily materiality from a 

similar cultural position. It then interprets Barker’s novel as a positive and 

carnivalesque portrayal of grotesque bodies and their reciprocal relationship with an 

accommodating cityscape. As human bodies are imagined to be sensuously 

intertwined with London in Barker’s novel, the city becomes more active and alive in 

a humorously grotesque way, showing features of an enormous and fleshly body.    

Chapter Four explores the personification of London from the perspective of 

sexuality. It briefly traces the trope of the feminisation of the city in two iconic 

modern works, and then examines the representations of London as a female body in 

contemporary literary texts, including Will Self’s Bull: A Farce (1992), Iain 

Sinclair’s Lights Out for the Territory (1997) and Downriver (1991), and Geoff 

Nicholson’s Bleeding London (1997). Male erotic experiences in urban space, 

masculine authorship, and female urban experiences framed through male viewpoints 

form the basis of discussion in this chapter. My intention has been to examine the 

ways heterosexuality mediates the often antagonistic relationship between the 

masculine individual and the urban world in literary imagination. Drawing on 

feminist theory about the male gaze and female sexuality, and furthering the notion 

of flesh, this chapter develops a fuller understanding of the intimate relationships of 

being in, with, and of the city.   

In Chapter Five, the tension between visual totalisation and material 

fragmentation is examined in Zadie Smith’s NW (2012), John Lanchester’s Capital 

(2012), McCarthy’s Remainder (2005), and Angela Carter’s Wise Children (1991). 

The frames of visual perception are re-evaluated in this chapter: Smith’s literary 
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representation of London from the embodied and localised position of postcolonial 

subjects is set in contrast with panoramic views of the entire city from above in 

Lanchester’s work discussed in Chapter One. This chapter then combines the visual 

with the corporeal for an analysis of the fragmentary images of the individual body 

and the urban body of London in McCarthy’s and Carter’s novels. Whereas the 

previous chapter focuses on the image of London as a sexualised body, this chapter 

compares the organic metaphor with an inorganic one, and discusses the problematic 

possibilities of representing London as a humane and rewardingly inhabitable place.  

The last chapter shifts its point of focus onto the temporal dimension, and 

looks at several literary texts in which London is ‘re-membered’ through the body. 

The city not only enters the body through space or technology, as Grosz’s theory on 

postmodern urban space demonstrates, but also becomes incorporated into the living 

body as urban memories. Peter Ackroyd’s London: The Biography (2000) is read in 

comparison with Michael Moorcock’s ‘London Bone’ (2001), so as to examine the 

problem of fetishising and ossifying the cultural past of London. Penelope Lively’s 

City of the Mind (1991) presents a balance between preserving the urban past and 

progressing towards the future through a skilful representation of the main 

character’s sentient body. Contrary to the apparent or implicit sense of place shown 

in these three writers, W. G. Sebald articulates the irrevocable loss of both one’s past 

and one’s place in the urban world in his final novel Austerlitz (2001). Discussion on 

this literary text, which is illustrated by uncaptioned images, re-connects my 

argument with the initial discussion of the alienating division between vision and 

embodiment. In Sebald’s novel, as the embodied subject suffers physical pain and 

psychological trauma, vision is re-positioned as a protective device which serves to 

create a necessary boundary between the present and the past. Yet, the collapse of the 

visual distance renders literary images of the embodied self and the city much less 

certain.  

Focusing on these different yet interlinked facets of literary representations of 

London, this thesis offers a detailed analysis of body and city in contemporary 

London writing. It demonstrates the ways in which contemporary writers have 

responded to the increasingly complicated and uncertain urban reality of late 

twentieth and twenty-first-century London with a genuine commitment to 

communicate multivalent experience – to render a city that is inhabitable at once by 

the mind and the body.    
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Chapter One 

Seeing the City 

 

The shell-like covering which our souls have excreted to house 

themselves, to make for themselves a shape distinct from others, is 

broken, and there is left of all these wrinkles and roughnesses a 

central oyster of perceptiveness, an enormous eye.   

Virginia Woolf, ‘Street Haunting’ (1930) 

 

To walk in London’s streets, for Virginia Woolf, is to be liberated from an enclosed 

sense of self, which is embodied by the inhabited house. Having entered the streets, 

the subject ‘I’ becomes ‘an enormous eye’ that freely roams about and perceives the 

world (156). It calls to mind Ralph Waldo Emerson’s notion of the ‘transparent 

eyeball’. In his essay entitled ‘Nature’ (1836), Emerson writes, ‘I become a 

transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all’ (33). Though writing about different or 

even antithetical places – Emerson on the natural landscape and Woolf on the urban 

space of London – both proclaim the ‘eye’ as a symbol of our potential to relate to 

the world and to become one with it. However, whereas Emerson argues for a 

thorough disembodiment – to become ‘transparent’ and ‘nothing’, Woolf retains a 

striking sense of corporeality – the ‘oyster of perceptiveness’ in her conception is 

notably soft and fleshy. The surrounding ‘wrinkles and roughnesses’ indicate its 

vulnerable physicality and intimate intertwinement with the material environment of 

London. Thus, in her essay ‘Street Haunting’, Woolf draws attention to both visual 

perception and corporeal engagement in the realm of urban experience.  

This chapter examines and compares the ways of seeing the city that are 

represented in three novels set in London in the early years of the twenty-first 

century. The protagonists of these three novels are similar in cultural identity – 

English, white and male. They have the privilege of seeing without being seen and 

tend to perceive themselves as somehow disembodied and transparent. The tension 

between the seeing eyes and the feeling body is crucial to each character’s perception 

of London and treated distinctively in each novel. Current criticism around these 

three texts is limited in terms of the consideration of literary representations of 

London. Commentary on Lee Rourke’s novel The Canal (2010) mostly consists of 

book reviews and tends to centre on the topic of boredom, whereas the perceptual 
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dimension – especially the protagonist’s peculiar visual mode and bodily paralysis – 

has not been explored. Tom McCarthy’s Remainder (2005) has been examined by 

critics from the perspectives of trauma, media, literary realism and modernism. Zadie 

Smith’s favourable review of Remainder, hailing it as ‘the future of the Anglophone 

Novel’ (‘Two Directions for the Novel’ 71), has set off a series of discussions on its 

artistic innovations.24 John Lanchester’s Mr Phillips (2000) has received attention for 

its concern with Englishness, its slice-of-life depiction of the contemporary 

metropolis, and its intertextual connection with the canonical London novel, Mrs 

Dalloway (1925) by Virginia Woolf. Mr Phillips has been briefly noted for rendering 

‘the felt presence of the city’ (Schiff 376), which, I believe, is worth more detailed 

analysis. Drawing these three contemporary London novels together, I will examine 

the distinctive and interrelated ways of seeing the city represented in each and lay the 

critical groundwork that underpins the rest of the thesis.  

This chapter argues that in these London novels, embodied seeing – as 

opposed to the disembodied ‘vision’ associated with the flâneur – is presented as a 

more meaningful way of engaging with an increasingly dematerialised cityscape. The 

Canal dramatically reduces engagement with the urban scene to a monocular eye 

intently watching the world from a marginalised corner in London. It literalises the 

classical optical model camera obscura in its setting, thematises the alienating and 

paralysing effects of passive observation, and reveals the living body as a site of 

potential rebellion against distancing and disembodying vision. While corporeality is 

shown to be suppressed by vision in Rourke’s novel, McCarthy presents his 

protagonist as being thoroughly disembodied from the beginning and recounts his 

attempt to recover corporeality through vision. Conceived by an overarching and 

rationalising vision, hyper-sensuous urban spaces are constructed and full corporeal 

sensations are orchestrated. Yet, instead of being re-materialised and re-engaged with 

reality, the protagonist’s body is absorbed into a cocoon of simulacra and simulation. 

In The Canal and Remainder, the protagonists take up opposite vantage 

points – distance and absorption, respectively – for perceiving the city, but they have 

in common with each other the idea of fixation. The Canal has its protagonist 

physically grounded in a specific place, while Remainder shows an obsessive and 

unchanging rationalising perspective on the world. The images of London framed 

                                                           
24 For further discussion on this, see Claybaugh; Nieland; Vermeule, ‘Critique of Trauma and the 

Afterlife of the Novel’; McGurl. 
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through these two fixed ways of seeing are impoverished and distorted. By contrast, 

John Lanchester moves the eponymous protagonist of his novel around the city and 

shifts the focalisation in an oscillating flux between the absorbed and the detached. 

Travelling through different parts of London, Mr Phillips obtains various visual 

perceptions that greatly challenge and complicate his previous urban experiences. 

Taking up a more balanced stance than Rourke or McCarthy, Lanchester seeks to 

accommodate the presence of the feeling body in the act of seeing, and offers the 

possibility of a meaningful and reciprocal relationship between the embodied self 

and the city.  
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The Canal: ‘watching the world go by’  

The vision of urban life presented in Lee Rourke’s novel The Canal is 

extremely simplified, reduced to the monotonous actions of an isolated individual 

who watches the world without any participation. The first-person narrator walks out 

on his job and starts sitting on a bench by the Regent’s Canal every day. The bench is 

backed by an exterior wall of an estate and flanked by overgrown hedges on each 

side. Seated within this space, the narrator can ‘pretty much see everything from the 

bench, [whereas] it was hard for passers-by to see [him]’ (TC 3). It is through the 

narrator’s eyes that the surroundings – an iron bridge, an office block on the opposite 

bank, ducks and swans on the canal, and people passing by – are made accessible in 

the textual space. The novel presents this part of London as subjugated by the 

narrator’s gaze. After a comprehensive visual survey, the narrator concludes: ‘It was 

good sitting there, watching the world go by – saying nothing, doing nothing, 

thinking nothing’ (TC 5). The act of watching seems to exclude all the other 

activities, and vision becomes the predominant way of relating to the city. 

The primacy of vision is concretely manifested in the setting of the story. The 

narrator’s privileged viewing position – to see the world from a hidden corner – 

resembles the classical optical device, the camera obscura (‘dark chamber’). The 

basic form of the camera obscura involves a small hole in a wall of an enclosed 

room. Light reflected from the object outside the room travels through the hole and 

casts an inverted image of the object onto the interior wall opposite. In The Canal, 

the hedges and the wall form an enclosed chamber, the gap between the hedges 

serves as the aperture, and the narrator on the bench facing the gap becomes the 

surface onto which images of the outside world are projected. To understand the 

novel’s representation of the individual’s experience of London, it would be useful to 

further examine the optical model for its fictional setting.   

Although the term ‘camera obscura’ did not come into use until the 

seventeenth century, the concept of the camera obscura has been current since 

ancient times and discussed in a wide range of studies on optics, astronomy and 

painting (Hammond 1-20). Descartes was fascinated by this notion and adopted it to 

illustrate human vision in his book La Dioptrique (1637) (Figure 1).25 In this 

drawing, two kinds of seeing are presented, which corresponds with Descartes’s 

                                                           
25 http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b21000448/f33.item. Accessed 13 Sept. 2017. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b21000448/f33.item
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claim that ‘it is the soul which sees, and 

not the eye’ (68). Physical vision is 

explained by the formation of retinal 

images on the enlarged eyeball. 

Spiritual vision is represented by the 

human figure looking from behind the 

retina, with an eye different from the 

physiological one made of flesh. This 

drawing well illustrates Richard Rorty’s 

interpretation of the Cartesian mind.26 

As Rorty suggests, ‘in the Cartesian 

model, the intellect inspects entities 

modelled on retinal images. […] it is 

representations which are in the 

“mind.” The Inner Eye surveys these 

representations’ (45, emphasis in 

original). In this conception, the Inner 

Eye or the intellect is distinct both from 

the things in the outside world and from the retina which is part of the physical body. 

The spatial division of the inside and the outside in the camera obscura is transferred 

onto the mode of knowing the world, which gives rise to the ‘notion of knowledge as 

an inner representation’ (Rorty 46). Before seeing and knowing the world, the 

individual is necessarily abstracted from it and shut into an enclosed, interiorised 

space. The modern observer, as Jonathan Crary points out, is ‘isolated, enclosed, […] 

cut off from a public exterior world’ (Techniques of the Observer 39).  

The split between the observing individual and the observed world is 

apparent in Rourke’s novel. The hedges and the back wall around the bench form a 

tangible boundary that encloses the narrator in an ‘interior’ space and separates him 

from the city outside. The narrator’s detachment from London is further emphasised 

in an experience of boredom, which drives him to give up both work and 

                                                           
26 Admittedly, Descartes dismisses the speculation about ‘other eyes within our brain with which we 

could perceive [the retinal image]’ (64). However, his writing shows unresolved tension between the 

eye of the mind and the eye of the body, which allows for a different interpretation of his illustration. 

The connection between Descartes’s optics and Rorty’s work is made by Drew Leder (117).  

Figure 1 
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‘superfluous activity: fashion, lifestyle, TV, drink, drugs, technology, et cetera’ (TC 

13). He ‘disengages from social, political, and cultural actuality in an effort to 

deliberately enter a state of almost catatonic stasis,’ remarks Daniel Wood (142). 

However, what the narrator seeks is not stasis per se, but an allegedly better way of 

perceiving the world. He claims, ‘those who are bored […] and embrace their 

boredom, have a far clearer perspective’ (TC 12). The notion of boredom as 

something to be embraced rather than evaded through ‘superfluous activity’ 

resonates with philosophical reflection on this term. Leslie Thiele interprets 

Heidegger’s writing on boredom as ‘the basic mood of our times’ and puts forward, 

‘If we awaken to the mood of boredom, if we learn how to wait through it, we may 

rediscover and reaffirm a philosophical path’ (489, 509-510). Modern technology 

offers constant distractions that only ‘alleviate the symptoms of the mood while 

exacerbating its cause’ (Thiele 514). In this sense, the narrator of The Canal seems to 

have awakened to a philosophical boredom – his state of ‘saying nothing, doing 

nothing, thinking nothing’ indicates a kind of waiting, a meaning embedded in the 

German word of boredom, Langeweile, ‘a long whiling away of time’ (Petro 86). 

However, whereas Thiele stresses that ‘waiting is not a passive state of being [but] an 

active endeavor’ (510), Rourke’s fiction shows precisely the opposite. The narrator’s 

withdrawal from the world is associated with an immense passivity. Rather than 

gaining a ‘clearer perspective’ in the sense of attaining a fuller understanding, the 

narrator takes it as an actual act of looking and thereby imitating philosophical 

meditation with a hollow gesture. He takes up the stance of the Cartesian observer; in 

retreating into an interiorised space he is disconnected both from the world and from 

himself.  

In the Cartesian mode of seeing, the Inner Eye is equivalent with the thinking 

‘I’, both of which are distinct from the physical body. As Descartes puts it, ‘I am 

thinking, therefore I exist’ (36). He further explains: ‘I am a mind, or intelligence, or 

intellect, or reason’; and ‘I am not that structure of limbs which is called a human 

body’ (82). The mind is made of immaterial mental substance (res cogitans); the 

body is made of material substance (res extensa), which is extendable in space. The 

body is of the same substance as other physical things in the world, which means it 

can easily be affected by them and its senses can be deceived. Therefore, the body 
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cannot be a reliable means of attaining knowledge and truth.27 By contrast, the mind 

is not subjected to the influence of the material world. The eye of the mind sees 

better than the bodily eyes.28  

The separation of mind from body is made clear in the camera obscura 

metaphor. There is no place for the body inside the enclosed dark room. Also, the 

single opening and the lone eye in the dark room correspond to the single subject ‘I’, 

which is consistent with Descartes’s belief that it is the eye of the mind that sees, not 

either of the physiological eyes of the body. In the actual act of seeing, human beings 

usually use two eyes instead of one. As optical science shows, we see a slightly 

different image with each eye. These two retinal images are then superimposed and 

processed into a unified image with depth. When seeing is taken as a model for 

knowing in the early modern era, this fact is deliberately omitted, with the binocular 

human vision being supplanted by the monocular device of the camera obscura 

(Crary, Techniques of the Observer 48-50). Hence, corporeal experience of seeing is 

distorted to fit the ideal better; the primacy of vision in modernity is achieved at the 

expense of suppressing corporeality. Thus arises a distinct observing and knowing 

figure, who is ‘interiorized and disembodied’ (Crary, Techniques of the Observer 40). 

In The Canal, disembodied vision is pushed to the extreme, which reveals a 

deep sense of alienation resulting from the split between the self and the body. A 

nameless young woman appears and starts sitting by the narrator at the bench 

regularly, gazing at the office block across the canal and telling him dark tales. In 

their final conversation under the bridge, the woman reveals to the narrator that she 

has killed a man in a hit-and-run and that her motive for frequenting the canal is to 

watch her victim’s son, a man who works in the office block on the opposite bank. 

After her full confession, she falls to her death in an attempt to save an already dead 

swan from the canal in torrential rain. Throughout all of this, the narrator remains 

purely an uninvolved observer: ‘I watched her. It was all I could do, I could ever do’ 

(TC 100). Then, at the woman’s death: ‘it seemed like I was standing there, looking, 

simply looking, for far too much time’ (TC 184). A sense of frustration is perceptible 

                                                           
27 The Cartesian distrust of the body is part of the Western cultural tradition, in which the body is 

often regarded as ‘a force of negativity, an obstacle to the soul’s attempt to secure knowledge, virtue, 

or eternal life’ (Leder 127). 
28 In her essay, ‘Vision, Representation, and Technology in Descartes’, Dalia Judovitz points out that 

Descartes on the one hand considers vision as the dominant sense and shows interest in optical 

science, and on the other undermines the perceptual power of vision and regards it as an imperfect – 

though perfectible – instrument of reason (63-86). 
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in the narrator’s voice. The woman’s thrilling stories and vigorous actions form a 

sharp contrast to the narrator, who is immobilised and imprisoned within the position 

as an onlooker. He stands for the average individual in the society of the spectacle: 

‘the more he contemplates, the less he lives’ (Debord 23). Indeed, the contemplative 

gaze of the narrator is correlated with the paralysis of his lived body, which is 

reflected in the novel in more than one aspect.29  

To begin with, the novel shows the rebellion of the narrator’s lived body. The 

first time the woman talks to him, the narrator’s right leg goes into ‘involuntary 

paroxysms’ (TC 12). The same bodily reaction is triggered when a gang of violent 

teenagers besieges him (TC 21). The shaking leg indicates that the emotional 

agitations stemming from the lived body exceed the control of the mind. The 

narrator’s feeling and desiring body erupts violently into his consciousness. Although 

it is common-sense that we cannot live without a body, the body in daily life is 

‘essentially characterized by absence,’ argues Drew Leder (1). When we engage in 

purposeful actions, our body often recedes from our explicit awareness and becomes 

secondary to our intention. Only when disruptions happen will the body emerge into 

the foreground. Adopting the prefix ‘dys-’, which means ‘bad’, ‘hard’, or ‘ill’, Leder 

coins the word ‘dys-appearance’ to describe such experience (84). When the body 

suddenly stops working, such as when stumbling on an uneven pavement, our 

attention is shifted away from the people and things in the streets and back to our 

own body. The absent body thus re-appears in our awareness and becomes present, 

but only when it loses its daily function and becomes dysfunctional. Most dys-

appearances are negative experiences, including pain, disease, and feelings of shame 

and vulnerability (Leder 69-99). ‘In contrast to our normal engagement with the 

world, dys-appearance alienates us, throwing us back onto the limited world of our 

bodies’ (Shilling 217-218). In Rourke’s novel, the re-appearance of the absent body 

is also shown to be alienating and problematic.  

The narrator’s dys-appearing body is associated with a fit of great pain. 

Under the attack from the gang, the narrator falls from the bench and blacks out after 

several kicks. The incident is reported matter-of-factly, with minimal subjective 

input: ‘It hurt […] I could feel nothing […] It felt as if the air had been sucked out of 

my lungs […] Then the shock of blackness’ (TC 47, my emphasis). The narrator’s 

                                                           
29 It also echoes a basic mode of boredom: ‘To be bored is to be paralyzed: emotionally, spiritually, 

and perhaps even physically’ (Thiele 492). 



32 

 

 

claim that ‘I could feel nothing’ is not exactly correct. The subject ‘I’ is the 

conscious self; what is felt by the body exceeds the capacity of the mind and goes 

beyond the conscious. Consistent with the narrator’s obsession with vision, the loss 

of consciousness is aptly expressed in visual terms, as ‘blackness’. More importantly, 

in the recount, the body seems to be objectified in the anonymous pronoun ‘it’. At 

another point, the narrator claims: ‘It felt peculiar wanting to laugh to myself, on my 

own, my body beginning to shake’ (TC 121, my emphasis). In this description, ‘my 

body’ emerges to parallel the anonymous subject of the sentence that ‘felt peculiar’, 

that which has a need or desire to laugh. Given the novel’s concern with vision and 

embodiment, this seemingly ordinary expression could be interpreted as an 

idiosyncratic way of foregrounding the narrator’s extremely alienating experience 

with his own body.30 In both episodes, the body is externalised as an entity beyond 

the control of the thinking self. The complete shut-down of the mind demonstrates 

that in Rourke’s fictional world, the thinking and knowing self cannot accommodate 

the volatile, feeling body. The subject ‘I’ is denied the chance of re-integrating with 

its corporeal substance, the anonymous ‘it’. 

The conflict between vision and embodiment is also implied in the 

relationship between the narrator and the woman. In her review of the novel, Cynthia 

Cravens considers the woman as ‘a symbol or metaphor revealing things to [the 

narrator]’ (25). The symbolic status of the woman needs further elaboration. In The 

Canal, the Cartesian I/Eye is initially incarnated by the narrator, who looks at and 

constructs the world around him with clarity and certainty. When the woman appears 

alongside the narrator, the whole setting shifts from monocular to binocular vision, 

with each observer standing for one eye. Sitting side by side, the narrator and the 

woman spend most of their time staring straight ahead rather than looking at each 

other. It is revealed later that both are watching the office worker. The discrepancy in 

binocular vision is transformed into a distinction between surface and depth in the 

story. The narrator relates to the office worker to his own social judgements, 

focusing on his showy clothes such as ‘a light blue shirt and pink tie’ and ‘a slim-

                                                           
30 In Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1822), Thomas de Quincey considers his body as 

‘crazy’ and intends to donate his body to medical institutions as a ‘posthumous revenge’ (205). He 

describes his body thus: ‘I hate it and make it the object of my bitter ridicule and contempt’ (204, my 

emphasis). The objectification of one’s body is also thematised in Conrad Williams’s horror fiction 

London Revenant (2004), in which the protagonist’s unconscious self is made separate and addressed 

as ‘It’, which is then confused with the underground space of London: ‘It is it, and it is It. It is a 

machine. It is London’ (221). For further discussion on London Revenant, see Pleßke.  
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fitted white shirt and a thin blue tie’ (TC 5, 10). What the narrator sees is incomplete 

and superficial. The woman, on the other hand, not only sees the man, but also 

knows his father’s death, which could be read as a hidden meaning behind the visual 

surface. Through the contrast, the novel indicates that monocular vision is illusory 

and shallow.  

In his study on vision and European paintings, Martin Jay criticises the 

reduction of the embodied painter and spectator to a mere ‘viewpoint’: ‘a monocular, 

unblinking, fixed eye (or more precisely, abstract point), rather than the two active, 

stereoscopic eyes of embodied actual vision, which gives us the experience of depth 

perceptions’ (54-55, emphasis in original). Contrary to the Cartesian conception, Jay 

points out that disengagement from one’s physical body does not lead to objective 

truth about the world, but to an illusory, static image without depth. To have a fuller 

understanding of reality, it is necessary to return to the ‘embodied actual vision’, 

allowing for the presence of the material body and treating the discrepancy between 

the two retinal images not as a deviance from the ideal, but as a necessary condition.  

In Rourke’s novel, the corporeal dimension is momentarily recognised as a 

positive condition. Although not yet aware of the woman’s relation with the office 

worker, the narrator intuits, ‘it was if she was there standing next to [the office 

worker], right there across the murky water’ (TC 100). The woman seems to enter 

the spectacle, transforming herself from a detached observer to an active participant. 

The narrator, though being excluded, manages to become tentatively engaged with 

the scene on the other side through his conversations with the woman. Thus, the 

novel shows the woman to be a symbol of the embodied connection between the 

narrator and the urban world. 31 In this sense, her death can be interpreted as an 

additional loss of embodiment. At the end of the novel, the narrator climbs onto the 

iron bridge across the canal and carries out another visual survey.   

I caught sight of something in the water, floating […] I noticed that 

what I was looking at was, in fact, me: my own reflection wavering 

                                                           
31 By associating the female character with the male narrator’s corporeal stimulation and embodied 

vision, the novel implies a gender divide. As Elizabeth Grosz points out, men have established their 

dominance and naturalised their privilege by culturally inscribing the ‘correlation of men with the 

category of mind and of women with the category of body’ (42). Men hold the privilege of being a 

disembodied I/eye, and displace their unwanted corporeality onto women. Also, this episode in The 

Canal suggests a reference to Alfred Hitchcock’s film Rear Window (1954), in which the Grace Kelly 

character physically enters the flat intently watched by her boyfriend (played by James Stewart) from 

the window of his own flat across the courtyard, so as to help him solve a possible murder mystery. 

The issue of gender divide – disembodied seeing male and embodied acting female – is central to both 

works. The theme of sexual difference and urban space is explored in Chapter Four of this thesis. 
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in the water, floating on the canal’s surface like some passing, 

unwanted and discarded product: a plastic bag, or some packaging. 

[…] I felt like I was floating too, or weightless, hovering above the 

canal, looking down on things. (TC 199) 

The comparison of the narrator’s body image with ‘a plastic bag, or some packaging’ 

recalls the Cartesian concept of the body as a mere container, secondary to the mind. 

The body for the narrator is shown to be an inert object he possesses. He recognises 

it in the same way as he recognises the city – by looking at its external appearance 

from a distance. This rendering of the body suggests that, in spite of momentary 

occasions of bodily feelings and embodied seeing, the narrator is in the end alienated 

from his own corporeal existence and returned to the status of being a monocular, 

disembodied eye.   

Nevertheless, the restoration is contaminated with an ineluctable 

bewilderment, which is literally writ large in the text. That the narrator pauses on the 

bridge instead of crossing it to the other bank indicates that the distance between the 

self and the world is bypassed, not closed. During his visual survey of the urban 

landscape, there appears a large sign which says ‘REAL’: ‘I looked away. It seemed 

absurd’ (TC 198).32 The city looms large in front of the narrator like a written sign, 

but it does not signify anything to him. Compared with the opening of the novel 

when the narrator surveys the urban landscape confidently and deems himself a pure 

observer at the centre of his visual field, the ending shows him confounded by what 

he sees. The clear but incomprehensible sign makes manifest the gradual de-centring 

and displacing of the narrator from reality. Vision, as the primary connection 

between the self and the world in the novel, is eventually invalidated as an access to 

meaning or reality.33  

                                                           
32 The sign is displayed specially in the text.  
33 If vision results from immediate perception through the eyes, then visuality is socially mediated and 

produced. Norman Bryson claims, ‘Between the subject and the world is inserted the entire sum of 

discourses which make up visuality, that cultural construct, and make visuality different from vision, 

the notion of unmediated visual experience’ (91-92). In everyday life, vision is always already 

mediated. The system of visual discourses determines what is visible and what is invisible to us. The 

visuality of modern society is mediated through the ideology of modernity, such as progress, mastery 

and objective knowledge. In his essay ‘On Visuality’, Nicholas Mirzoeff recognises two strands of 

visuality: the first one is of modernity, and the second one exceeds the first. Nevertheless, as Jonathan 

Crary insists, it is important to differentiate visual mode from perception. Perception is grounded in 

embodiment, which is ‘both the location of operations of power and the potential for resistance’ 

(Crary, Suspensions of Perception 3). I do not differentiate particularly between the terms vision, 

visuality and visual perception. I rely on qualifying adjectives such as embodied, disembodied and 

sensuous to emphasise the distinction between the conceptualising and sensuous applications of 

‘seeing’. 
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In her study on the interrelation between ‘city as text’ and ‘representation of 

city in the literary text’, Hana Wirth-Nesher argues that city novels ‘are encoded 

landscape of self and place, left to be decoded again and again’ (206).34 She 

examines the ways in which modern city novelists translate their experiences of 

cities into literary narratives through various forms of signs (11). By inserting a large 

sign in the fictional landscape of London in The Canal, Rourke draws on this way of 

viewing and representing the city. Also, just as the narrator is uncertain about the 

‘realness’ of what his vision yields, the novel questions whether its words can 

represent the urban reality of London beyond the text. Hence, Rourke’s novel 

indicates that literary creativity – the process of encoding and decoding – is much 

less certain in contemporary London writing.  

Overall, by modelling the story’s setting on the camera obscura and revolving 

around the act of seeing, The Canal explores multiple facets of a disembodied, 

monocular vision. Corporeality is shown to be suppressed during the prioritising of 

vision as a fundamental mode of relating to the self and to the city. Re-appearance of 

the corporeal body is limited to the violent and destructive eruptions that cannot be 

accommodated by the conscious self or assimilated into visual perception. The 

antagonism between the eye and the body is momentarily challenged, but is 

ultimately unresolved; the split is reinstated at the end. Through its constricting 

setting, The Canal expresses an anxiety about the paralysing consequences of a 

predominant and disembodying vision. London is depicted as an estranging and 

unreal world, where the corporeal self is resolutely excluded and where all genuine 

connections or embodied experiences are deeply problematic. 

 

  

                                                           
34 Wirth-Nesher’s work develops Roland Barthes’s notion of ‘urban semiotics’, which is sketched out 

in his lecture ‘Semiology and the Urban’ (1967).  
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Remainder: ‘feeling real again’ 

Whereas Lee Rourke’s novel demonstrates an ineradicable incompatibility 

between vision and embodiment in urban experiences, Tom McCarthy’s novel 

Remainder dramatises a thorough disturbance of corporeality from the start. Seeing 

takes on a different meaning in this novel. Vision, both physical and intellectual, is 

appropriated for the purpose of re-materialising the individual and re-engaging with 

the physical urban space. Rather than look away from the ‘real’, Remainder shows its 

protagonist persist in working through vision and attempt to transport the 

disembodied self into a re-constructed hyper-real, hyper-sensuous space.  

The nameless first-person narrator of Remainder survives an un-specified 

accident in London, and spends months recovering in a coma. His body has been 

fragmented and disjoined by the accident. The narrator recalls his days in hospital: 

‘As I lay abject, supine, tractioned and trussed up, all sorts of tubes and wires 

pumping one thing into my body and sucking another out, […] running through my 

useless flesh and organs’ (R 6). The natural body is opened up and turned into a pile 

of ‘useless flesh and organs’. It is treated as a lifeless thing, the experience of which 

extends after the narrator’s rehabilitation. To learn to move his body again, the 

narrator has to understand the physiology of each movement. Each motor skill is first 

broken down into numerous details and then systematically mastered by the mind: 

‘There are seventy-five manoeuvres involved in taking a single step forward, and 

each manoeuvre has its own command’ (R 21). The mind orders the body to act by 

issuing different ‘commands’ to each body part. An opposition between mind and 

body is therefore inscribed in the narrator’s existence. Indeed, the narrator’s body is 

severed from, and objectified by his mind. As Merleau-Ponty suggests: ‘The 

definition of the object is […] that it exists partes extra partes, and that consequently 

it acknowledges between its parts, or between itself and other objects only external 

and mechanical relationships’ (PP 73). Reduced to and repaired as an object, the 

narrator’s body is characterised by such ‘external and mechanical relationships’. A 

chasm also opens up between the body and other objects in the world. In her 

discussion of Remainder, Patricia Waugh points out that ‘the loss of bodily and 

affective attunement to the world produces a hyper-reflexive disconnection after 

which […] nothing feels real’ (26). The condition of the body certainly alters the 
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narrator’s engagement with reality. However, there is some residual of the ‘real’ and 

original connection left.  

As indicated in the title, a ‘remainder’ of the original, pre-reflective body can 

be discerned in this novel. During his physiotherapy treatment, after understanding 

and ‘visualising’ how to lift a carrot in his mind, the narrator reaches for a real carrot:  

I closed my fingers round the carrot. It felt – well, it felt: that was 

enough to start short-circuiting the operation. […] This carrot, 

though, was more active than me: the way it bumped and wrinkled, 

how it crawled with grit. (R 20-21, my emphasis)  

The verb ‘feel’ is often combined with an adjective to signify what is ‘consciously 

perceived (especially through the sense of touch) as having the specified quality’ 

(Oxford English Dictionary).35 Here, it is used in a very strange way. Instead of 

describing the tactile quality of the carrot obtained through the narrator’s fingers, the 

expression is truncated and turned into a description of the activity of the carrot. It 

seems to be the carrot that is carrying out the act of feeling: ‘bump[ing]’, 

‘wrinkl[ing]’, and ‘crawl[ing]’. The touching fingers of the narrator, on the other 

hand, are turned into tangible objects. His body is resisted by the ‘active’ carrot that 

‘rolled, slipped and plummeted away’ (R 21). 

In this brief instant, the narrator comes into contact with the world as a lived 

body. The body, as Merleau-Ponty points out, is ‘the sensible sentient, […] at once 

phenomenal body and objective body’ (VI 136). As phenomenal body, we are able to 

touch and to see; as objective body, we are open to the world and are tangible and 

visible to the senses of others. This ‘reversibility’ of the body exemplifies the ‘flesh’, 

the primordial element of being also shared by other things in the world; the body 

‘belongs to the order of the things as the world is universal flesh’ (VI 137). In 

Remainder, the ‘flesh’ of the world is temporarily revealed in the active carrot that 

returns the touch of the narrator’s hand. The body and the carrot are both intertwined 

within the universal flesh. The animation sprung forth from the carrot does not mean 

that the carrot actually becomes an animate being or that the narrator is reduced to an 

inanimate object. Instead, it represents a momentary and genuine co-existing of the 

lived body of the narrator with other entities in the world. It is the openness that 

enables the narrator to touch and be touched.  

                                                           
35 Hereafter referred to as OED. Definitions cited in this thesis come from OED Online, Oxford 

University Press. www.oed.com. 
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For Merleau-Ponty, ‘reversibility’ characterises all the senses, although his 

primary example is the tactile. Unlike vision, touch is a proximate sense. It serves as 

a perfect example of the way in which the sentient, phenomenal body that reaches 

out to touch the world is also a sensible, objective body that is touched by the world. 

The feature of touch is then generalised to explain all the other senses, including 

vision (VI 141-142). This generalisation has been questioned by Luce Irigaray, who 

insists that ‘the tangible is primary, and remains, primary in its opening’ and that 

‘vision is a sense that can totalize, enclose’ (An Ethics of Sexual Difference 162, 

175). In other words, while touch opens us to the world, vision closes it off and 

impoverishes what may be derived from the tactile. Although at times polarising, 

Irigaray’s critique of vision is helpful for examining the situation represented in 

McCarthy’s novel.   

In Remainder, the revelatory moment of touching is utterly estranging to the 

narrator and is ultimately subjugated under the logic of visualisation: ‘[The narrator 

and his physiotherapist] went back to the blackboard, factoring in the surplus signals 

we’d not factored in before, then back through visualization, then back to a real 

carrot again’ (R 21). During this scientific and mechanical process, the double 

sensations of the living body are translated into abstract ‘surplus signals’, dealt with 

through ‘visualization’, and then mastered. The body is constantly commanded by 

the thinking I/Eye. As a result, the rehabilitated body is marked by ‘an eternal 

detour’: ‘No Doing Without Understanding’ (R 23). ‘Understanding’, in the form of 

cognition and mental visualisation, becomes the foundation of the narrator’s 

existence. In other words, the corporeal substance is comprehensively mediated and 

reconstituted by the mind’s eye.  

The mind-body dualism is further shown in the way the narrator perceives 

London. After making the financial investment plan for a large sum of compensation 

money he has received for the accident, the narrator wanders to the Thames and sits 

on a bench on the Albert Embankment:  

The city had that closing-ranks look, when it gathers itself up into 

itself but shuts you out. It was glowing, but it wasn’t heating me. 

As I sat there it occurred to me that I could go and stand on almost 

any street, any row, any sector, and buy it […]. I could possess 

them, but I’d still be exterior to them, outside, closed out. This 

feeling of exclusion coloured the whole city […]. The landscape I 

was looking at seemed lost, dead, a dead landscape. (R 48, my 

emphasis) 
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The sense of exclusion stands out in the narrator’s contemplation, which resonates 

with the position of the passive spectator depicted in The Canal. Both novels make 

use of the topography of London – the Thames and the Regent’s Canal – as a symbol 

of division and alienation, which has been seen as characteristic of urban life: ‘Cities 

promise plenitude, but deliver inaccessibility,’ Wirth-Nesher maintains – ‘every 

urbanite is to some extent an outsider’ (8-9).  

Also, in the passage quoted from Remainder, a contrast between possessing 

and inhabiting can be detected. The narrator is wealthy enough to buy the streets and 

buy his way into the city, but the sense of exclusion cannot be diminished. The 

description of the city as ‘a dead landscape’ is significant. The term ‘landscape’ was 

first used to refer to landscape painting emerging in Renaissance, and later applied to 

topography itself. Martin Jay argues that ‘Cartesian perspectivalism’ (69) – an 

artistic technique critical to Renaissance landscape painting – reflects a particularly 

capitalist world-view that is being formed in early modern Europe: ‘Separate from 

the painter and the viewer, the visual field depicted in perspectival paintings could 

become […] a detached commodity available for capitalist circulation’ (Jay 58-59). 

As the visual mode underpinning landscape painting is generalised as a way of 

perceiving places in daily life, the observing individual’s alienation from the world is 

deepened, but at the same time a desire to close the division between the self and the 

world is stimulated. That is, to possess a portion of the world as privately owned 

property. Nevertheless, as McCarthy’s novel shows, owning the place does not mean 

inhabiting it and feeling at home within it. ‘I could possess them, but I’d still be 

exterior to them, outside, closed out’ (R 48). The feeling of exclusion is more 

profound. It derives from the status of his body, which exists alongside the city like 

one thing among other things, geometrically proximate but devoid of organic 

relationship. It also resounds with Marx’s critique of private property, towards which 

‘all physical and intellectual senses have been replaced by the simple alienation of all 

these senses, the sense of having’ (100). That the sense of ‘having’ alienates and 

excludes all the other senses corresponds to the exclusively visual relationship 

between the narrator and the city as demonstrated in this episode.  

In opposition to seeing the city as a ‘landscape’ is the possibility of inhabiting 

it as a place through all the senses. Tim Cresswell points out, ‘Landscape is an 

intensely visual idea. In most definitions of landscape the viewer is outside of it. […] 

Places are very much things to be inside of’ (Cresswell 10). To get inside a place is 
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to dis-alienate, to redeem an experiential quality from the landscape conceived as a 

private property of the self. It necessitates a recovery of ‘all physical and intellectual 

senses’ (Marx 100). Yi-Fu Tuan suggests that a place ‘achieves concrete reality when 

our experience of it is total, through all the senses as well as with the active and 

reflective mind’ (18). In Remainder, as the narrator sits by the Thames, his 

experience of the city is purely visual and contemplative, devoid of other senses: ‘It 

was glowing, but it wasn’t heating me’ (R 48). The glow draws the narrator to look, 

but the absence of heat indicates a lack of intimate, felt connections. There is neither 

sound nor smell passing from the city to reach the narrator, which suggests that the 

narrator is not looking at the city as a real, inhabitable place. The ensuing story of the 

narrator can be interpreted as a quest to overcome objectifying spectatorship and 

ownership for the purpose of getting back inside the experiential place. 

Unlike the protagonist in The Canal who is physically grounded at the bench 

by the canal and visually fixated upon the urban spectacle from a distance, the 

narrator in Remainder gets up from the bench by the Thames, leaving behind the 

spatially delimited viewing position connoted in this shared image. However, the 

narrator does not dispense with the mode of Cartesian vision. Rather, he is 

determined to recover a sense of place through intensified visualisation and 

intellectualisation. Triggered by a random crack in the wall, the narrator experiences 

an extreme form of déjà vu:  

I’d been in a space like this before, a place just like this, looking at 

the crack […] The smell of liver cooking in a pan had been wafting 

to me from the floor below […] and then two floors below that 

there’d been piano music. […] I remembered all this clearly – 

crystal-clear, as clear as in a vision. (R 60-61) 

While critics have compared this episode with the madeleine moment in Proust’s À 

la recherche du temps perdu, I would like to emphasise the critical role of vision in 

it.36 The remembered scene begins with the act of ‘looking’ and concludes with a 

‘vision’. In between there are sensory details – sights, smells, sounds and 

kinaesthetic senses. It seems the visible crack is a tip of the iceberg; through this 

visual detail, the narrator conjures up a total and multi-sensuous space. The narrator 

concludes that in that remembered space ‘[he’d] been real’ (R 62). The very process 

of the narrator’s recollection, shifting from the physical sight of the crack to the 

                                                           
36 See Groes, ‘“An Eternal Detour”’; Partington. 
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‘crystal-clear’ mental vision, indicates that this space only exists in the narrator’s 

mind. It is seen through his Inner Eye. The fabricated nature of the memory is 

implied: ‘I couldn’t place this memory at all’ (R 61). For the narrator, to ‘place’ is 

not to posit, but to make a place. The imaginary and un-placeable space is projected 

from the narrator’s mind onto the external world in a re-modelled apartment building 

in South London.  

The building exemplifies what Jean Baudrillard terms as the ‘hyperreal’ – it 

is made ‘by models of a real without origin or reality’ (166). That is, the 

representations of the real have been substituted for the real: ‘The territory no longer 

precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth, it is the map that precedes the territory 

– precession of simulacra – it is the map that engenders the territory’ (Baudrillard 

166). Similarly, in McCarthy’s novel, the narrator’s imaginary vision precedes the 

actual existence of the building. The simulated space is hyper-sensuous – every 

sensory detail is manipulated and ‘fine-tune[d]’ to produce the same sensation as the 

narrator allegedly remembers (R 119). For example, the smell of fried liver is 

generated by people frying several pans at the same time, because ‘frying just one 

panful didn’t produce enough smell’ (R 124). The olfactory experience is analysed as 

pure information, and then assembled in a simulation so as to create an artificial 

smell more perceptible than an actual experience would be. It demonstrates the kind 

of ‘hyper-realisation’ of the senses defined by Paul Rodaway:  

the separation out of individual sense modes, the reduction or 

simplification of these sense modes to specific features or roles, the 

organisation of the sense hierarchically, and the assignment of the 

lesser senses, thus defined, under the hegemony of one re-defined 

sense. (172-173)  

In Remainder, all the sensory experiences are rationally processed, manipulated and 

organised under the hegemony of the narrator’s imaginary vision.37 The 

reconstitution of the body by extreme visualisation is therefore extrapolated to the 

construction of a hyper-sensuous space. Both the body and the space are conceived 

as mechanical objects and characterised by externality.  

The narrator’s purpose of constructing this hyperreal space is to repeatedly 

re-enact certain scenes such as walking down the stairs so as to ‘feel real again’ (R 

62). This ideal state has a specific spatial dimension – to be absorbed into something. 

                                                           
37 Philosophical explorations of the notion of the ‘hegemony of vision’ can be found in the volume 

edited by David Levin, Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision (1993).  
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As the re-enactment projects expand and the desired feeling intensifies from the 

initial ‘tingling’ to ‘waking comas’ (R 102, 203), the narrator enters a state of pure 

stasis. He reports, ‘My eyes would be wide open and I’d seem to be engrossed in 

something’ (R 203). The ‘wide open’ eyes implies that vision functions as the vehicle 

that transports the individual from inauthenticity to authenticity. Also, the space-time 

around his body is transformed into ‘a still, clear pool that swallowed everything up’ 

(R 138). For the narrator, the ideal state would be similar to the man who suffered a 

fatal gunshot in the streets and fell onto the ground: ‘merged with the space around 

him, sunk and flowed into it until there was no distance between it and him’ (R 184). 

These moments of ‘feeling real’ seems to be achieved when the lived body is 

reduced to the state of an inert object. Pieter Vermeulen associates this bodily 

condition with the novel’s ‘recovery of the materiality of space’ and argues that ‘it is 

this reduction that allows the speaker to overcome his characteristic affectlessness 

and to intuit the possibilities of new relations’ (‘Novel after Melancholia’ 263). 

Seemingly, the detached spectatorship and the sense of exclusion are overcome, as 

the narrator attains an experiential insideness by being absorbed into space and 

coexisting with other material objects. However, the immersive experience is 

characterised by an absorbed, and absorbing, vision, which in effect abolishes all 

kinds of connections rather than enable the ‘possibilities of new relations’.  

The feeling of absorption through vision in Remainder can be compared with 

the absorptive mode proposed by Michael Fried in his study of eighteenth-century 

painting. Fried differentiates the beholder from the spectator: the spectator views the 

spectacle from a distance, whereas the beholder is drawn into the painting, as if he 

was ‘physically entering a painting’ (Fried 130). In this way, ‘the estrangement of the 

beholder from the objects of his beholding is overcome; […] and the beholder is 

stopped and held, sometimes for hours at a stretch […] in front of the painting’ 

(Fried 132). Synonymous with ‘observe’, the verb ‘behold’ means to ‘regard, look’ 

and to ‘hold by’ (OED). Thus, the root ‘hold’ indicates an action – to hold in view 

with one’s eyes as if grasping with one’s hands. Fried’s interpretation of the beholder 

is reminiscent of the notion of reversibility proposed by Merleau-Ponty. Apart from 

holding the image before oneself with one’s eyes, the beholder is reversely being 

‘held’ by the painting. Visual perception therefore gains a quality similar to the 

tactile. In this interaction, the distance between the viewing subject and the viewed 

object is momentarily dissolved. 
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In McCarthy’s novel, the narrator also appears to be a beholder, not 

enraptured by a painting, but by a hyper-sensuous space. However, there is a 

noticeable difference. W. J. T. Mitchell examines the social meaning of the 

beholding experience in Fried’s study, and maintains that the aim of the painting is 

‘to take the beholder into the picture, to incorporate the spectator into the body of 

Christ or the national body’ (‘What do Pictures Want?’ 220). In other words, the 

individual crosses the boundary that separates him from a larger entity, relinquishes a 

certain degree of autonomy, and becomes a part of the collective body. Absorption in 

this sense signifies a transport from the self to the other. By contrast, Remainder 

shows an act of self-absorption. The re-modelled building is a materialisation of the 

narrator’s mental space. It is already part of the self. As N. Katherine Hayles points 

out, ‘the narrator’s consciousness attempts to seize total control of the environment, 

with the result that his sense of self swells to grotesque proportions’ (91). Indeed, 

empowered by economic capital, the narrator’s vision is first actualised in a physical 

space, and then folded back over his body to generate multiple senses and to cultivate 

a phenomenological effect of ‘feel[ing] real’ (R 62) – but without the phenomenal 

body. No boundary is crossed in the narrator’s absorptive vision. The transport is not 

from the beholding subject to the object, but from the self to an externalised self.  

Therefore, McCarthy’s novel shows that the recovered materiality of both 

space and body is under the surveying gaze of the eye of the mind. The reconstructed 

sensuous spaces represented in the novel are so thoroughly mediated by the totalising 

logic of rationalisation and visualisation that the human body immersed in it is 

incapable of finding a way out or making genuine connections with reality. In so 

doing, Remainder presents a critique of the primacy of vision that disconnects the 

self from the real world and at the same time glosses over the chasm with a 

semblance of connection. It chimes in with Jonathan Crary’s observation about the 

postmodern condition: visual images and other sensory perceptions ‘no longer have 

any reference to the position of an observer in a “real,” optically perceived world’ 

(Techniques of the Observer 2). Seemingly, the narrator’s momentary touch with the 

flesh of the world in the carrot episode has been transfigured into an absorbing vision 

that enables him to relate to an experiential space; the initial sense of exclusion 

seems to have been overcome. Nevertheless, as the novel reveals, the profound 

dichotomy between the self and the world remains untouched.  
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The vision thematised in McCarthy’s novel is comparable with the one in Lee 

Rourke’s. The Canal shows the protagonist rooted on a bench, at a distance from the 

city, and unable to cross over to access the scene on the other side. Remainder 

positions the narrator mostly within the hyperreal space, and shows his perception of 

the world as heavily mediated through a rationalising and visualising mode. The 

static, fixed perspectives – literal in The Canal and figurative in Remainder – are 

correlated with the vast gap between the self and the city, which is conveyed in 

similar concluding images. Rourke’s protagonist stands on the bridge over the canal, 

and feels ‘weightless […] looking down on things’ (TC 199). McCarthy’s 

protagonist boards a private airplane and orders the pilot to repeat a figure ‘8’ in the 

sky of London, in the course of which he feels ‘a sensation of being held just above 

something’, and ‘weightlessness, suspension’ (R 283). In both novels, the characters 

are suspended over London, which suggests that the ‘real’ city is ultimately beyond 

reach. Consequently, despite the many differences, vision in both novels is 

demonstrated to be highly problematic as a means of engaging with the urban world. 

The Canal, by dramatising bodily desires and fears, reveals the limits of a distancing 

vision. Remainder imagines the risk of an absorbing vision and criticises the full 

immersion of the self in a hyper-sensuous and hyperreal space. In both fictional 

representations of London, the individual and the city are outside each other, and no 

genuine interaction is possible.  

What is presented through the intently observing gaze in The Canal and 

through the imaginary vision in Remainder are not perceptions, but illusions. 

Merleau-Ponty differentiates phenomenological perception from illusion in the 

following terms: ‘the illusion, like the image, is not observable, which means that my 

body has no grip on it, and that I cannot unfold it before me by any exploratory 

action’ (PP 296). Here, perception is never a static, finished and singular act, but an 

ongoing process of moving around, taking up different viewpoints, and exploring 

various aspects of the world through all the senses. It differs from the camera obscura 

mode, which signifies ‘the unblinking eye of the fixed gaze’ (Jay 81). What Merleau-

Ponty proposes is closer to the notion of glance, which due to its temporal dimension 

and its mobile viewing position, implies the presence of the body.38 It requires the 

                                                           
38 Drawing on Norman Bryson and other critics’ differentiation of ‘gaze’ and ‘glance’, Martin Jay 

argues that Cartesian dualism valorises ‘a fully spectatorial rather than incarnate eye, the unblinking 

eye of the fixed gaze rather than the fleeting glance’ (81). Also, the French word for glance, le regard, 
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perceiving subject to leave behind the enclosed dark room, go out into the world, and 

have a certain hold on it through the lived body. Also, although we are not immune 

to illusions at any given moment, we always have the chance to rule out illusions in 

the ensuing exploration as we get a fuller grip on the world and obtain a more 

detailed perception (PP 297).39 Merleau-Ponty’s insight is critical to our 

understanding of the alienating urban experiences shown in The Canal and 

Remainder. In both novels, the protagonists fail to engage with the city through the 

body or to adjust their perceptions by varying their viewpoints. They are imprisoned 

in their fixed viewpoints and caught up in illusions.  

 

  

                                                           
connotes reciprocity and co-existence with others: ‘to pay heed to or care for someone else’ (Jay 414). 

Noticeably, le regard is also translated as ‘the look’; Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of the look in Being 

and Nothingness (1943) is mainly about the power relation of the gaze, not the glance. These two 

ways of looking suggest different social positions. Those who gaze have power; they objectify, 

measure and appraise others according to their standard. Those who glance, on the other hand, are 

often weaker; they look from an oblique angle and only during fleeting moments. Glance could be a 

defiance against the dominant social groups. For more about the contrast between these two notions in 

the realm of social relations, see Weinstein and Weinstein.  
39 What Merleau-Ponty argues for, is no less than ‘a dialectical relationship between the phenomenal 

body and its world’ (Langer 85). It also suggests a dialectic between illusion and truth.   
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Mr Phillips: floating and sweating 

In comparison with The Canal and Remainder, John Lanchester’s novel, Mr 

Phillips, shows its protagonist constantly on the move in London, at times observing 

from an enormous distance and at times being drawn into minute sensory details. 

During this process, Mr Phillips frequently adjusts his perspective as a response to 

his bodily experiences in different situations, and towards the end of the story 

acquires an embodied visual perception of the city. Representative moments of 

seeing the city will be examined in this section. 

Mr Phillips recounts its eponymous protagonist’s experience of London on 

Monday, 31 July 1995. It begins with the protagonist waking up on an ordinary 

Monday morning which is revealed to be unusual. On the previous Friday, Mr 

Phillips has been made redundant from the accounting firm where he has worked for 

more than twenty-five years. He has not broken the news to his family over the 

weekend, and pretends to go to work as usual on Monday. Leaving his house in 

South London, he heads towards central London, but soon deviates from his habitual 

route to find himself in a de-familiarised metropolis. Through a series of seemingly 

random encounters and reflections, the novel presents a city both familiar and 

strange. An ongoing oscillation between detachment and absorption underlies the 

protagonist’s urban peregrination, which reveals a dynamic interrelation between 

seeing and feeling, self and city.  

The detached visual mode is epitomised during a bank robbery episode in the 

novel. Mr Phillips is ordered by the robbers to lie face down on the floor. As if tired 

of this uncomfortable posture, he simply stands up and finds the view ‘very much 

better from up here’ (MP 208). Thereupon he imagines himself floating upwards: 

so that his perspective down on the floor-people would become 

steeper […]and then he would be up through the roof, looking 

down at the building and out across Knightsbridge, the traffic, 

Harrods already visible […] and then further and further up, the 

Thames snaking away behind and London turning into an aerial 

photograph and then into a map of itself, the horizon stretching 

further and further away […] then further up into the clean blue, 

the haze of pollution and fug over the city becoming visible as it is 

left behind, the countryside spreading out and expanding as 

London shrinks, and then England shrinks, turns into an island as 

he gets higher and higher up, so that he can see the Channel, […] 

and then Europe shrinks, and he can see out over the Atlantic, [...] 

and then the edges of the Earth itself would come into view, and 

Mr Phillips would float free of the planet, out into the clean 
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nothingness of space […] the beauty and calm of the blank, lifeless 

void. (MP 210-211, my emphasis) 

Vision predominates in Mr Phillips’s fantasy of floating. The higher he goes, the 

more he sees and the less he feels. Each comparative description of height (‘further 

up’, ‘further and further up’) is immediately followed by an increasing capacity to 

see (‘able to see’, ‘horizon stretching’, ‘can see’). This sentence structure is 

deliberately repeated, foregrounding the positive correlation between distance and 

visual scope. Mr Phillips’s imaginary vision can be read with Michel de Certeau’s 

critique of the bird’s-eye view of the city from the top of a skyscraper: ‘It puts [one] 

at a distance. It transforms the bewitching world by which one was “possessed” into 

a text that lies before one’s eyes. It allows one to […] be a solar Eye […] to be a 

viewpoint and nothing more’ (PEL 92). Separated both from one’s physical body and 

from the city, the observer has nothing other than a visual link with the world, which 

recalls the disembodied and detached figure in the camera obscura mode. In 

Lanchester’s novel, the protagonist momentarily and imaginarily disentangles his 

thinking mind from the material world and becomes a powerful ‘solar Eye’. Under 

his imaginary gaze, London and the world are transformed into a clear image, ‘an 

aerial photograph and then into a map of itself’. Yet, as de Certeau points out, the 

aerial view of the city is no more than ‘an optical artifact’ – ‘The voyeur-god created 

by this fiction […] knows only cadavers’ (PEL 93). At this point in the novel, what 

Mr Phillips sees through his mind’s eye is no more than an illusory, static and 

‘lifeless’ image.  

The reductive effect of taking up a bird’s eye view is addressed in another 

episode in Mr Phillips. Passing by a traffic jam in the morning on his way into 

central London, Mr Phillips looks at the ordinary urban scene and re-imagines it 

through his mind’s eye: 

When he drives and gets stuck like that Mr Phillips has a vision of 

the whole city being locked in by immobile traffic, a pattern of 

stalled and blocked-in vehicles ramifying and spreading like a 

pattern of crystals growing under a microscope, […] a cancer of 

stasis, blocking every traffic light […] the whole city gradually and 

permanently shutting down like a dying brain. (MP 41) 

In Mr Phillips’s vision, London becomes a corpse; it is rendered frozen and stagnant. 

The great size of the city is compared incongruously to ‘crystals growing under a 

microscope’. It is not organic growth, but homogeneous and mechanical duplication. 

In their discussion on the three phases of the modern city, William Sharpe and 
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Leonard Wallock identify a switch from the organic urban metaphor (city as a human 

body or a plant) to the non-organic, spatial metaphor (city as atoms or tiers) in the 

twentieth century: ‘Organic metaphors have been used to concretize functional 

relations – how the city works – whereas diagrammatic metaphors generally attempt 

to describe spatial relations – how the city looks’ (36, emphasis in original). The 

diagrammatic, abstract pattern adopted in Mr Phillips represents contemporary 

London as a centreless, boundless and repetitious geometric image. The emphasis on 

the superficial look implies that the city’s organic function is deteriorating. When the 

biological aspect is mentioned, the motive is not to show the city’s dynamic 

evolution or its intrinsic unity. Rather, London is imagined as ‘a dying brain’ fatally 

inflicted by ‘a cancer of stasis’. A complete devastation seems inevitable. This 

ominous vision is an important facet of Mr Phillips’s ongoing perception of London. 

The tone might convey a resigned sense of desperation, but the content reveals his 

hidden anxiety about the concomitant ‘shutting down’ in his own life, and 

foreshadows the chaotic and disorienting experiences to come later in the day.  

Unlike de Certeau’s total rejection of the aerial view, Lanchester does not 

simply show the protagonist walk away from the elevated viewpoint, but gives it a 

more detailed consideration. An episode from Ian McEwan’s novel Saturday (2005) 

could be discussed for a useful comparison. In Saturday, the protagonist Henry 

Perowne is stuck in a traffic jam. He tries to transform this unpleasant situation into 

an imaginary overview:  

He lowers his window to taste the scene in full – the bovine 

patience of a jam, the abrasive tang of icy fumes […] and red tail 

lights stretching way ahead into the city, white headlights pouring 

out of it. He tries to see it, or feel it, in historical terms, this 

moment in the last decades of the petroleum age, when a 

nineteenth-century device is brought to final perfection in the early 

years of the twenty-first; […] Ordinary people! Rivers of light! (S 

168) 

From the seated position in his car stuck in traffic, Perowne looks around and gains 

various immediate sensations, such as smells, colours and sounds, which are 

consolidated into a unified and coherent perception – ‘the scene in full’. This process 

is common to human perception, which is often the result of ‘the concerted activity 

of all the body’s senses as they function and flourish together’ (Abram 59). However, 

Perowne’s perception does not stop at a multi-sensorial experience of the 

surrounding space. It also reaches for a vantage point within the sweep of history, 
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and ‘the scene in full’ thus obtained is no less fanciful than Mr Phillips’s floating 

view. Both show the urge to see, to know, and to be free from embodiment and a 

confining situation. Like Mr Phillips’s imaginary elevation in space, Perowne seeks 

to lift himself above the anchorage of time and to review the present moment in the 

context of history which, according to his belief in scientific progression, is moving 

steadily towards a ‘final perfection’. In this way, his individual experience of being 

stuck in the traffic jam is sublimated into a grand historical moment. He can identify 

himself with the masters of the Enlightenment and take pride in his membership in 

this cultural heritage: ‘He wants to make himself see it as Newton might, or his 

contemporaries […] those clever, curious men of the English Enlightenment’ (S 

168). Although in both Mr Phillips and Saturday, the visualising of London in its 

entirety is achieved at a moment of immobilisation (traffic jam), the momentary 

stasis results in different visions. While Mr Phillips sees an apocalyptic scene of 

London ‘dying’, Perowne extols the congested city streets as a brilliant spectacle – 

‘Rivers of Light’.  

These two opposite responses have been simultaneously captured by William 

Wordsworth in his poem ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’, which depicts a 

memorable view of London seen from the bridge on an early morning in 1802. 

Before the daily bustle stirring up the city, London appears to the poet like a dormant 

body:  

This City now doth, like a garment wear 

The beauty of the morning; silent, bare,  

[…]  

Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;  

And all that mighty heart is lying still! 

The temporary calm before the onset of the typical urban bustle symbolises a 

significant historical moment, pregnant with enormous potential which is to be 

actualised in the Industrial Revolution. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 

London’s population expanded from one million to about four and a half million 

(Porter 186). The city is transformed from the capital of the nation to the metropolis 

of the British Empire. Raymond Williams maintains that this poem shows how ‘the 

sheer scale of London, when it stood almost alone, had provoked the sense of a new 

human dimension, a new kind of society’ (Country and City 152). That is, the 

organic metaphor stresses the vitality and the human values in the emergent 

metropolis. 
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However, a closer reading of the poem reveals that the oncoming 

industrialisation is threatening rather than enlivening. The poem shows London 

‘unfortified and vulnerable’ – ‘its motionless beauty is about to be exchanged for 

energy,’ Max Byrd notes (121). The poet prefers the city’s silence to its energetic 

noise and commotion. Besides, the body of the city is not just sleeping, but ‘lying 

still’ and inactive. David Ferry points out, ‘The poet looks at London and sees it as a 

sort of corpse and admires it as such’ (quoted in Byrd 122). With this in mind, the 

visionary poet can be seen to resemble the ‘voyeur-god [who] knows only cadavers’ 

(PEL 93). London is not appreciated as it is, with its bustling activity in trade and 

business. It is praised as an idyllic bygone image to be gazed at from a distance, but 

not to be inhabited. Yet, while Wordsworth could restore the pastoral in his lyrics, 

and seek out the countryside by recollecting in tranquillity the powerful emotions 

stirred by engagement with the natural world about two hundred years ago, 

contemporary writers do not turn away from the city, but descend into its depths.40 

Both Lanchester and McEwan take contemporary urban life as the only concern in 

their novels and explore the ubiquitous presence of London as both a problem and a 

possibility.  

In Lanchester’s novel, apart from seeing the city as a static image from a 

detached and disembodied viewpoint, Mr Phillips also feels his ways in the city via 

his body and approaches London from a different perspective. He is shown to reflect 

on the issue of embodiment, rather than simply reacting to its eruption as loss of 

control or consciousness, as shown in The Canal. Looking at his ageing body in the 

mirror, Mr Phillips feels the incongruence between imagination and reality. In his 

mind, he wishes his body was ‘transparen[t] to his will’, but in reality, he finds it 

‘resistant to the will’, and ‘acting like a rebellious province, tired of being ignored by 

central authority’ (MP 28). By comparing the body to the ‘rebellious province’ and 

the mind to the ‘central authority’, Mr Phillips’s thinking echoes the mind-body 

dualism presented in The Canal and Remainder. The ideal body according to this 

thinking is characterised by ‘transparency’, which is cognate with Emerson’s notion 

of becoming a ‘transparent eye-ball’ (33).   

Then, in Mr Phillips, the rebellion of the body against the mind takes place in 

the minutiae of everyday life, rather than in dramatic moments such as extreme pain 

                                                           
40 ‘Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion 

recollected in tranquillity’ (Wordsworth, ‘Preface’ 260). 
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or complete paralysis. The body is made particularly significant in Mr Phillips’s 

perspiration, a physiological phenomenon layered with psychological and social 

meaning. The warm weather of late July makes him sweat profusely and this bodily 

condition makes him acutely aware of his physicality: ‘Mr Phillips could feel the 

cold patches on his back where the shirt soaked up sweat’ (MP 185).  The tangible 

evidence of his perspiration (‘cold patches’) thwarts his aspiration for a body 

‘transparent to his will’ (MP 28). Rather, his body remains stubbornly opaque and 

material. Also, Mr Phillips’s constant sweating during his walk in central London 

emphasises the continuous intertwining of his corporeal self with his material 

environment. The perspiration is secreted from the inside to the outside, through the 

pores on the skin. This simple fact symbolises that the spatial boundary between the 

corporeal self and the material environment is not absolute. Or rather, there is no 

absolute distance between the individual and the city. Borrowing the concept from 

the biological function of membrane of a living cell, Henri Lefebvre argues that, for 

the living body ‘every spatial envelope implies a barrier between inside and out, […] 

[which] is always relative and […] always permeable’ (PS 176). The body is never 

sealed-off from the environment, as the camera obscura metaphor would have it. 

Instead, a varying degree of openness is perceptible in the relationship between the 

body and the surrounding space, although the ramifications of this openness are often 

contested and ambiguous. 

At another point, before the mock-heroic defiance against the bank robbers, 

Mr Phillips lies face down and worries about hygiene:   

In the case of a much trodden-on urban bank carpet there is the 

question of dog shit on people’s shoes. Also pigeon shit, urine, 

rubbish, spilt things; but mainly dog shit. It would be picked up, 

brought here, and then trodden into the carpet which was now an 

inch from Mr Phillips’s nose, a pale blue flooring made out of 

some industrial substance with a tight knobbly weave, the better to 

capture millions of tiny molecules of transported dog excrement, 

the sort that made children blind if they ate it. (MP 192) 

In this situation, Mr Phillips is extremely close to the dirt that is otherwise invisible 

or negligible. The detailed description of the possible pollutants not only expresses 

Mr Phillips’s horror and disgust, but also renders the scene almost palpable for the 

reader. Hyperbolically, the dog faeces is only ‘an inch from Mr Phillips’s nose’ and 

ready to invade his body at any moment. The imminence of the threat underlies the 

fact that the human body is constituted of the same substance as the things in the 
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world, and is firmly anchored within the world. If, as Mr Phillips earlier hopes, his 

body was transparent and immaterial, there would be no need to panic. The 

seemingly self-evident yet often neglected fact of the physical body is here 

foregrounded as the very condition of Mr Phillips’s connection with the city.  

The posture of lying flat on the floor is an exaggerated echo of Mr Phillips’s 

urban ramblings during the day, which have mostly been at ground-level. His walks 

could be characterised as disorientated and visceral, exemplifying the ‘murky 

intertwining daily behaviours’ (PEL 93).41 Furthermore, Mr Phillips’s flight of fancy 

about the dog-excrement riddled carpet also paradoxically recalls de Certeau’s 

characterisation of involvement with urban space as ‘opaque and blind’ (PEL 93). 

Rather than emphasising the positive significance of blind immersion in urban space, 

Lanchester’s novel implies that there is a risk to such intertwining. Mr Phillips’s fear 

of ingesting the dog excrement and then becoming ‘blind’ draws attention to the 

potential threat to the corporeal self. This threat can be related to the danger of 

individual subjectivity being swept up and engulfed by the city. In this way, the act 

of drawing close to the city is revealed to be ambiguous. While the ground-level 

rambling through the urban streets enlivens the individual experiences, it might also 

subjugate the self to the external forces of the city and enervate the body. The 

everyday practice of walking is therefore rejuvenating and alienating at the same 

time. Physically, the body is immersed in the city and feels viscerally connected with 

the immediate environment. Yet, these visceral sensations often suggest imminent 

threats to the body even as they impel the self to recognise its corporeal dimension. 

Therefore, unlike de Certeau who bases his critique of vision on a dualist opposition 

between vision (distanced, disembodied) and blindness (intertwined, embodied), 

Lanchester in his novel expresses the need to negotiate between the two extremes 

and demonstrates a dialectic between embodiment and vision. 

The newly aroused awareness of the physical body enables Mr Phillips to see 

the city from a different angle. Walking through Westminster, Mr Phillips estimates 

the total capital value of buildings and imagines ‘what the city would look like if, 

instead of bricks and mortar, concrete and cement, buildings were made out of piles 

of stacked cash, wadded and glued together into bricks’ (MP 187). The monumental 

                                                           
41 Through Mr Phillips’s experiences of walking in the streets, the novel presents a sensuous city, ‘one 

that is noisy (there is cursing, shouting, and honking), hot, malodorous, and clogged with traffic and 

crowds,’ as James Schiff summarises (377). 
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buildings, which are at another point regarded as ‘grand and Gothic’ and ‘million-

year-old’ (MP 129), are transfigured into the paper constructs made by flimsy 

banknotes. This image reveals the unstable and immaterial monetary system of 

capitalism upon which London depends. The city seems to be destined for tottering 

collapse.  

Mr Phillips also estimates his own ‘total capital value’, which could be ‘a 

respectable man-size pile of cash’ or ‘barely a suitcaseful’ (MP 187). In this way, the 

individual is set side by side with the city buildings and their essentially different 

qualities are made homogeneous through the medium of ‘total capital value’. The 

humanity of people is displaced as the centre of their value, just as London is 

stripped of its meaning as a place of inhabitation. Both are turned into something 

abstract. Concrete things – buildings made of physical materials, people made of 

flesh – are dematerialised by the transformation into stacks of cash and their resultant 

embodied exchange value. This vision recalls Marx’s concept of commodity 

fetishism. There is a social relation between commodities – ‘the products of labour 

become commodities, social things whose qualities are at the same time perceptible 

and imperceptible by the senses’ (Marx 473). At the same time, there is a ‘thing-

relation’ between people: ‘There it is a definite social relation between men, that 

assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things’ (Marx 473). 

Developing this notion in light of the society of the spectacle, Guy Debord argues 

that ‘the perceptible world is replaced by a set of images that are superior to that 

world yet at the same time impose themselves as eminently perceptible’ (26). 

Lanchester’s novel reflects this aspect of contemporary society; it shows London and 

its people turned into a vast, abstract and spectacular space, in which imperceptible 

exchange value is translated into various comparable images. The protagonist then 

takes the position as a detached spectator. The visual distance reverberates with the 

lack of engagement connoted in his imaginary floating and apocalyptic vision.   

 On the other hand, the change is not merely into the visible, but also into the 

tangible. There is a simultaneous process of re-materialising and re-humanising what 

has been reduced to the abstract. The exchange value of the buildings and the people 

are transformed into tangible banknotes, with different denominational values, such 

as ‘fivers’ or ‘£20 notes’ (MP 187). In this way, the distanced and abstracted idea of 

exchange value is brought back into the intimate realm of the human sensorium, and 

turned into something that people handle every day. The tactile dimension of Mr 



54 

 

 

Phillips’s vision differentiates him from what the German sociologist Georg Simmel 

calls the ‘blasé person’ in his influential essay ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’ 

(1903). To deal with the complexity and chaos of metropolitan life, Simmel argues, 

the blasé person uses his intellect and calculating mind to measure everything so that 

‘the meaning and differing values of things, and thereby the things themselves, are 

experienced as insubstantial’ (415). Noticeably, this modern figure has not yet 

applied the same calculating method to himself. The blasé person still holds the 

privilege of perceiving the metropolis from a vantage point. In Lanchester’s novel, 

however, there is no viewpoint outside what one sees. Mr Phillips applies the 

calculating mind self-reflexively and imbricates himself within the texture of the 

city. Apart from showing Mr Phillips’s self-alienation and the hollowing of 

individual personality in urban culture, this episode indicates that instead of merely 

gazing at London indifferently with a blasé attitude, Mr Phillips desires to find his 

place in the city and seeks to feel some kind of connection with the world. Hence, 

vision is adopted not only to objectify and master the city, but also to make sense of 

a life that is intimately entangled with the city. Mr Phillips’s attempt to distance 

himself from London and to reduce London to an abstract image inevitably circles 

back to the inescapable intertwinement of the corporeal self with the material urban 

space. 

An embodied and integrating vision is presented at the end of Mr Phillips, 

epitomising a reconciliation between distance and proximity, abstraction and 

materiality, physiological perception and mental seeing. Towards the end of the day, 

Mr Phillips helps an old lady carry grocery bags home. From the window of her flat 

on the thirteenth floor of a tower block, Mr Phillips has another view of the city. 

From this vantage point, he sees the landmark buildings of London such as the BT 

Tower and the Houses of Parliament, as well as places closely related with his life, 

like the railway line and a familiar park (MP 240-241). Mr Phillips does not dwell on 

this view for long, but the significance of it should not be underestimated. It is 

balanced between the two extremes of a detached totalising aerial view and a ground-

level blindness. Instead of seeing through his mind’s eye, as shown in the floating 

and the apocalyptic visions, Mr Phillips looks at the city through his bodily eyes, 

after a laborious trip of climbing the stairs. The effort towards this balanced 

perspective literally inscribes itself on Mr Phillips’s body: ‘The plastic handles have 

dug deeply into his hands and left livid red, white and purple marks that looks as if 
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they will never fade’ (MP 239). His breath is ‘short and chesty’ and he is on the 

brink of ‘fainting or having a fit’ when he has finally climbed the stairs to the 

thirteenth floor (MP 235-236). The physical exhaustion makes Mr Phillips aware of 

his body, but not overwhelmingly so – unlike the pain in The Canal, which 

effectively robs the narrator of his consciousness, nor like the trauma in Remainder, 

which eliminates the natural connection between the mind and the body. The effort 

of Mr Phillips’s climb indicates that bodily awareness is not necessarily debilitating 

or paralysing. It can be challenging and enabling, integrating corporeal awareness 

into his vision, which paves the way for a more meaningful perception. 

More importantly, embodied vision is reciprocal, giving depth to the 

protagonist’s urban experience. Despite the view of his house being blocked by 

another building, Mr Phillips knows it is only ‘five minutes’ walk away’ and 

cordially refers to a nearby road as ‘his road’ (MP 241). The possessive pronoun 

conveys a sense of familiarity. Also, the gaze from the tower block towards his house 

returns an earlier gaze mentioned at the beginning of the novel. Mr Phillips 

sometimes looks out from the loft of his house: ‘From it he looks out over 

neighbours’ gardens and the roofscape towards the tower block about half a mile 

away’ (MP 36). Mr Phillips is both seeing and being seen, which calls to mind 

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘the two “sides” of our body, the body as sensible and the 

body as sentient’ (VI 136). Based on the reversibility of the body as the sensible 

sentient, Merleau-Ponty shows that the self and the world are not opposed or external 

to each other, but intertwined and interconnected. In Lanchester’s novel, the tower 

block, which appears to be a mere image among other images in Mr Phillips’s visual 

perception at the beginning of the book, turns out to be a real, tangible place that Mr 

Phillips can access through his living body and from which he can return, as it were, 

his earlier gaze.  

Like the narrator in Remainder, Mr Phillips is physically absorbed into the 

view. Both characters are part of the visible world that they see. However, in 

Remainder, the visible and sensible place is constructed out of the narrator’s mind 

and the sensuous experiences in it are intentionally designed. The world he 

experiences is already part of himself. He is not absorbed into the real city, but 

enclosed in a simulated one dictated by his own will and desire. This is not the case 

in Mr Phillips. The discovery of the flat in the tower block is unexpected for the 

protagonist, who has had what he thinks is a chance encounter with a total stranger. 
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Compared to the total agreement between the self and the simulated world shown in 

Remainder, Lanchester’s novel indicates that beyond the subjective conscious there 

is a real world that one shares with others. Therefore, unlike Adam Phillips who in 

his review of the novel claims that ‘the surrealism of the external world Mr Phillips 

travels through is barely distinguishable from the logical oddities of his internal 

world’ (‘On the Run’), I would contend there is an apparent and meaningful 

discrepancy between the external and the internal in Mr Phillips. The chance 

discovery of the tower block is unintentional and beyond the inner world of Mr 

Phillips. Or, in the words of Merleau-Ponty, Mr Phillips is ‘of the world […] and not 

it’ (VI 127).42 It is the reciprocity and the non-coincidence between the self and the 

world that open up more possibilities and generate new meanings.  

In the urban world presented by Lanchester, the meaningful depth of Mr 

Phillips’s visual perception involves not only the intertwinement with the city, but 

also an interrelationship with other human beings. As it turns out, the old lady is the 

widow of Mr Phillips’s school teacher Mr Erith. During his urban wandering and 

wondering, Mr Phillips often recalls Mr Erith’s fanatical teachings, which 

undoubtedly influence his life significantly. Towards the end of the day, the spectral 

figure of Mr Erith that has been haunting Mr Phillips is substantialised in that flat – 

his widow, fish tank and notebooks. Mr Phillips’s memories are materialised and 

located in a specific place in the tangible realm of London, which colours the 

cityscape with emotions. That this meaningful place is accessed via a chance 

encounter with another person in an ordinary city street can be interpreted as an 

implicit response from London to Mr Phillips’s reminiscence and observation. To 

some extent, while Mr Phillips actively recalls things and people from the past in his 

mind, London also ‘remembers’ him by retaining the physical objects and places that 

are related to the life he has shared with others. In this way, the reciprocal 

relationship between the self and the world is combined with the interaction among 

human inhabitants and layered with emotional values. The city, as the primary locus 

in which these interconnections take place and assume material form, is likewise 

humanised and made inhabitable.  

                                                           
42 In addition to reversibility, Merleau-Ponty emphasises that the two sides should not be collapsed 

into one unity: ‘That every being presents itself at a distance […] is the guarantee for knowing it. […] 

that I “am of the world” and that I am not it, this is what is no sooner said than forgotten’ (VI 127). 

For further discussion on Merleau-Ponty’s thesis of reversibility, see Dillon.  
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In these three novels, the act of seeing the city is represented as a critical 

aspect of urban experience. Changes in visual distance are shown to be matters of 

degree rather than antagonistic opposition between two extremes – distance and 

absorption. Lee Rourke and Tom McCarthy devote their imagination to the extreme 

possibilities, and explore the ultimately de-realising effects of relying on visual 

perception as the only means of knowing or having a world. Reality is either reduced 

to a flattened spectacle or enhanced into a hyper-sensuous, hyperreal space. W. J. T. 

Mitchell has argued that, in the prevailing visual culture of contemporary society, it 

is important to develop ‘a more nuanced and balanced approach located in the 

equivocation between the visual image as instrument and agency’ (‘Showing Seeing’ 

175). This balanced approach is apparent in John Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, in which 

the depiction of London alternates between a material presence that immerses the 

self and a knowable object at a comfortable distance. It might seem self-evident that 

human perception and relation is grounded in, and limited by, the physical body 

situated in tangible places. However, these readings show that this embodied 

dimension is often neglected rather than recognised. The denial of the body severely 

undermines the search for a sense of place in the city, but, as demonstrated in 

Lanchester’s novel, bodily feelings might be integrated into the dominant vision for 

fuller meaning and more possibilities. Overall, London is represented as more than a 

visual image to be stared at or a literary image to be contemplated, but as a material 

reality that has various facets and requires varying viewpoints and the engagement of 

various bodily senses in order to be fully and properly engaged and inhabited. 
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Chapter Two 

Invisible City, Underground Body 

 

Europe has two histories: a well-known, written history and an 

underground history. The latter consists in the fate of the human 

instincts and passions which are displaced and distorted by 

civilization.  

Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944)  

 

In their critique of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer argue that 

there is an unground, unwritten and invisible history of the human body. Their 

analysis echoes Freud’s thesis that Western civilisation is built upon the suppression 

of instincts. According to Freud, the pivotal moment in human development is the 

assumption of a standing posture and the resultant prioritisation of sight over smell as 

the primary sense (‘Civilization and Its Discontents’ 99-100n1). The civilised 

individual physically and psychologically distances him- or herself from the earth 

and from his or her primitive, embodied self. Clear sight and modern knowledge are 

obtained at the cost of alienation from nature: ‘The feats of civilization are the 

product of sublimation, that acquired love-cum-hatred for the body and earth’ 

(Adorno and Horkheimer 234). The body is metaphorically displaced beneath the 

Earth’s surface and made invisible in the modern project of shedding light upon the 

world. In the modern city, which is one of the great achievements of the 

Enlightenment, the suppression of the human body is not only intensified, but also 

associated with specific geographical locations, one of which is the underground of 

the city.  

As a literary topos, the ‘underground’ is often synonymous with the 

underworld, around which clusters a multiplicity of mythological and religious 

stories about death and resurrection. Or, it is associated with the social underclass 

and laden with moral and social judgment. The ‘underground’ did not become a 

concrete, actual space until the nineteenth century, when modern engineering 

technology started building vast networks of railways, sewage tunnels and utility 

cables. Changes in the underground not only support the development of modern 

cities above the ground, but also engender the conception of the city as ‘a unified 

system, its proper functioning depending on buried systems’ (Rosalind Williams 70). 
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Indeed, it calls forth ‘a new way of experiencing and conceptualizing the city as a 

vertical space that is still with us today’ (D. Pike 1). It is due to this largely invisible 

underground development that the modern city can be experienced as a unitary and 

vertical space, a kind of spatiality highly resembling that of the human body.  

This chapter discusses literary representations of the underground space of 

London in three novels, with a particular focus on the sensuous experiences of the 

physical body. It examines how the texts develop different possibilities of the descent 

narrative and what role the human body plays in each image of the London 

underground. William Boyd’s novel Ordinary Thunderstorms (2009) tells the story 

of the protagonist’s descent into a social underworld and, after a series of struggles, a 

return to the ‘legitimate’ society above. Two locations in the novel – a waste land by 

the Thames and the London Underground – will be the focus of my analysis. Digging 

deeper down below the everyday London of Boyd’s novel, Neil Gaiman presents a 

magical realm – ‘London Below’ – in his novel Neverwhere (1996). While the return 

to the world above might be said to diminish any sense of resistance to the hegemony 

of late capitalist social organisation, as Ordinary Thunderstorms shows, the decision 

to stay underground, as seen in Neverwhere, suggests a determined and damaging 

refusal to engage with urban reality. In other words, each novel makes an either/or 

choice between the two worlds and maintains the dualist conception of London. By 

comparison, China Miéville’s novel King Rat (1998) challenges this binary divide. 

After a descent into the underworld, in this case the kingdom of London rats, and a 

discovery of his half-rat corporeality, the protagonist neither stays nor returns. 

Instead, he draws productive power from his rejuvenated physical body and creates a 

new social space.  

Discussions on Neverwhere and King Rat have often categorised them as 

fantasy literature. Neverwhere is seen as a representative text that ‘neatly 

encapsulates several of the urban fantasy’s constituent qualities’ (Irvine 205). Farah 

Mendlesohn briefly mentions that both novels demonstrate ‘portal fantasies’ – ‘a 

fantastic London underlies the London we know’ (151). The fantastic elements of 

these two novels are examined in detail by Vera Benczik, who questions the duality 

implied in Mendlesohn’s argument (162-176). Nevertheless, Benczik pays more 

attention to the psychological rather than the physical aspects of the transition from 

the mundane to the fantastic. My intention is to interpret Neverwhere and King Rat 

from a more realistic perspective, hence the choice of comparing them with Ordinary 
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Thunderstorms, a text that operates within a largely realistic framework and reflects 

the material urban reality of London.43  

 

  

                                                           
43 Mark Bould argues that China Miéville is ‘better understood as a realist rather than a fantasist’ and 

objects to applying simple generic classification to Miéville’s fiction (307). For more on political 

implications and literary representations of London in Miéville’s oeuvre, see M. Williams.  
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Ordinary Thunderstorms: ‘a daily circuit’ 

In Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, we see the protagonist being displaced from his 

familiar life and compelled to wander around in central London for one day. The 

story closes with him returning home and recovering his proper place in the world. It 

shows a familiar plot of journey, derived from Homer’s epic poem Odyssey and 

paradigmatically rendered in an urban setting in James Joyce’s Ulysses. Structured in 

a similar fashion, William Boyd’s novel Ordinary Thunderstorms accentuates the 

vertical dimension of London and tries to make visible what lies beneath 

symbolically. The protagonist, Adam Kindred, is out of place for months in London. 

He manages to survive on the margins of the civilised world, which is referred to as 

the ‘underground’ of London. Among the wide range of places that Kindred passes 

through, a patch of waste ground by the river and the transport network of the 

London Underground system emerge as two significant sites. While the waste 

ground can be seen as redolent of the debasing materiality of the body, the 

Underground can be seen to symbolise a totalising capitalist network that recycles 

and neutralises the momentary transgressions of the individual. 

The story begins with Adam Kindred being framed for a murder. In order 

both to hide from the police and to pursue the real killer, Kindred decides to 

relinquish his identity as a promising young academic and to ‘go “underground”’ 

(OT 29). The dramatic change in the character’s position in the city can be read 

through his perceptions of a specific part of his material environment. In the opening 

pages of the novel, after a successful job interview at a university in London, 

Kindred strolls onto Chelsea Bridge: 

his eye held by a clearly defined, attenuated triangle of waste 

ground to the west side of Chelsea Bridge, formed by the bridge 

itself, the water’s edge and the four lanes of the Embankment. It 

was bulked out with vegetation, dense with long grass and thick 

unpruned bushes and trees. He thought, idly, that such a patch of 

land must be worth a tidy fortune in this location, even a thin long 

triangle of waste ground, and he built, in his mind’s eye, a three-

storey wedge of a dozen bijou, balconied apartments. (OT 2) 

This vision reflects Kindred’s initial perception of London as a clean slate. It later 

transpires that Kindred has lost his career and marriage in the United States because 

of a love affair and has arrived in London with a clear intention – ‘go back to 

England, start again’ (OT 193). The hope for a new life is echoed by the pragmatic 

process of constructing a new building in his mind’s eye. Originating from Latin 
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vastus which means void, the word ‘waste’ refers to the ‘uninhabited (or sparsely 

inhabited) and uncultivated country’ and ‘empty space’ (OED). This is the meaning 

evoked in the passage above. The land’s shape and location is described in an 

objective and accurate manner at first glance. Then, the plants in it are noted with an 

implicit judgment. The vegetation has been allowed to grow too much, exceeding its 

spatial limit (‘bulked out’). The term ‘unpruned’ indicates a lack of order; the wild 

natural plants need trimming and cultivating by people. Although the land is not 

empty in itself, it appears to be a void awaiting appropriation by a suitable master.44 

By extension, London also seems to be an empty space in which the protagonist 

hopes to fulfil his ambitions.  

In Kindred’s imagination, the ‘waste ground’ could readily be transformed 

into ‘a tidy fortune’. The land might be empty and ‘useless’ in itself, but its value lies 

in its relation to the metropolis as a whole, that is, its location in an affluent area of 

central London. In this momentary vision, Kindred perceives the waste ground as ‘a 

form of fictitious capital, a pure financial asset, intimately entwined with the 

circulation of interest-bearing capital’ (Merrifield 134). Indeed, what Kindred sees in 

the patch of land is an abstract space suitable for financial investment rather than an 

actual, tangible place to inhabit. Even the imagined residential buildings, ‘a dozen 

bijou, balconied apartments’, are chosen in order to target the market of the young 

urban professionals and to maximise the profit. Interestingly, Kindred does not 

imagine a house for himself on the plot of land, and therefore epitomises the 

disembodied gaze.  

This vision is comparable to the episode in Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, in 

which the protagonist’s imagination transforms buildings and people into piles of 

cash, representing their respective capital value. Both novels reveal a prevailing 

attitude in contemporary urban society, in which places and people are made 

interchangeable with money. By contrast to Mr Phillips’s humbleness – seeing 

himself as a small pile of cash (‘barely a suitcaseful’) compared with the sky-high 

super-riches of others (MP 187), Kindred appears to be more aggressively ‘colonial’. 

His vision of the city is more about changing the landscape rather than merely 

                                                           
44 This rhetoric also feminises the waste ground, and renders Kindred a masculine figure. In her work 

Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (1993), Gillian Rose examines the 

metaphor of ‘land-as-woman’ and analyses the ways in which male geographers obtain knowledge 

about environment with the intent of mastering and conquering.  
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observing it as it is. His stance is that of an architect or urban planner – the 

archetypal figure who surveys the city from above, bending its physical being to his 

will. Physically, Kindred is standing on the bridge and therefore raised above the 

scene he surveys. This sense of elevation is further reflected in his profession. As a 

climatologist, Kindred studies the changes in clouds from the top of a cloud chamber 

– as another character says of his work: ‘It’s like you’re playing god’ (OT 114). 

Indeed, Kindred himself thinks of his previous job in shamanistic terms: ‘cloud-

seeder, hail-suppressor, rain-maker’ (OT 78). His arrogance and self-importance are 

made manifest in these descriptions, and these characteristics represent a casually 

antagonistic and aggressive attitude towards the city. 

The novel dramatises a stark reversal as the illusory conception of London 

‘from above’ in the opening pages is followed by a steep descent into an 

‘underground’ life.  Having realised that he has been cornered by the police and the 

killer, Kindred understands:  

The only way to avoid detection in a modern twenty-first-century 

city was to take no advantage of the services it offered – 

telephonic, financial, social, transportational, welfare-related and 

so on. […] you slipped beneath the modern world’s cognizance. 

You became invisible or at least transparent […] like an urban 

ghost. (OT 55) 

In this passage, contemporary London calls to mind the ‘panoptic space’ discussed 

by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish (1975). Foucault borrows Jeremy 

Bentham’s plan for prison building, the Panopticon, to illustrate the disciplinary 

mechanism in modernity (195-228). Visibility is essential to panopticism, which 

keeps all individuals constantly under observation and examination: ‘A faceless gaze 

[…] transformed the whole social body into a field of perception’ (214). The power 

structure implied in this metaphor underlies the entire society, giving rise to what 

Foucault calls the ‘carceral city’ (307). The individual citizen is entrapped by a 

relentless ‘visibility’, in its ‘multiple network of diverse elements – walls, space, 

institution, rules, discourse’ (307). These mechanisms, from physical to ideological 

structures, form a modern political technology of power that normalises human 

bodies for the maximisation of productivity. The oppressive effect is expressed 

viscerally: ‘the human body was entering a machinery of power that explores it, 

breaks it down and rearranges it. […] discipline produces subjected and practised 
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bodies, “docile” bodies’ (138). The natural body, if it once existed, is destroyed and 

refitted into the social body of the modern city.  

While Foucault’s focus is on the coercive aspect of modern society, 

contemporary novels present a millennial version of it, one with a significant 

difference. In Boyd’s novel, the ‘multiple network’ of the carceral society wears the 

disguise of modern ‘services’. The various facilities and elements of infrastructure 

not only enhance urban living, but also track the activities of citizens and keep them 

visible in the system. In a consumer capitalist society, the principle of discipline has 

seamlessly merged with the proffering of a comfortable material life. ‘Comfort’, as 

pointed out by Tomas Maldonado, ‘is a scheme for social control’ (35). The 

individual body produced in a comfortable surrounding could not possibly fight 

against the values and disciplines inscribed by society, which are constitutive for the 

body as such in the first place.  

Nor do the citizens even want to put up a fight. As a suburban housewife in J. 

G. Ballard’s novel Millennium People (2003) unabashedly proclaims: ‘I want to be 

brainwashed’ (90). Millennium People presents a failed middle-class revolution 

against the establishment, and reveals the incapacity ‘to experience the real, which 

becomes a spectacle readily transformed into a product for our consumption’ (Groes, 

Making of London 84). The inability to access reality is reflected in the bodily 

condition of the characters in Ballard’s novel. The rebels complain of ‘living in a 

soft-regime prison built by earlier generations of inmates’ (MillP 139). Yet they hold 

on to the comforts of the padded prison cell such as clean clothes, ‘a shower and a 

large cappuccino’ (MillP 224). The apparent contradiction between the theory of 

revolution and the actual practice is satirised throughout the novel, which generates a 

comical effect.  

The idea of the middle-class revolution has an innate ‘absurdity’, as Ballard 

points out in an interview with Toby Litt: ‘The fact that we laugh is a measure of the 

degree, perhaps, to which the middle classes have been conned into thinking that 

they represent the upper echelons of society, which in fact they don’t any longer’ 

(416). In Millennium People, the revolution is also absurd because its failure is 

already written in the middle-class bodies, which are far too habituated to a life of 

comfort to suffer any change, let alone physical pain. To break free from the ‘soft-

regime prison’, they have to break free from their bodies, which would involve a 

form of self-annihilation.  
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Nevertheless, it is noticeable that, as in Ballard’s other novels, the characters 

in Millennium People are used as mechanical puppets to express certain abstract 

concepts and ideas. Their revolt is quite schematic. They do not have sentient fleshly 

bodies, but some kind of Foucauldian ‘vanishing bodies’. Chris Shilling points out 

that in Foucault’s influential analysis of social construction, ‘the body is not only 

given meaning by discourse, but is wholly constituted by discourse: it vanishes as a 

biological entity’ (77-78). The result is the natural body being subsumed into and 

reconstituted as a material entity by society. The thoroughness of this transformation 

has been recognised by Foucault. ‘For millennia, man remained what he was for 

Aristotle: a living animal with the additional capacity for a political existence; 

modern man is an animal whose politics places his existence as a living being in 

question’ (Foucault, Will to Knowledge 143). Ballard’s novel reflects an extreme 

vision of the modern human condition. It demonstrates that there is no way of 

returning to the natural state of life or recovering the pre-disciplinary, pre-political 

body. The soft middle-class bodies are in this sense inert and lifeless. By contrast, 

Boyd’s Ordinary Thunderstorms imagines a momentary retreat into ‘natural’ life and 

away from the bio-power control of the contemporary city. Its focus on the day-to-

day struggle and the specific material environment opens up the possibilities of an 

undetermined space on a more down-to-earth and practical level.  

Ordinary Thunderstorms recognises the agency of the panoptic city as an 

autonomous consciousness – a ‘world’s cognizance’ – but soon exposes the limits of 

its power. By giving up the material comfort attributed to his previous identity, 

Kindred manages to escape from the disciplinary power and becomes ‘invisible’. The 

transgression against the rule of visibility is enacted in a practical sense. The waste 

ground is no longer appreciated for its potential financial value, but for its specific 

spatial reality. Kindred climbs over the rails from the Embankment and enters the 

place, finding ‘a small clearing […] [where] he’d be effectively invisible from the 

Embankment’s traffic’ (OT 30). The material environment of the ground is examined 

closely. The hollow space beneath the bushes becomes Kindred’s sleeping space. 

Instead of standing at a distance and surveying it, the protagonist gets closer and 

starts dwelling, or ‘squatting’, in the place. This spatial movement suggests a descent 

from the immaterial, conceptual speculation to an earthly, practical existence.  

The protagonist’s changed perception of the waste ground is reminiscent of 

Heidegger’s notion of ‘dwelling’. The German word for space, Raum, is ‘something 
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that is cleared and free, namely, within a boundary’ and ‘the boundary is that from 

which something begins its essential unfolding’ (‘Building Dwelling Thinking’ 332). 

In Boyd’s novel, the waste ground is an unmapped space, an imaginary ‘clearing’ 

that has been freed from the surveillance and control of London. Its emptiness differs 

from Kindred’s initial conception. Instead of being an abstract space measured by 

capital value, the waste ground becomes a bounded space latent with possibilities. 

‘Man’s relation to locales, and through locales to spaces, inheres in his dwelling’ 

(Heidegger 359). Dwelling is fundamental to human beings’ existence in the world. 

Drawing on Heidegger’s concept, Edward Relph claims that places are ‘the 

significant centres of our immediate experiences of the world’ (141). In Ordinary 

Thunderstorms, Kindred temporarily transforms space into an inhabitable dwelling-

place. Later in the novel, the waste ground is affectionately referred to as his ‘home’ 

and ‘his small three-sided world’ (OT 60, 194).  

Meanwhile, Kindred’s dwelling is not unproblematic. His identification with 

the waste ground is manifest in immediate lived experiences. At one point, driven by 

starvation, Kindred captures and eats a seagull on the river bank. Utterly expelled by 

civilised society, hunting urban wildlife for food in this way completes Kindred’s 

grotesque transformation, reducing him to the ranks of the animals: ‘This existence 

he was living now was so marginal it couldn’t really be described as human. He was 

like the London pigeons he saw around him, pecking in the gutter’ (OT 148).45 

Kindred’s reduction to the status of urban vermin is apparent as he scavenges food 

from rubbish bins (OT 81-82). By consuming the wild animal and eating from the 

garbage, Kindred takes the urban waste into his body and becomes part of it. Here, 

‘waste’ could be understood as ‘dirt’. In her book Purity and Danger (1966), Mary 

Douglas argues that dirt is ‘the by-product of a systematic ordering and classification 

of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements’ (44). 

Rejected by orderly society, wild animals, garbage and other refuse matter represent 

‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 44). They are deemed worthless in the process of 

production and consumption. By way of ‘contagion’ (Douglas 4), those who feed 

upon these elements become part of the rejected matter, as bodies out of place. 

                                                           
45 In the nineteenth century, before the implementation of the drainage system and the embankments, 

the Thames was once heavily polluted. The Punch magazine in 1848 published a cartoon entitled 

‘Dirty Father Thames’, personifying the river as a vagrant and calling it ‘one vast gutter’ in the 

illustrated poem (149). In Boyd’s novel, the idea of ‘pecking in the gutter’ is literalised in the 

protagonist eating a seagull by the Thames.  
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Consequently, Kindred’s retreat to, inhabitation of, and identification with the 

‘waste’ ground suggests both that he has been rejected by society and become a kind 

of social refuse and that he is thereby able to ‘recycle’ a space that is surplus to the 

requirements of the city. 

The change in his social status leads Kindred to shift his attention from 

speculative surveying of the cityscape to an exclusive focus on his basic bodily 

needs. However, the recuperation of bodily vitality is shown to be immediately 

invigorating to the spirit, encouraging a return to the city: ‘It was as if the roasted 

gull-meat had strengthened and emboldened him in some way. […] he would venture 

forth with more confidence and range more widely’ (OT 82). The immanence of the 

material environment and the pressing requirements of the corporeal body is 

recognised by the protagonist only fleetingly. It is as though he has touched bottom, 

so that his descent is instantly followed by a gradual re-ascent, which implies that 

what has been condemned as ‘waste’ is open to recycling and re-valuation.  

The space of recycling in the novel is embodied by the London Underground. 

Kindred finds a niche form of profitable employment, acting as a blind man lost in 

the city and seeking help. His working routine is  

a daily circuit of London’s railway termini and larger Underground 

stations King’s Cross, Paddington, Waterloo, Victoria, London 

Bridge, Piccadilly, Liverpool Street, Earls Court, Angel, Notting 

Hill Gate, Bank, Oxford Circus. He also went to Oxford Street and 

shopping malls, farmers’ markets and museums – anywhere that 

people gathered and where he would be inconspicuous. Wherever 

he was he simply asked if he was somewhere else. People were 

kind and attentive, people were helpful and understanding […] 

steadily the wad of notes in his pocket grew. (OT 188, my 

emphasis) 

The ‘circuit of London’s railway termini and larger Underground stations’ denotes a 

well-connected, complete network that connects different parts of London. As a new 

type of social space constructed during the industrialisation of the nineteenth century, 

the Underground is not only an emblem of technological progress towards 

modernity, but also an embodiment of ‘the ideal of a vast and abstract circulatory 

network’ (Ashford 23). The notion of ‘circulation’ is intimately associated with 

early-modern science. It is first used by the biologist William Harvey (1578-1657) to 

describe the motion of blood through the human body, but was soon adopted by 

various thinkers as a metaphor for the movement of matter, money, commodities, 

and human beings in physical and social space (Swyngedouw 110-112). In Ordinary 
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Thunderstorms, the protagonist’s routine movement within the transit network 

strongly evokes the image of the circulation of money and commodities. A kind of 

economic transaction takes place. Kindred sells his blind beggar performance as a 

commodity to the potential ‘customers’ – his fellow passengers who are in fact 

cheated of their money.  

In a sense, Kindred incarnates a rogue twenty-first-century version of the 

flâneur. According to Walter Benjamin, ‘the flâneur is someone abandoned in the 

crowd. In this he shares the situation of the commodity. He is not aware of this 

special situation, but this does not diminish its effect on him’ (Charles Baudelaire 

55). The effect is an ‘intoxication’ obtained by empathising with the abundant 

commodities on display (Buck-Morss, ‘Politics of Loitering’ 110-111). In Boyd’s 

novel, the protagonist is highly aware of this ‘situation of the commodity’: the 

transitory empathetic identification with the commodity is turned into a successful 

trick. The protagonist appeals to the empathy of the passing strangers and obtains 

money. What is put into circulation is not only the protagonist’s performance, but 

also the anachronistic flâneur figure, which is a form of urban cultural refuse 

recycled into Boyd’s imaginary representation of the contemporary metropolis.  

Kindred’s unconventional exploitation of London’s circulatory mass transit 

system can be seen to establish a transformative relationship between the individual 

and one of the city’s ‘non-places’. According to Marc Augé, contemporary society 

produces an increasing number of non-places, such as airports, supermarkets and 

motorways. Non-places give rise to a specific kind of subject, the ‘average man’: ‘a 

person entering the space of non-place […] becomes no more than what he does or 

experiences in the role of passenger, customer, or driver’ (Augé 83). The individual’s 

behaviour in non-places is prescribed and regulated.46 As an average user of such 

space, the body – both of the individual and of the masses – is subjected to the 

regulations and interdictions of the dominant power. It is a concrete example of the 

docile body produced by discipline. Moreover, ‘the link between individuals and 

their surroundings in the space of non-place is established through the mediation of 

words, or even texts’ (Augé 76), so that the material specificity of non-places is 

subordinate to the visual or verbal image.  

                                                           
46 The precedence of non-places over individuals echoes Lefebvre’s observation that social space is 

‘already in place before the appearance in it of actors’: ‘this pre-existence of space conditions the 

subject’s presence, action and discourse, his competence and performance’ (PS 57). 



69 

 

 

In Ordinary Thunderstorms, the London Underground seems at first to be an 

exemplary non-place. It is a space of circular and repetitive transition. The 

protagonist’s seemingly innocent enquiry about whether he is ‘somewhere else’ is 

significant (OT 188). On the one hand, he embodies the average passenger, who 

passes through the transitional space towards a certain destination. In this role, he is 

simply anonymous and ‘inconspicuous’. His invisibility is ensured by being part of 

the visible yet undifferentiated urban masses. On the other hand, there is no 

elsewhere outside the Underground network, since the protagonist’s begging trick 

depends on staying within the circuit. ‘Wherever he was he simply asked if he was 

somewhere else’ (OT 188). Place names are dissociated from geographical locations. 

Michel de Certeau argues that ‘names create non-place in the places; they turn them 

into passages’ (Ces noms créent du non-lieu dans les lieux; ils les muent en 

passages) (156). 47 Boyd’s novel illustrates this point by turning the activity of 

passing into an end in itself. The station names are stripped of their functionality of 

referring to different stops on the map and different places in urban topography. 

They are turned into the equally meaningless and empty signifiers in the 

protagonist’s fake enquiry. Turning the Underground, one of the iconic places of 

London, into a vast space of non-place, the novel reveals that the metropolis as a 

whole loses its place-ness and its potential as dwelling place.  

Yet, the non-place of the London Underground is not entirely valueless. In 

her study on mass consumption, Susan Buck-Morss compares the flâneur’s empathy 

with the commodity to that with the underclass. She maintains that the flâneur’s 

identification with the poor is ‘a purely mental event, and dissipated quickly from 

consciousness’ (‘Politics of Loitering’ 111). This is certainly persuasive, as no real 

political change can be made out of flânerie. Nevertheless, the ephemeral feeling of 

empathy could be exploited materially. Kindred makes use of other passengers’ 

empathy and converts it into money – ‘steadily the wad of notes in [Kindred’s] 

pocket grew’ (OT 188). The transient emotion is not ‘purely mental’ after all; it can 

also produce a practical effect, albeit on a small-scale, at an individual level. 

Kindred’s begging trick is an instance of what de Certeau calls ‘ways of operating’: 

                                                           
47 The English translation of this sentence is quoted from Augé (69), and differs from the one in the 

English version of Michel de Certeau’s work translated by Steven Rendall. In The Practice of 

Everyday Life, the sentence reads, ‘These names create a nowhere in places; they change them into 

passages’ (104). The French non-lieu is translated as ‘nowhere’ rather than ‘non-place’, thus 

occluding the connection between de Certeau and Augé.  
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to ‘manipulate the mechanisms of discipline and conform to them only in order to 

evade them’ (PEL xiv). Kindred not only evades the pursuit of the police and the 

killer by becoming an anonymous passenger in the London Underground, but also 

turns this non-place into a meaningful place in which he engages the sympathy of his 

fellow Londoners, persuading them to support him financially by the exercise of 

unconventional guile.  

Lastly, the ‘circuit’ of the London Underground suggests a circular structure 

in the narrative that anticipates the protagonist’s return to the legitimate city above 

the ground. The London Underground is in this sense metonymic for the social 

‘underground’ presented in this novel, including the waste ground, a social housing 

estate and a charity church for the homeless. These social spaces symbolise the 

mythical ‘passageway through which dead souls could return to the bosom of the 

earth and then re-emerge and be reborn’ (PS 242). Towards the end of the novel, 

Kindred assumes a false identity as a European immigrant named Primo and 

completely gives up his old one: ‘Adam Kindred was redundant, superseded, 

obsolete. Adam Kindred had truly disappeared, truly gone underground, deep 

underground. He had a new life […] he had re-entered society as Primo Belem’ (OT 

251, 339). Hence, ‘going underground’ is equated with death, and ‘re-enter[ing] 

society’ suggests a form of re-birth. The protagonist becomes another kind of 

passenger who goes through the figurative passageway of death and emerges from it 

with a new identity, thereby returning to his place and completing the classic descent 

narrative.   

Taken together, Boyd’s novel imagines an invisible side of London, in 

opposition to the socially produced and regulated space of the panoptic city. A 

personal, moderate kind of resistance is manifested in the protagonist’s 

prosaic/heroic adventures, especially the recovery of physical strength in the waste 

ground and the tactical survival in the Underground. Nevertheless, the sense of place 

cultivated in the waste ground is soon subsumed into the non-place symbolised by 

the Underground. In other words, the regenerative potential of the natural body and 

the land depends on the circulation of a totalising network. Temporary tactics of 

evading surveillance and surviving as an outcast fail to challenge the power 

mechanism of visibility so that the transgressive power of the lived body is rendered 

problematic.   
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Neverwhere: ‘a place of pure madness’ 

In Neil Gaiman’s novel Neverwhere, the underground space of London is 

imagined as a magical city, lying deeper beneath the ‘real’ metropolis shown in 

Ordinary Thunderstorms. Gaiman calls his two cities ‘London Above’ and ‘London 

Below’, and these two worlds can be read through two distinct images – the Tube 

map and the labyrinth.  

The Tube map is used in this novel to symbolise London Above, the visible 

world of ordinary life that is mostly conducted above the ground. Three years before 

the events of the novel begin, the protagonist Richard Mayhew moves to London 

from a northern town:  

When he had first arrived, he had found London huge, odd, 

fundamentally incomprehensible, with only the Tube map, that 

elegant multicoloured topographical display of underground 

railway lines and stations, giving it any semblance of order. 

Gradually he realized that the Tube map was a handy fiction that 

made life easier but bore no resemblance to the reality of the shape 

of the city above. (N 10)  

The map, as a ‘handy fiction’, is useful and functional. It provides a ‘semblance of 

order’ that is lacking in the real city. With this tool, the inhabitants can fit the urban 

reality into a knowable and manageable size. In other words, it endows London with 

an essential quality – ‘a high probability of evoking a strong image in any given 

observer […] legibility, or perhaps visibility in a heightened sense’ (Lynch 9, 

emphasis in original). In his study on urban form, Kevin Lynch argues that one’s 

mental map of the city is crucial for the daily urban life and that it is the planner’s 

task to make the cityscape more imageable and mappable. The Tube map in 

Gaiman’s novel is a convenient cognitive tool for facilitating the individual’s 

mapping of London. Nevertheless, there is a significant limit to the map’s capacity to 

represent the metropolis.  

The Tube map mentioned in the novel – and the actual map still in daily use 

(Figure 2) – was originally created by Harry Beck in 1933.48 In it, the transport 

network is streamlined down to a neat diagram of abstract dots and lines. The actual 

geographical locations of the railway lines and stations are significantly altered to fit 

                                                           
48 http://content.tfl.gov.uk/standard-tube-map.pdf. Accessed 13 Sept. 2017. It is worth noticing that 

Harry Beck’s profession as an electrical draughtsman has a direct impact on the map he created. ‘Beck 

based his [map] on the circuit diagrams he drew for his day job; stripping the sprawling Tube network 

down to a neat diagram of coloured, criss-crossing lines’ (Harry Beck’s Tube Map’). 

http://content.tfl.gov.uk/standard-tube-map.pdf
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into the diagram. The landscape above the ground is thereby distorted: ‘Even the 

Thames, the only major topographical landmark to survive Beck’s abstraction, has 

been schematized, with 45- and 90-degree angles instead of its natural curves’ (D. 

Pike 23). Clearly, the map does not accord with ‘the reality of the shape of the city 

above’ (N 10). The novel highlights the reductive and distortive nature of the Tube 

map, and uses it as a symbol for the way the inhabitants habitually reduce their 

experience of urban space to a rational, simplified mental image. In Neverwhere, 

London Above has more to do with this reductive and representational tendency than 

with actual geographical locations: the Underground in daily use, although 

geographically subterranean, is undoubtedly part of London Above. 

The Tube map indicates that the ordinary urban life is ‘flattened’ and 

depthless. There are sections of the London Underground railways and stations 

above the ground, but the term ‘Underground’ is used to refer to the whole network 

and the Tube map does not reflect the difference (D. Pike 23). This is figuratively 

reflected in the literary representations of the mundane world. In Ordinary 

Thunderstorms, Kindred’s ‘daily circuit’ covers not only the Underground stations, 

but also ‘Oxford Street and shopping malls, farmers’ markets and museums’ (OT 

188). All the places in the city are subsumed into a homogeneous, flat and abstract 

Figure 2 
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‘circuit’. The map itself resembles an electrical circuit, which emphasises the pure 

flow of money that dominates the city. In opposition to the flattening map, the 

magical world imagined in Neverwhere is a transfiguration of the un-mappable and 

invisible aspects of the urban life. It is characterised with an experiential depth.  

In the novel, Mayhew takes care of an injured girl, named Door, from 

London Below, and subsequently becomes invisible in London Above. That Mayhew 

becomes invisible simply through contact with Door suggests the idea of contact and 

contagion. As Mayhew carries the wounded girl from the street back to his home, he 

‘felt the sticky warmth of blood, soaking into his shirt’ (N 26). The physical contact 

‘pollutes’ his existence and changes his identity. Mayhew’s journey into London 

Below could be read as a fantastic version of the visit to the social underworld of his 

namesake-predecessor Henry Mayhew (1812-1887), who observed and recorded the 

life of the underclass in his journal London Labour and the London Poor. The 

association is apparent. Door is described as a ‘homeless girl’ – ‘dressed in a variety 

of clothes thrown over each other: odd clothes, dirty velvets, muddy lace, rips and 

holes through which other layers and styles could be seen’ (N 30). Also, the novel 

itself contains a realistic picture – albeit perceived as an illusion – of Mayhew’s 

underground journey, as ‘a crazy homeless person’ standing on an Underground 

platform (N 252). In a sense, Gaiman’s novel enacts the profound fear of the 

nineteenth century middle-class, that is, to become the ‘other’ – one of the social 

underclass.  

Mayhew’s contact with London Below is marked by a change in his physical 

body. Unlike Kindred, Mayhew’s invisibility is literal rather than metaphorical: 

people in London Above can no longer see him, hear him, or even remember that he 

once existed among them. As Elana Gomel notices, by literalising the homeless as 

the invisible, Neverwhere reveals the enormous problem of social division in London 

(185-186). In terms of physical experience, another division is presented in Gaiman’s 

novel. At the beginning of his journey in London Below, Mayhew crosses the 

Night’s Bridge with a guide named Anaesthesia, who is taken away by the Night as a 

toll for Mayhew’s passage.49 The name ‘Anaesthesia’, like other place-names in the 

novel, could be understood literally. It refers to a particular bodily status – ‘loss of 

feeling or sensation, insensibility’ (OED). Mayhew’s loss of Anaesthesia as guide 

                                                           
49 This bridge is a literalisation of the place-name ‘Knightsbridge’ in London Above.  
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could be interpreted as losing his corporeal insensibility and starting to recover 

feelings and sensations.50 Reflecting on his life in London Above, Mayhew thinks 

that ‘his life so far […] had prepared him perfectly for a job in Securities, for 

shopping at the supermarket, for watching football on the telly on the weekends, for 

turning on a heater if he got cold’ (N 132). Simply put, it is a materially comfortable 

and imprisoned life, similar to the one depicted in Millennium People. Political 

incapacity is represented as corporeal anaesthesia, bodying forth what Richard 

Sennett describes as the ‘sensory deprivation’ and its alienating effect in 

contemporary society (Flesh and Stone 15).  

Similar to Ordinary Thunderstorms that treats the underground space as 

rejuvenating for the physical body, Neverwhere stresses its protagonist’s recovery of 

bodily strength. It is shown in Mayhew’s perception of the darkness on the bridge as 

‘solid and real’ (N 105). The invisible and tangible quality of the world beneath the 

ground is consistently opposed to the visible and desensitised life in London Above. 

An analogy can be recognised between the vertical space of London and the space of 

the body. The eyes (the organs of seeing) are located in the head, at the top of the 

body, while the other body parts (organs of feeling, touching and eating) are spread 

over the middle and lower regions. Hence, the bodily shift downwards corresponds 

to the movement in the city space, from the ‘real’ world dominated by visibility 

above the ground to the magical world below that resists the hegemony of vision. 

The correlation between the space of the body and the body in the city is suggestive 

of the idea that in these texts the body is both ‘in’ and embodied ‘by’ the city.  

More importantly, the recovery of body is manifested in action. As the story 

unfolds, Mayhew finds Door, fights for her, kills the beast in the labyrinth, and wins 

the title of the ‘Warrior’ – ‘the greatest hunter in London Below’ (N 329). Mayhew 

receives a knighthood in a ritual and another character comments on his 

transformation: ‘Not really a boy anymore’ (N 360). The growth in physical strength 

is translated into the maturation of personality, rendering the novel a coming-of-age 

story. As London Below symbolises the un-mappable aspect of urban reality, the 

ordeals and challenges encountered in this magical world carry an association with 

the chaos of the city life. To some extent, the novel shares the positive view of urban 

                                                           
50 Likewise, the character Door is portrayed as a portal to the fantastic world, suggestive of reviving 

the numbed sensations of the lived body. Further discussion of anaesthesia and politics can be found 

in Buck-Morss, ‘Aesthetics and Anaesthetics’. 
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disorder expressed by Richard Sennett, who suggests that ‘the passage from 

adolescence to […] adulthood depends on a structure of experience that can only take 

place in a dense uncontrollable human settlement – in other words, in a city’ (Uses of 

Disorder xvii). What the city offers is ‘an anarchy that will not destroy men and 

women, but make them richer and more mature’ (Sennett, Uses of Disorder 92). 

Nevertheless, the change in Mayhew depicted in Neverwhere is not simply a matter 

of becoming ‘richer and more mature’. London is split into two separate worlds, 

instead of two phases in an ongoing process, so that Mayhew’s transition is not only 

developmental, but also spatial.   

The dangerous chaos of London Below is epitomised by the labyrinth, which 

is at the bottom of Down Street (a street that literally leads all the way downwards). 

In Greek mythology, King Minos of Crete orders the architect Daedalus to build the 

labyrinth as a prison for the Minotaur, a half-bull half-man creature.51 Neverwhere 

alludes to this paradigmatic labyrinth, and combines it with an indigenous urban 

legend. In the centre of the labyrinth in London Below is the Great Beast of London, 

which looks like a bull, a bear, or a boar. The novel reveals that the beast might have 

begun life as a piglet that escaped into the sewers from a butcher’s shop about three 

hundred years ago: ‘And it fed on the sewage, and it grew, and it grew. And it got 

meaner, and nastier’ (N 172). This is a retelling of the sensational tale recorded by 

Henry Mayhew, who wrote about ‘a race of wild hogs inhabiting the sewers in the 

neighbourhood of Hampstead’:    

The story runs, that a sow in young by some accident got down the 

sewer through an opening […] it is alleged, the breed multiplied 

exceedingly, and have become almost as ferocious as they are 

numerous. (quoted in Stallybrass and White 147)  

In her article on the origin of the beast in the city sewer legend, Camilla Ingemark 

also mentions Gaiman’s reworking of Henry Mayhew’s urban myth, and maintains 

that in Neverwhere ‘the death of the beast seems to signal the advent of a better, 

though hardly perfect world’ (166-167). However, in Gaiman’s story, the beast is not 

dead, but turned into a different form. The beast symbolises the ‘recalcitrant Other 

[that] trouble[s] the fantasy of an independent, separate, “proper” identity’ 

(Stallybrass and White 148). The bourgeoisie’s anxiety about its social Other – the 

                                                           
51 In order to escape from the labyrinth, Daedalus builds wax wings for himself and his son Icarus. De 

Certeau’s essay on city walking alludes to this story; he analogises city streets with the labyrinth and 

stresses that urban life cannot be reduced to visual total representations.  
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city’s poor – is implied in Henry Mayhew’s surreal tone. This nineteenth-century 

middle-class phobia is transmuted in Neverwhere. Having killed the London Beast, 

Richard Mayhew touches his eyes and tongue with its blood, which is not revolting 

but ‘utterly natural’ (N 330). This ritual gesture indicates the other is not simply 

eliminated. It is incorporated into the self. The death of the beast does not usher in a 

better world. Instead, it marks the self as the new other, actualising the deepest fear 

of being contaminated and becoming other. It is through identifying with the beast 

and its locus that Mayhew attains a sense of orientation and finds his way out.  

Yet, there is another sense of being lost in the novel, which is implied in a 

striking depiction: ‘The labyrinth itself was a place of pure madness. It was built of 

lost fragments of London Above […] It was an ever-changing place: and each path 

divided and circled and doubled back on itself’ (N 318). By contrast to the rational, 

comprehensible display of the Tube map, this image represents the other pole of 

urban experience, ‘pure madness’. Although the protagonist escapes from the 

labyrinth, he remains lost in the labyrinthine space of London Below. Towards the 

end of the novel, Mayhew returns to London Above for a while, but finds it too 

boring: ‘if this is all there is, then I don’t want to be sane’ (N 386). Ultimately, he 

chooses to return to London Below, to the world of ‘lost fragments’. Thus, the plot of 

the novel resembles the form that ‘circled and doubled back on itself’. In this sense, 

the labyrinth serves as a metaphor for the whole magical realm in Neverwhere.  

In his essay ‘A Berlin Chronicle’, Walter Benjamin compares two 

experiences of being lost in the city. 

Not to find one’s way in a city […] requires ignorance – nothing 

more. But to lose oneself in a city – as one loses oneself in a forest 

– that calls for quite a different schooling. Then, signboards and 

street names, passers-by, roofs, kiosks, or bars must speak to the 

wanderer like a cracking twig under his feet in the forest, like the 

startling call of a bittern in the distance, like the sudden stillness of 

a clearing with a lily standing erect at its center. (8-9) 

The first experience – ‘not to find one’s way’ – is the everyday understanding of 

being lost. It is related to the general sense of spatial orientation. In Neverwhere, this 

lostness is easily resolved. The second one – ‘to lose oneself in a city’ – indicates a 

deeper level of spatial and perceptual experience. Although Benjamin resorts to 

natural images, such as the forest, a bird and a lily, he is not suggesting an actual 

return to the natural landscape, but an experience of the urban material environment 
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from a different perspective.52 In particular, sight is combined with the auditory, 

including the ‘cracking twig’ and the ‘startling call’, which emphasises the necessity 

to feel the surroundings with all the bodily senses. When immersed in the immediate 

sensations of the place, the wanderer is lost in another kind of labyrinthine space, 

‘where all sensations, all feelings are enhanced, but where no overview is present to 

provide a clue about how to get out’ (Tschumi 23), so that the lack of ‘overview’ is 

not considered as a hindrance or source of anxiety, but an enabling condition. Things 

and people in the streets seem to come alive and start to ‘speak to the wanderer’. In 

this way the city is anthropomorphised and endowed with a fascinating voice.  

The experience of losing oneself in the city is vividly rendered in 

Neverwhere. The ‘street names’ literally talk to the protagonist in London Below. 

The names of the Underground stations are imagined as animate beings. For 

example, the Earl’s Court is transformed into a medieval, bawdy court in an 

Underground train presided by an old, bad-tempered Earl. The Angel, Islington is 

materialised as the evil mastermind behind the murder of Door’s family. The 

protagonist meets three black friars at Blackfriars and receives warnings about the 

shepherds at Shepherds’ Bush. To the ordinary Londoners who pass through the 

Underground stations in daily life, these names are simply there to give direction. To 

the residents of London Below, however, each name refers to a living being and has 

a unique quality. Elaborating on the French le sens (which means direction, meaning 

and sense), de Certeau maintains that it is by associating directions with meanings 

that place names make sense (PEL 103-105). In Neverwhere, the mundane world is 

shown to be a depthless and monotonous space, where places are connected purely 

via direction on a horizontal level, similar to the abstract names printed on a Tube 

map. In Ordinary Thunderstorms, even the function of orientation is abstracted and 

eroded, as the protagonist sees the Underground as a circulation of endless 

elsewheres. By contrast to the mundane city, the hidden meanings of the names are 

revived and made magical in London Below. This alternate world is imagined as the 

real depth to the surface of ‘ordinary’ London.53 Each name signifies an inner quality 

and draws the inhabitant towards its deeper being. With this transformative 

                                                           
52 It might be understood as a kind of urban pastoral as well. For more discussion on ‘urban pastoral’, 

see McNamara and Gray.  
53 According to the OED, ‘ordinary’ comes from Latin ordinarius, which means order. The title of 

William Boyd’s novel thus indicates that its representation of London is centred on a sense of order, 

which is epitomised in the orderly conceived space of the London Underground.   
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‘realisation’ of place names, the novel suggests that the authentic experience of a city 

is not an objective observation, but a subjective and reciprocal interaction.  

Nevertheless, by separating the two worlds, Neverwhere undermines the 

significance of the labyrinthine, experiential depth. The sense of authenticity 

obtained in London Below is mythical and nostalgic. The depth in space is correlated 

with the depth of time. If place names, as empty directional signs, ‘create a gap 

between everyday functionality and lost myth’ (Augé 76), then Neverwhere turns 

backwards and recovers (or fabricates) the ‘lost myth’ hidden in the names. As J. 

Hillis Miller suggests in his book Topographies (1995): ‘The place is carried into the 

name and becomes available to us there. You can get to the place by way of its 

name’ (4). What is carried into the name is not merely the geographical location, but 

also the site with its centuries or millennia of history. In Neverwhere, the name 

becomes a vehicle that transports the reader or traveller into the past. London Below 

in general is such a vehicle or vessel. In its labyrinth, time is spatialised and 

juxtaposed. There exist streets in different historical periods: ‘gaslit streets, and 

sodium-lit streets, and streets lit with burning rushes and links’ (N 318). In this 

world, the urban past is concretised and made tangible. Door explains to Mayhew, 

‘There are little bubbles of old time in London, where things and places stay the 

same, like bubbles in amber. There’s a lot of time in London, and it has to go 

somewhere – it doesn’t get used up at once’ (N 235-236). Each creature or 

phenomenon that Mayhew encounters in London Below is an incarnation of one of 

those ‘little bubbles of old time’. Mayhew seems to play ‘the symbolic role of 

archaeologists, descending into the urban underworld to recover the city’s hidden 

past’ (Elber-Aviram 2). Yet, it is not quite recovering the past, but being drawn into 

the past, as the protagonist never returns to the present world in ordinary London.  

While gaining access to the past, the urban archaeologist-adventurer risks 

becoming engulfed by the underworld. Mayhew’s choice implies an escape from 

urban reality into the imaginary past. He is both out of place and out of time in 

London. The unique space-time of London Below shares some qualities with what 

Foucault terms ‘heterotopia’. Heterotopia, initially meaning the displacement of a 

body tissue, is used by Foucault to refer to a place outside of all places.54 In it, ‘all 

                                                           
54 Foucault himself did not refer to the medical meaning of ‘heterotopia’, which appeared in early 

twentieth century. For discussion on this, see Sohn. Foucault defines ‘heterotopia’ as ‘real places’ and 

‘counter-sites’, in opposition to ‘utopia’, which are not real (‘Of Other Spaces’ 24). Contemporary 
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the other real sites […] are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’ (‘Of 

Other Spaces’ 24). Also, it ‘begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a 

sort of absolute break with their traditional time’ (Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’ 26). In 

Neverwhere, the radical break in terms of space and time is apparent. The 

underground of London becomes a repository of the rich urban past forgotten by, but 

also secured against, the present of consumer capitalism. It enables the revival of the 

bodily senses, and offers a sense of authenticity and place-ness. However, due to the 

radical duality of their juxtaposition, the underground is ultimately irrelevant to 

urban reality. By obtaining a sense of place in this subterranean space, the 

protagonist completely retreats from London and relinquishes all his social agency. 

In this sense, what Neverwhere represents is not fully heterotopic, as it avoids 

‘contesting’ or ‘inverting’ the real places in London.  

                                                           
geographers tend to agree that heterotopia characterises postmodern geography in general rather than 

connote a counter-site (Soja 154-163). For further discussion on heterotopia, see Knight.  
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King Rat: ‘bigger than the two’ 

The two novels discussed so far have contrasted invisible urban sites with the 

mundane metropolis, and imagined a reinvigoration of the lived body. In 

Neverwhere, radical otherness of experiential depth is maintained with the loss of 

possible intervention with reality, as the protagonist returns to and remains in the 

invisible magical realm. Ordinary Thunderstorms, on the other hand, shows the 

underworld as a passageway through which a return to civil society might be 

possible. When the protagonist is re-absorbed, or rather, admitted into London for the 

first time, the transgressive nature of the underground is dissolved into the logic of 

legitimate society. Despite their seemingly opposite endings, both novels leave the 

opposition between the visible and the invisible unchallenged. China Miéville’s 

novel King Rat, however, casts a new light on the underground city.  

The novel traces the protagonist Saul Garamond’s descent into the 

underworld of London rats, which is first and foremost a site of regeneration for the 

physical body. The story is in many aspects comparable to Neverwhere, but there are 

significant differences. Whereas the mundane urban world in Neverwhere is depicted 

as comfortably anaesthetising, King Rat specifies the political connotation of this 

phenomenon through its representation of spatial experience. The novel opens with 

Saul travelling home in the Tube, where ‘the weight of ten million people so close to 

him seemed to make the air vibrate’ (KR 9). The dense population of London 

becomes a tangible, concrete entity of enormous weight. It bears down on the 

subterranean space, pervades the muffled air, and reaches the individual body as 

‘vibration’. There is a perceptible sense of being crushed and trapped within the tiny 

space allocated to each individual passenger. In her discussion on the corporeal 

dimension of dwelling, Gail Weiss underlines that ‘the surrounding environment 

actively shapes the [individuals’] intercorporeal interactions that help to construct 

their own sense of bodily agency’ (136). The image of the claustrophobic 

Underground is employed in King Rat as a symbol for the restriction of individual 

agency. It is manifested in Saul’s ‘laziness and lack of political fervour’, which 

disappoints his communist father (KR 19). From the beginning, the novel puts the 

issue of the political agency of the individual at the centre, and correlates it with 

physical movement in space.  
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When the protagonist goes underground, as the story unfolds, he is 

significantly revitalised and empowered. King Rat, literally the king of all London 

rats and the biological father of Saul, frames Saul for killing his adoptive father, in 

order to recruit Saul in a scheme against the Pied Piper.55 King Rat breaks Saul out of 

the cell, and initiates him into the life of a rat living in the sewers and subterranean 

tunnels of London. One of the basic survival skills Saul must learn is to eat from 

garbage. At first feeling disgusted at the idea, Saul soon finds the dirty leftover food 

‘enticing’ and starts gobbling it up: ‘He felt molecules scurrying out of his gut, 

carrying strange energy from the ruins of other people’s suppers and breakfasts. He 

was changing from the inside out’ (KR 49, my emphasis). The process of urban waste 

being consumed by the body and turned into energy might be taken to echo the 

revitalising properties of Kindred’s seagull meal in Ordinary Thunderstorms. 

However, instead of immediately converting physical strength into a determination to 

return to the civilised society, as in Boyd’s novel, King Rat accentuates the detailed 

and visceral transformation of the biological self.  

In Miéville’s novel, the protagonist’s body is more than an abstract or 

vaguely shaped container for subjectivity. Rather, it is a space with a tangible 

interior, where ‘molecules’, ‘gut’ and other inner organs are apparent to the subject. 

In addition, it is capable of generating space. After eating, Saul follows King Rat and 

runs through the hidden places of London – the subterranean tunnels, rooftops and 

back streets that are invisible to the ordinary residents and would fit into the world of 

London Below in Neverwhere: ‘Saul was exhilarated. His body throbbed with 

exhaustion and power. The city’s mine, he thought’ (KR 98, emphasis in original). 

Unlike traveling via the tube where his body remains static and passive, this 

alternative urban tour exhausts and exhilarates his body. At the same time, it 

confirms the individual as an active and living being. Through such base physical 

contact with the material spaces of the city, Saul creates his version of London 

according to the measure of his corporeal body. Instead of a mental map of London, 

                                                           
55  King Rat is a reworking of the German folklore about the Pied Piper. The Piper is promised by the 

Hamelin townsfolk a sum of money in return for saving the town from the plague of rats. He plays a 

magic pipe and makes all the rats jump into the river. However, after the rat-killing, he is denied his 

payment. In revenge, he plays a tune and makes all the children in the town follow him into the 

mountain and never return. The Piper in Miéville’s novel is the arch enemy of King Rat, Anansi the 

spider king, and Loplop the bird king. To each species, animal and human, he plays a specific tune. 

The Piper manipulates Saul’s friend, a drum and bass musician, into helping him to make a piece of 

music that contains different tunes for different species.  
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Saul cultivates a corporeal map through which he obtains a sense of orientation that 

is beyond the visual and intellectual: ‘He felt lines and directs pull at him. He 

followed the geomantic tugging’ (KR 102). Similarly, in Neverwhere, the sense of 

orientation that leads Mayhew out of the labyrinth is neither visual (map) nor logical 

(Ariadne’s thread): it is an innate feeling – ‘A rhyme coursed through his head, as he 

ran, pounding and echoing to the rhythm of his feet’ (N 331, my emphasis). The 

‘rhyme’ in the head corresponds to the ‘rhythm’ of the feet, which suggests a pre-

reflective state when the mind and the body are in unity. The rhythm of the body then 

reverberates with the rhythm of the labyrinthine space.  

In his work Rhythmanalysis (1992), Henri Lefebvre states, ‘Everywhere 

where there is interaction between a place, a time, and an expenditure of energy, 

there is rhythm’ (15). Everyday life is polyrhythmic, but the linear, progressive 

rhythms of capitalist society overwhelm the cyclical, cosmic rhythms found in the 

lived body and in nature. To discern the richness of everyday life, a rhythmanalyst 

needs to use his body as a measure of all rhythms – a ‘metronome’ (19), and ‘calls on 

all his senses’, including smells, noises and images (21-22). The rhythmanalyst does 

not observe his environment as a detached outsider, but feels it corporeally and 

sensitively, so that ‘he will come to “listen” to a house, a street, a town, as an 

audience listens to a symphony’ (22). In this innovative approach, Lefebvre 

highlights the sensuous, lived body as the basis for a fuller understanding of one’s 

environment. He also signals a revivification of the landscape, as if the houses and 

cities started speaking to the careful listener. Both Neverwhere and King Rat uncover 

the unique rhythms of London, which are perceived through the whole body rather 

than the singular faculty of vision. Whereas Neverwhere personifies place-names and 

makes them speak with the protagonist, King Rat emphasises the exchange of energy 

between the biological body and the place, which not only allows Saul to know 

London better, but also empowers him to create a social difference through visceral 

interactions.   

Furthermore, the characters’ bodies are foregrounded as highly visible in the 

textual space. The habitually absent body reappears, not occasioned by dysfunction 

as understood in the terms of Drew Leder’s phenomenology, but through the literary 

device of de-familiarisation. In his essay ‘Art as Technique’, Victor Shklovsky 

argues that by making the familiar strange, art ‘exists that one may recover the 

sensation of life […] The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they 
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are perceived and not as they are known’ (778).56 Here, the ‘thing’ in question is the 

body. What is revealed in the fantastic depictions of the sensuous and powerful 

living body is the perceived corporeal reality that has been occluded by knowledge, 

or rather, by the technology of power that inscribes and regulates the body in carceral 

society. What appears to be strange in literature is more authentic than the automatic 

perception of mundane reality. Compared with Boyd’s novel in which hunger is 

represented as a biological need to be dealt with and put aside, Gaiman’s and 

Miéville’s novels bring out the positive aspects of embodiment by making the body 

wonderfully strange and powerful. Yet, there is a distinction between the latter two 

novels. Neverwhere demonstrates the bodily change as a matter of magic contact 

with the beast’s blood. King Rat, by contrast, offers detailed descriptions of Saul’s 

journeys through London, which produce as a result the active and reactive body. 

Miéville’s novel avoids the dichotomy between the real and the imaginary. Instead, it 

suggests that the production or revitalisation of the body can be achieved through an 

intimate engagement with the city. Transformation is a matter of a gradual and 

demanding process, rather than a mythical and instant switch.  

In King Rat, Saul’s claim – ‘The city’s mine’ – is acted out physically: ‘He 

wanted to roam, to make his mark – literally, sometimes, as he had discovered the 

pleasure of pissing his strong-smelling piss against walls and knowing that that 

corner was now his’(KR 148, emphasis in original). There is an ongoing exchange of 

matter as the living body both incorporates the waste (the discarded food in garbage) 

from the outside and then expels its own waste (urine) back into the environment. In 

this process, the spatial boundary between the body and the city is transgressed. By 

the act of urinating and marking, Saul extends his bodily space to cover the entire 

London, re-incorporating it into his body. This time, not by scavenging food from the 

city, but by establishing a territorial relationship with the places in London.  

The lower, bodily realms are highlighted as the crucial sites of exchange. 

King Rat contrasts the mundane city with the underground city: ‘All the main streets, 

the front rooms and the rest of it, that’s just filler […] that ain’t the real city. You get 

to that by the back door’ (KR 37, emphasis in original). The contrast between ‘the 

                                                           
56 Shklovsky’s ‘defamiliarization’ (ostranenie) has also been translated as ‘estrangement’ and 

‘enstrangement’. For a brief discussion on translating the term, see Benjamin Sher’s ‘Translator’s 

Introduction’ to Theory of Prose. The idea of defamiliarization has been compared with other cognate 

concepts, such as Bertolt Brecht’s ‘alienation effect’, and Darko Suvin’s ‘cognitive estrangement’. 

See Suvin. 
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main streets, the front rooms’ and ‘the back door’ echoes Lefebvre’s analysis of the 

logic of visualisation that dominates the landscape of modern cities. The front of a 

building, or the façade, is designed to be seen. The street, built according to the 

alignment of façades, offers a vantage viewpoint from which one sees the city in 

terms of linear and abstract Cartesian space. The primacy of the façade in 

architecture and in urban planning reduces urban space to a pure spectacle, which 

reflects the three defining elements of the abstract space – geometric, visual and 

phallic (PS 285-287). This space is ‘the “medium” of the state, of power and its 

strategies’ (PS 377). In other words, the abstract space perpetuates phallocentric state 

power and circumscribes individual agency. In King Rat, the mundane London made 

of ‘the main streets, the front rooms’ is shown to be characterised by the abstract 

space.  

Behind the façade is the back door, which represents the inner workings of 

London. Or in Lefebvre’s words, the city’s ‘front and back – its face, as it were, and 

its obscene parts’ (PS 275). The ‘back door’ has come to refer to ‘the anus, the 

rectum’ (OED). The city is implicitly anthropomorphised. Its face and bottom 

corresponds to the vertical bodily space of above and below. The ‘bottom’ of London 

is materialised as the underground sewers and obscure back streets – spaces of the 

underground world.57 Saul approaches London ‘by the back door’ in a metaphorical 

and literal sense. His body goes into the ‘bottom’ of London, and he engages with the 

urban space through his lower bodily organs, via running, eating and urinating. The 

interactions between the body and the city are sensuous, visceral and reciprocal. The 

body claims the city, and simultaneously becomes of the city. 

A comparison can be drawn with an episode in J. G. Ballard’s novella 

Concrete Island (1974). The protagonist Robert Maitland crashes his car onto a patch 

of waste land wedged in a traffic junction in west London and gets stranded there for 

months. Dragging his injured body around on the isolated traffic island, Maitland 

sees his body broken down into pieces and dumped onto different areas:  

He began to shuck off sections of his body, forgetting first his 

injured hip, then both his legs, erasing all awareness of his bruised 

chest and diaphragm. […] Identifying the island with himself, he 

gazed at the cars in the breaker’s yard, at the wire-mesh fence, and 

the concrete caisson behind him. These places of pain and ordeal 

                                                           
57 In this context, it is worth recalling Richard Mayhew’s first impression of London being 

‘fundamentally incomprehensible’ (N 10). The word ‘fundament’ also means ‘anus or rectum; the 

buttocks, the backside’ (OED). 
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were now confused with pieces of his body. He gestured towards 

them, trying to make a circuit of the island so that he could leave 

these sections of himself where they belonged. (CI 70)   

In a delirium, the body is objectified as a disposable thing – it is mechanical, not 

organic. Maitland’s bleeding wounds – ‘the blood leaking from his hip’ – are 

described in the same way as the ‘waste oil leaking from the piles of refuse’ (CI 75, 

39). The inorganic body is not only cut through by the hostile space and reduced to 

fragments, but also identified with the island. Maitland announces: ‘I am the island’ 

(CI 71). Whereas Lee Rozelle interprets Maitland’s declaration – ‘I am the island’ – 

as ‘biocentric assimilation’ and ‘gained dominion over the island’ (70), I would 

argue that the novel shows the protagonist becoming decentred from his biological 

body and submitting to the island of post-industrial waste space. The permeation of 

the self into the space is a one-way process, in which the subject ‘I’ is fragmented 

and finally displaced by the space. Maitland’s announcement signifies a total 

resignation, a ‘transfer of obligation from himself to the island’ (CI 71).  

Ballard’s novella thematises an attempt to confront and overcome the 

dichotomy between body and urban environment. The confrontation leads to a 

gradual dissolution of a hermetically enclosed self to the surrounding space. In King 

Rat, by contrast, Saul claims, ‘The city’s mine’ (KR 98). The ‘mine-ness’ is not that 

of a subject possessing and owning an object, nor is it the self-destroying and self-

annihilating status where the subject ‘I’ is dissolved and displaced. Rather, the living 

body has been energised by the waste products of London, and is therefore not 

foreign to London. The body becomes of the city – constituted by it and co-existing 

with it, actively engaging with it in a reciprocal process; each side simultaneously 

defining the other. Thus, the body and the city are ‘constitutive and mutually 

defining’ (Grosz 108).  

The subject-object opposition that underpins the division between self and 

world is momentarily overcome in King Rat. What is presented in the novel is the 

lived body, which is   

no longer conceived as an object of the world, but as our means of 

communication with it, to the world no longer conceived as a 

collection of determinate objects, but as the horizon latent in all our 

experience and itself ever-present and anterior to every 

determining thought. (PP 92)  

In this passage, Merleau-Ponty reveals a pre-reflective, pre-thinking communication 

between self and world through the body; it precedes the split between subject and 
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object. Miéville’s novel draws from this primordial corporeality and imagines the 

lived body as the ground for an authentic relationship with the urban world.  

Meanwhile, Miéville’s novel avoids idealisation and fetishisation of the body; 

it demonstrates a series of ongoing internal struggles. The protagonist’s body is not 

finished and settled, but fluctuating and oscillating between conflicting forces. As a 

result of reciprocal incorporation with London, Saul embodies the city’s duality, and 

rises above the radical break. The rats and their underground life in King Rat can be 

understood as symbolic of the suppressed materiality of human embodiment. Saul’s 

adventure into the underground unfolds with the discovery of the hidden potential of 

his body, represented by the rat genes. The realisation of the potential is inseparable 

from the material environment of the city, from which Saul draws energy and in 

which he marks his territory. This process brings problems as well. While revelling 

in his new physical strength, Saul is also troubled by his gradual recognition of his 

growing animality and its concomitant – a ‘sheer force of animal self-preservation’ 

(KR 148). This survival instinct stops him from caring for his old friends, who are 

kidnapped by the Piper. He realises that he has to search for them, ‘if only to prove 

that he was still half human’ (KR 253). To be human, as the novel implies, is to care 

for others, or rather, to be a social being – co-existing with and developing genuine 

relationships with other human beings in a shared world. The tension between animal 

instincts and human sociality gives rise to a stronger new being. In the final battle, 

the Piper plays a recorded piece of electronic music, which mixes different tunes 

designed to target various creatures. All the creatures present, including human 

beings, rats and spiders, are driven into mad dancing. When Saul breaks free from 

the spell and defeats the Piper, he shouts, ‘I’m not rat plus man, get it? I’m bigger 

than either one and I’m bigger than the two. I’m a new thing. You can’t make me 

dance. […] I’m more than the sum of my parts’ (KR 314, emphasis in original). The 

emergence of ‘a new thing’ indicates that the body, as a unifying and organising 

force, enables Saul to subjugate the conflicting parts into one coherent and powerful 

self. The new subjectivity also presages the production of a new space.  

After the battle with the Piper, Saul revolutionises the rat kingdom and 

emancipates all the rats: ‘I declare this Year One of the Rat Republic. […] I’m not 

Prince Rat, I’m not King Rat… Let the Betrayer cling to his outmoded title if he 

wants, pathetically hankering for the past. […] I’m Citizen Rat’ (KR 331-332). Like 

Saul’s body, which emerges from hybridisation of human and rat, this new republic 
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is a hybrid space.58 The human realm stands for the ordinary city above the ground, 

and the rat kingdom represents the underground city. The hybridisation of the two 

realms indicates the possibility of bringing the two halves of the city into one space, 

so that Saul’s new title – ‘Citizen Rat’ – brings into existence both a new citizenry 

and a new social space. The novel exemplifies Lefebvre’s concept of ‘the right to the 

city’, explored in his book The Urban Revolution (1970) and later developed by 

David Harvey in the context of contemporary global capitalism: 

The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access 

urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the 

city. It is, moreover, a common rather than an individual right since 

this transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise of a 

collective power to reshape the processes of urbanization. (Harvey, 

‘Right to the City’ 23) 

In King Rat, the reciprocal interaction between individual and London is endowed 

with a historical and collective significance. The creation of the rat republic will 

generate more rat citizens. Hence, Saul not only changes himself, but also creates a 

different future for many others.  

Compared to the enfeebled young man oppressed by the ‘weight’ of London 

in the opening of the novel, Saul is significantly empowered at the end. He asserts his 

right of citizenship and participates fully in political life. The revolution is a homage 

to the political ideal of his adoptive father: ‘This one’s for you, Dad, he thought 

wryly’ (KR 331, emphasis in original). In his analysis of the novel, Carl Freedman 

points out that the revolution is brought about by a top-down means, and with ‘the 

language of the bourgeois rather than socialist democracy’ (406). Admittedly, this 

may be a limitation of King Rat.59 However, it is also plausible to consider the ideal 

of democracy – envisioned by, but not exclusive to the bourgeoisie – as yet to be 

fulfilled. Adorno and Horkheimer explain the intention behind a re-examination of 

the Enlightenment: ‘The task to be accomplished is not the conservation of the past, 

but the redemption of the hopes of the past’ (xv). Similarly, King Rat is not 

                                                           
58 Mark Williams also notes that in Miéville’s fictions ‘subjects remake rejected space by interacting 

with it’ (191). Also, the notion of ‘hybrid’ is further developed in Miéville’s second novel, Perdido 

Street Station (2000), which features the city of New Crobuzon modelled after the Victorian London. 

For an examination of hybridity and heterotopia in this novel, see Gordon. 
59 In an interview, Miéville concedes that the bourgeois revolution in King Rat ‘is not a really happy 

ending, in that the rats, if they follow through on Saul’s suggestion, won’t usher in any kind of utopia, 

but will only get to where we humans are now’ (‘Reveling in Genre’ 362). Nevertheless, neither can a 

socialist revolution guarantee the appearance of any plausible utopia. This ending could be interpreted 

otherwise.   
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advocating conservation of the society actualised by the bourgeoisie, but re-

consideration of democracy for the purpose of creating a new and genuinely 

democratic society.  

The ending of King Rat is more innovative in comparison with the 

denouements in Ordinary Thunderstorms and Neverwhere; the latter two are much 

more conservative. Ordinary Thunderstorms conforms to the circular pattern of 

descent narrative, in which the character descends, is refreshed, and is subsequently 

re-assimilated. In particular, the protagonist regains access to the circulation at the 

heart of the capitalist and legitimate society, albeit under a new name. In spite of 

some minor, local transgressions, the novel shows an overall endorsement of 

capitalism and confirms the status quo of the metropolis.  

Neverwhere, on the other hand, is escapist and reactionary. It sets the 

underground city against the rationalism and capitalism in the contemporary 

metropolis. Yet, Richard Mayhew’s final choice indicates that this opposition cannot 

be translated into practical intervention. Also, Citizen Rat’s indictment of his 

biological father King Rat – ‘Let the Betrayer cling to his outmoded title if he wants, 

pathetically hankering for the past’ (KR 311) – might serve equally well as a critique 

of Neverwhere, in which Mayhew clings to the title of ‘Warrior’, an archetypal 

character from ancient myths and tales. After the temporary liminal status as an ‘un-

person’ in London Below (N 132), Mayhew is remoulded into another familiar 

‘type’. It is less of a matter of becoming or growing, than that of switching from one 

prescribed existence to another. Whereas Saul denounces his royal birth-right as 

Prince Rat, Mayhew proceeds in reverse. He seeks the friendship of Door, who 

comes from an established family in this fantastic medieval city – she is addressed as 

‘Lady Door’ and her deceased father ‘Lord Portico’ (N 70, 92). The first question she 

puts to Mayhew is ‘Whose barony is this? Whose fiefdom?’ (N 31) These details 

make it clear that London Below is a remnant of the feudal past, so that Mayhew’s 

final decision reveals the longing for a bygone era. This cancels out the transgressive 

and regenerative potential of the living body. As Lefebvre points out, the body’s 

revolt should not be a ‘harking-back to the origins, to some archaic or 

anthropological past’ (PS 201).  

On the whole, in these three novels, the underground city is imagined as a 

counter-place against the mundane city. They reveal the invisible dimension of urban 

life and thematise bodily experiences as an essential part of the imagined Londons. 
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With the trope of going underground, Ordinary Thunderstorms shows the 

recognition of the materiality of the body to be a necessary step or passage towards 

appropriating urban space tactically so as to enable a successful return to the late-

capitalist system of the ‘official’ city space. Neverwhere correlates the spatial 

descent with a temporal regression, in which the disdained body is fixed into another 

dead image. Although it challenges the primacy of vision and offers a possible 

authentic experience within London, Gaiman’s novel has apparent limitations due to 

its dualist conception of London. In King Rat, the conflicts and interactions between 

the body and the subterranean space are imagined as an enabling condition that 

revives the living body and produces a living space, in which it is the lived 

experiences of the individual body that form the foundation and ‘fundament’ of 

London. 
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Chapter Three 

Grotesque Bodies in Urban Space 

 

One remembers the grotesques, ranged along one’s route like 

waxworks. In a crowd, a Rowlandson turns into a realist, the 

caricature a measure of the sated urban perception which is woken 

only by deformity and gross extravagance.   

Jonathan Raban, Soft City (1974) 

 

In his book Rabelais and His World (1965), Mikhail Bakhtin explores the literary 

works of the French Renaissance writer François Rabelais, and presents two 

contrasting body images, the classical and the grotesque. In the classic canons, ‘the 

body was first of all a strictly completed, finished product. Furthermore, it was 

isolated, alone, fenced off from all other bodies’ (Bakhtin 29). This conception 

reverberates with the camera obscura mode of observation as discussed in Chapter 

One; the dark, enclosed chamber spatially separates the observing subject from 

others and indicates the body is merely a material vessel for an immaterial thinking 

mind. The classical body figures Enlightenment values and appears as the proper 

body of the bourgeois subject in the ‘official’, dominant culture.  

In contrast, the grotesque body is associated with folk culture. It is open and 

unfinished, constantly becoming and transgressing its own limits to merge with other 

bodies and things. The carnivalesque grotesque celebrates the materiality of human 

existence, and it makes manifest ‘the material bodily principle, that is, images of the 

human body with its food, drink, defecation, and sexual life’ (Bakhtin 18). In King 

Rat, the protagonist’s body can be regarded as representatively grotesque. Eating and 

urinating are foregrounded as productively transgressive acts. They constitute an 

essential phase for the protagonist’s symbolic death (descent) and rebirth (new 

body), which brings out the regenerative power of materiality in Bakhtin’s theory: 

‘the carnivalesque hell affirmed earth and its lower stratum as the fertile womb, 

where death meets birth and a new life springs forth’ (Bakhtin 395). In addition, by 

exposing the invisible dimension of the visible, ordinary, ‘official’ London and 

locating it in the grotesque body situated in the underworld, King Rat suggests that 

grotesque materiality is the indispensable other to the dominant cultural discourse.  
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In his book, On the Grotesque (1982), Geoffrey Harpham argues that in 

contemporary culture, the grotesque is becoming ‘increasingly invisible’: since the 

grotesque is defined as that which exists on the margins of a central and official 

culture, in postmodernity, when the centre dissolves, the grotesque also becomes 

diluted and loses its meaning (xxi). Examining the body images in Martin Amis’s 

novel Yellow Dog (2003), Brian Crews argues that ‘the postmodern grotesque is 

different in that a grotesque transformation, rather than alluding to an absent 

normality, has become accepted as the norm itself’ (641). Nevertheless, the 

opposition between the classical and the grotesque analysed by Bakhtin has not yet 

been completely dissolved. In Jonathan Raban’s Soft City, considered by David 

Harvey as ‘a vital affirmation that the postmodernist moment has arrived’ (Condition 

of Postmodernity 6), the tendency to hold on to the classical conception of the body 

can still be detected.  

Walking through late-twentieth-century Piccadilly Circus, Raban sees the 

grotesque in his fellow pedestrians. The reference to ‘waxworks’ and Rowlandson 

cartoons indicates the street as the realm of unofficial, popular culture – the opposite 

of the high arts such as marble statues or oil paintings. However, this scene does not 

really affirm the Bakhtinian carnivalesque grotesque; the narrator distances himself 

from what he sees rather than join in with the crowd. He wanders around and surveys 

the spectacle of the city crowd, gaining visual stimulation while remaining physically 

disengaged. His body remains isolated and separate from other bodies. As this brief 

discussion of Raban’s Soft City suggests, an exploration of literary representations of 

contemporary London through a reading of the confrontation between classical and 

grotesque versions of the body might still be a fruitful line of enquiry.  

This chapter examines the representations of individual, architectural and 

collective bodies from the perspective of the grotesque in three London novels: Ian 

McEwan’s Saturday (2005), J. G. Ballard’s High-Rise (1975) and Nicola Barker’s 

Clear: A Transparent Novel (2004). The focus is shifted back to the visible realm 

above the ground, and centred on the role of bodily materiality in relation to three 

main locations in London. McEwan’s novel sets the house of its protagonist in 

Fitzroy Square, central London, which is an affluent residential area built in the 

Georgian era. This place represents the ‘bright side’ of London, embodying both 

continuity with classical ideals and the achievements of modernity. The cultural 

geography of London is realistically adopted in the novel as part of a characterisation 
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of its protagonist as a spokesperson for Western civilisation and Enlightenment 

values. Then, through the conflicts between the protagonist and the grotesque other – 

a member of the social underclass – the novel expresses its concern with the pending 

chaos and catastrophe about to disrupt the orderly, classical and ideal image of 

London.   

In High-Rise, the clash between the orderly and the chaotic is concentrated in 

a fictional apartment block located in the Docklands of East London. Although the 

novel itself was published a quarter of a century before the millennium, its imagined 

representation of urban living could be understood as paradigmatic. The novel offers 

a poignant critique of a form of modernist architecture which was initially endorsed, 

then harshly criticised, and recently revived in the urban landscape of London.60 The 

eponymous building in High-Rise embodies the design principles of the Swiss-

French architect Le Corbusier, who upheld key principles of classical architecture 

and placed man at the centre of his conception of a house as ‘a machine for living in’ 

(10). Yet, as Ballard shows, the lived experiences in the building are extremely 

alienating, as the material bodies of its residents are violently oppressed, 

dismembered, debased, and rendered abject. Hence, while the architectural space of 

the high-rise expresses the ideals of the modernist re-interpretation of classicism, the 

inhabitants could be understood as the grotesque other in a purely negative sense. 

Unlike Saturday in which disorder comes from outside the bourgeois residence, 

High-Rise demonstrates a full-scale calamity within the modern habitat and reveals a 

dark, hellish image of London.  

Notwithstanding these differences, both McEwan and Ballard write from the 

viewpoint of a classical conception of the body, and regard the material body as 

                                                           
60 After WWII, in order to tackle the problems of housing deficiency and inner-city population 

densities, the then government body of London, the London County Council, decided to build high-

rise flats to house the urban working class (Inwood 825-826). This modernist form of architecture was 

considered a symbol of progress during the 1950s and 1960s: ‘to import into Britain the essence of the 

modern movement, thus turning the country from a backwater to pacesetter’ (P. Hall 269). However, 

when Ballard’s High-Rise was published in 1975, due to shoddy construction, council 

mismanagement and other issues, some of the tower blocks had become sites of serious social 

problems and had been stigmatised as ‘sink estates’. According to cultural critic Patrick Wright, ‘the 

council tower block has […] undergone a symbol conversion and emerged as a monstrous emblem of 

the futility of all State-led social reform’ (129). Within thirty years, this particular modernist form of 

urban living has gone through its heyday in Britain and become obsolete. However, recent years has 

witnessed a resurgent interest in high-rise living. The relevance of Ballard’s novel to contemporary 

urban living is also boosted by the release of a critically acclaimed film adaptation with the same title, 

directed by Ben Wheatley and released in 2015. In his review of the film, Will Self writes, ‘Ballard’s 

tale anticipates the London skyline of today, with its row upon row of “luxury” apartment blocks, 

inflated into salience by global gusts of flight capital’ (‘Back to the Future’ 85).  
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disturbing and unwanted. By contrast, Nicola Barker writes from the position of folk 

humour and imagines grotesque bodies as particularly responsive to the urban 

landscape. Her novel is based on the American illusionist David Blaine’s forty-four-

day controlled starvation performance in a Perspex box hoisted above the River 

Thames by Tower Bridge in 2003.61 A striking contrast between the literally 

enclosed, classical body of Blaine and the scatological box-watching crowds can be 

found in the novel. As the Blaine show brings vitality to the petrified landscape of 

this area in South London, the entire city seems to come to life and become 

materially intertwined with its inhabitants. Barker’s novel cheerfully subverts 

classical principles and invites the reader to join in the celebration of a grotesque but 

regenerative London.  

 

  

                                                           
61 Barker mentions that her motive for writing Clear was to defend Blaine: ‘When everyone starts to 

dislike someone I can’t stand it. I hate bullying, I really do’ (quoted in Rustin, ‘A Life in Writing’). 
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Saturday: ‘a triumph of congruent proportion’ 

Ian McEwan’s novel Saturday tells the story of Henry Perowne, a London 

brain surgeon, who goes about the city to attend to a series of activities on a specific 

Saturday – 15 February 2003. It is the day on which mass street demonstrations 

against the proposed invasion of Iraq were held in major cities around the world. The 

spatial and temporal setting of the story places the protagonist in the social context of 

global terrorism – the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001 and the catastrophic aftermath. 

This background infuses the story with a constant tension between the private and the 

public. In spite of his efforts to avoid demonstrations and other political activities, 

Perowne finds himself tangled up with the chaotic public realm and his household 

invaded by unpredictable and hostile forces. ‘The Saturday in question,’ Michael L. 

Ross comments, ‘threatens to be Henry Perowne’s personal 9/11’ (78). The 

infiltration of the public into the private is also noted by Laura Colombino, who 

argues that the novel conveys the pervasive sense of fear by showing the individual 

body being corporeally and neurologically enmeshed in ‘a continuous space of 

vulnerability and contagion’ (‘Spaces of Catastrophe’ 784). Nevertheless, Saturday 

not only shows personal life being affected by global issues or the individual body 

being continuous with the public space, but also counters that ubiquitous 

vulnerability by constructing some kind of stability. It appeals to the classic ideals 

embodied both by the protagonist and the city.  

To begin with, Henry Perowne’s initial appearance in the novel invokes the 

image of an ideal body. The novel describes him waking up in the early morning: 

‘It’s as if […] he’s materialised out of nothing, fully formed, unencumbered’ (S 3). In 

one sense, the protagonist does ‘materialise out of nothing’, since he is a product of 

the author’s imagination and given a textual form accordingly. Yet, the emphasis on 

him being ‘fully formed’ and ‘unencumbered’ prioritises the visual image of the 

body over its cumbersome materiality. This is further illustrated in the description of 

his movement: ‘The bedroom is large and uncluttered. As he glides across with 

almost comic facility’ (S 4). The ‘uncluttered’ space corresponds with the 

‘unencumbered’ character, both of which are thereby rendered somehow immaterial. 

The body that ‘glides across’ is more of a two-dimensional, abstract image than an 

actual physical entity. The smoothness of movement is not the ‘nonpathological 

instance of integration,’ as Jane Thrailkill claims (182), but an idealisation in which 
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the body is conceived to be an unproblematic instrument of the mind. The author 

retains some reservation about the idealisation by commenting on the instrumental 

body’s ‘comic facility’, thereby distancing itself from the protagonist. Nonetheless, 

as the novel is mostly focalised through Perowne, the predominant conception of the 

body in the fictional world of Saturday is consistent with this initial appearance.  

The image of an ideal body is further developed as Perowne stands naked in 

front of his bedroom window overlooking Fitzroy Square in central London: 

‘Standing there, as immune to the cold as a marble statue, gazing towards Charlotte 

Street, towards a foreshortened jumble of facades, scaffolding and pitched roofs’ (S 

5). Perowne’s naked body is compared to ‘a marble statue’, calling into mind 

Classical and Renaissance statuary adopted by Bakhtin to illustrate the notion of the 

classical body as ‘a strictly completed, finished product’ (29). In their analysis of the 

bourgeois individual in the eighteenth and nineteenth century English literature, Peter 

Stallybrass and Allon White develop Bakhtin’s distinction between the classical and 

the grotesque, and align them as the two poles of high-low hierarchy:  

[T]he classical statue was always mounted on a plinth which meant 

that it was elevated, static and monumental. […] [T]he classical 

statue is the radiant centre of a transcendent individualism, “put on 

a pedestal,” raised above the viewer and the commonality and 

anticipating passive admiration from below. We gaze up at the 

figure and wonder. We are placed by it as spectators to an instant – 

frozen yet apparently universal – of epic or tragic time. (21-22, 

emphasis in original) 

These traits can be identified in the depiction of Perowne. Completeness and 

enclosure is shown in Perowne’s insensitivity to the environment, ‘immune to the 

cold’. Elevation is physically actualised in Perowne’s position in a room on the 

second floor. Whereas Stallybrass and White show the perspective of common 

spectators who relate to the classical statue as they ‘gaze up at the figure and 

wonder’, McEwan presents a gaze issuing from the classical figure. Perowne’s gaze 

transforms the city into a static and two-dimensional visual space, ‘a foreshortened 

jumble’. When Perowne sees two people walking across the square, ‘he not only 

watches them, but watches over them, supervising their progress with the remote 

possessiveness of a god’ (S 13). Although the sense of ownership is hyperbolic, it 

accurately reflects Perowne’s way of relating to others – objectifying them and 

observing them from the outside. The two passers-by are described in an absurd 

manner, as ‘hot little biological engines with bipedal skills’ (S 13). This comical 
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observation strips the human bodies of their organic life, leaving the curiously 

functional machines with additional heat. Besides, it fancifully elevates Perowne 

himself into the ranks of the machine-making gods, so that Perowne is not only 

disembodied, but transcendent over mortality. Given that Perowne is a skilful 

neurosurgeon operating on the brain, the most intricate and delicate body part, this 

self-important thought is not merely whimsical, but symptomatic of his overall 

attitude towards the world.   

From the viewpoint of the classical body, the novel shows an image of 

London that is in accord with classical values.  

Henry thinks the city is a success, a brilliant invention, a biological 

masterpiece […] And the Perownes’ own corner, a triumph of 

congruent proportion; the perfect square laid out by Robert Adam 

enclosing a perfect circle of garden – an eighteenth-century dream 

bathed and embraced by modernity. (S 5) 

This passage denotes a clear attempt to ‘restore the traditional image of the city as 

the seat of civilization and culture, and of light and learning’ (Groes, ‘Ian McEwan 

and the Modernist Consciousness of the City’ 102). The restoration of London as an 

ideal city is done by restoring the bourgeois individual at its centre, both 

geographically and culturally. The notion of London as an ‘invention’ or 

‘masterpiece’ implies the presence of human inventors and masters. By locating his 

family house (‘the Perownes’ own corner’) in Fiztroy Square, and emphasising a 

connection with Robert Adam (the eighteenth century English architect renowned for 

Neoclassical architecture), Perowne situates himself at the centre of the perfectly 

designed city and flaunts his inheritance of great cultural achievements. The 

geographical location reflects the Perownes’ dominant sociocultural position – ‘the 

Perownes represent the very flower of Western civilization’ and embody ‘humane 

values’, as put by Michael Dirda in his review of the novel (‘Shattered’).  

What is more, the depiction of the city’s buildings reveals a deeper 

connection between the body and the city. Later in the day, Perowne’s father-in-law, 

the aristocratic poet John Grammaticus, criticises the nearby modernist BT tower and 

praises instead the architectural style of Fitzroy Square: 

Look at the proportions of those pillars, the carving on those 

capitals […] There’s beauty for you. There’s self-knowledge. A 

different world, a different consciousness. Adam would have been 

stunned by the ugliness of that glass thing. No human scale. Top 

heavy. No grace, no warmth. It would have put fear in his heart. (S 

197) 
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This observation evokes classical architectural principles, which can be dated back to 

the Roman architect Vitruvius in the first century BC. Vitruvius is widely considered 

to be one of the first thinkers who draw an analogy between architecture and the 

human body, so that the perfect building would be in accord with the natural 

proportions found in the idealised human body. Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing 

‘Vitruvian Man’ is derived from these 

principles of proportion (Figure 3).62 The 

illustration shows a human body precisely 

fitted into the centre of a square and a 

circle, signifying geometric perfection. In 

order to create a sense of harmony and 

beauty in their work, architects must refer 

to the principles of scale and proportion 

derived from the ideal human body. In this 

way, man is placed at the centre and origin 

of his built environment. ‘The body is not 

simply that which is to be contained by a 

building, the body contains the very 

generating principle of the building,’ 

maintains Victor Burgin (141). As Perowne 

is portrayed as an ideal classical body, his contemplation of his house as ‘a triumph 

of congruent proportion’ is far from a neutral remark. Rather, it reflects his personal 

triumph of containing the generating principles and resounds with his self-important 

stance of lording over the square like a god.  

At the same time, the analogy has problematic implications. On one level, an 

‘ideal’ human body is representative of all human beings, regardless of gender, age, 

shape and other natural differences. In this sense, the ideal functions as an abstract 

concept, without reference to any particular body in the world. However, such an 

ideal implicitly privileges those who are closer to it over those who diverge from it. 

That is, the ideal places the male before the female, the able-bodied before the 

                                                           
62 http://www.bl.uk/learning/images/bodies/large7675.html. Accessed 13 Sept. 2017. For an overview 

on body metaphor in architecture, see Vidler, pp. 69-82.  

Figure 3 

http://www.bl.uk/learning/images/bodies/large7675.html
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disabled, and the ‘well-proportioned’ before the deformed.63 In this way, the image 

normalises as it aestheticises. While classical architectural principle founds its value 

on its relationship to human beings and sets its measure according to ‘normal’ human 

bodies, it suppresses differences and reflects the social exclusion of non-classical 

bodies. The harmonious interrelation between the classical body and the ideal city is 

maintained through an oppressive urban order. The principle of proportion in 

architecture therefore implies the hierarchical organisation of social space, which is 

modelled after and justified by its affinity with the spatial form of the ideal body.  

Indeed, the form of the body is the 

inspiration for both architectural design 

and the key conceptualisation of the 

modern state – the ‘body politic’. In his 

political treatise Leviathan  (1651), 

Thomas Hobbes compares the state 

(civitas) to an  ‘Artificiall Man’ (9), 

illustrated by an iconic image on the 

book’s frontispiece, in which the 

hierarchical organisation of the state is 

analogised by a standing human figure 

with the sovereign king as its head and 

many citizens as its body (Figure 4).64 

Different social roles make up various 

body parts and functions as if they 

collectively constituted a ‘Body Naturall’, 

such as ‘joynts’, ‘nerves’, arms and legs (Hobbes 9). State organisation is also central 

to the governance of cities.65 Elizabeth Grosz terms this kind of interrelation between 

body and city as ‘parallelism or isomorphism’ (105). She criticises ‘the implicitly 

masculine coding of the body politic’ and points out that this metaphor tends to 

                                                           
63 ‘Proportion’ is also the motto of the physician Sir William Bradshaw in Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs 

Dalloway. For discussion on this notion in terms of literary urban space in Woolf’s novel, see 

Wiechert. For exploration of intertextuality between Woolf’s novel and McEwan’s Saturday, see 

Adams.   
64 https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/content/frontispiece-thomas-hobbes%E2%80%99-

leviathan-abraham-bosse-creative-input-thomas-hobbes-1651. Accessed 13 Sept 2017. 
65 The connection of ‘state’ with ‘city’ is evident in the Greek word polis (‘city-state’). ‘City’ and 

‘state’ also share the same origin in Latin civitas, which means ‘organized community, state, people 

living in a community, citizens of a state’ (OED). 

Figure 4 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/content/frontispiece-thomas-hobbes%E2%80%99-leviathan-abraham-bosse-creative-input-thomas-hobbes-1651
https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/content/frontispiece-thomas-hobbes%E2%80%99-leviathan-abraham-bosse-creative-input-thomas-hobbes-1651


99 

 

 

‘naturalize’ the artificial construct of state power and marginalise natural bodies of 

difference (106).  

In McEwan’s novel, it is not a surprise that the exclamations of praise for the 

elegant proportions of the buildings in Fitzroy Square come from Perowne, an upper-

middle-class man of science, and from Grammaticus, an aristocratic man of high 

culture. Both occupy a higher social position in the body politic of London. In their 

eyes, the ‘beauty’ of the buildings in the square consists in its representation of 

‘human scale’ and ‘self-knowledge’. However, this is a knowledge about the 

‘proportions’ found in the idealised male body, which Perowne and Grammaticus 

happen to resemble more than other characters in the novel do. Beneath the sense of 

modesty and universality associated with ‘self-knowledge’ and ‘human scale’ is a 

self-regarding pomposity in both characters. In his analysis of the novel, Philip Tew 

accurately points out Perowne’s ‘fundamental arrogance’ and demonstrates that 

Perowne’s ‘perspectives and self-worth are predicated on an order that finds itself 

challenged by external events’ (‘Exploring London’ 26). 66 Indeed, contending with 

the classical body and its isomorphic ideal city image is the imminent threat of 

disorder.  

In Saturday, chaos takes place on several spatial scales. First and foremost, it 

is the global terrorism that casts a sinister shadow on the metropolis. This is 

paralleled with the somatic condition of Perowne. After a lengthy contemplation at 

his bedroom window, Perowne suddenly feels cold and reaches for a dressing gown. 

It is precisely at this moment that he catches sight of a burning plane and 

immediately associates it with 9/11 and terrorist attacks. The penetration of London 

sky by an unpredictable violent force is juxtaposed with the cold air that penetrates 

Perowne’s physical body. Both the city and the individual are shown to be open and 

vulnerable. The novel transforms the threat to the whole city into a personal 

experience and highlights its disastrous consequence to the defenceless citizens. 

Through a somatic detail, Saturday reveals the inextricable entanglement of 

individual bodies with the body politic of London.  

The second instance that actualises the risk of being imbricated in London 

takes place in the street. Perowne gets involved in a minor traffic accident and 

encounters a hooligan named Baxter and his two henchmen. They represent the 

                                                           
66 Both Perowne and Grammaticus have been harshly evaluated in book reviews. See Banville. 
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grotesque other in opposition to the classical body of Perowne. In the eyes of 

Perowne, Baxter has a ‘bulbous’ mouth surrounded by a beard with ‘the effect of a 

muzzle’ and exudes a ‘general simian air’ (S 87-88). One of his henchmen is a 

‘horse-faced man’ (S 89). They are deliberately debased and made grotesque. 

Bakhtin comments, ‘Of all the features of the human face, the nose and mouth play 

the most important part in the grotesque image of the body; the head, ears, and nose 

also acquire a grotesque character when they adopt the animal form or that of 

inanimate objects’ (316). By attributing animal features to the other bodies, Perowne 

separates himself from his antagonists and reduces them to lower ranks of being. The 

street conflict is later transported into the bourgeois domestic space, as Baxter breaks 

into Perowne’s house and threatens his family with a knife. The break-in symbolises 

a direct confrontation between two classes in the form of two opposing body images, 

and ends in the triumph of the classical over the grotesque, as Baxter is thrown over 

the stairs and expelled. The hierarchical order of society is in this way restored. 

What is transported into the domestic household is not only an inter-personal 

conflict from the public urban space. Baxter’s intrusion also enacts the terrorist threat 

to the collective body of London. As Elaine Hadley puts it, ‘Baxter’s attack is 

terrorism finally, almost relievedly, brought home’ (96). Indeed, it is terrorism 

brought right to the heart of London and into the home of a family that is emblematic 

of Western civilisation. By acting out the urban-scale violence on a personal level, 

the novel enables the paranoid individual citizen to comprehend the threat and to find 

a satisfying solution. In the end, the protagonist’s anxiety over urban and global 

terrorism is momentarily dispelled. The effect is cathartic, as the novel offers some 

comfort to its readers who are likely to identify with Perowne.  

However, within this management of crisis can be discerned a disturbing 

feature of the post-millennial urban world, which can be contrasted with an earlier 

era. In addition to recognising the high-low hierarchy represented by the classical 

and the grotesque body images, Stallybrass and White identify four interrelated 

symbolic domains: ‘psychic forms, the human body, geographical space and the 

social order’ (3). In nineteenth century city literature, ‘the axis of the body is 

transcoded through the axis of the city’, so that the bodily low functions are 

displaced onto the city’s ‘low’ areas such as sewers and slums, which are 

geographically segregated from the affluent (Stallybrass and White 145). The 

transcoding from the body to the city ensures the cultural construction of the intact, 
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clean and even disembodied bourgeois individual, which is maintained by an 

oppressive social order.  

During the twentieth century, the Victorian urban slums have been cleaned up 

and since the late twentieth century London has been noticeably gentrified. As a 

result, the distinction between different areas in urban topography is blurred. This 

change is represented in Saturday and perceived by Perowne as a progress: 

‘Cleveland Street used to be known for garment sweatshops and prostitutes. Now it 

has Greek, Turkish and Italian restaurants’ (S 76). Social underclass is removed from 

the streets, and the cityscape in general is re-shaped according to the taste 

(metaphorically and literally) of the middle-class. Nevertheless, gentrifying the urban 

areas that once accommodated the lower class does not necessarily resolve the social 

injustice that produces the lower class. As discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis, 

the social underworld becomes invisible yet ever-more present in contemporary 

London. Neither does the cleaning-up and gentrifying of the city enable the middle-

class to transcend their material existence and do away with the lower bodily 

functions. If anything, it turns the bourgeois individual’s gaze inwards and compels 

him to face the conflicts innate to the hierarchical organisation of society. 

Baxter’s intrusion into Perowne’s house indicates that the direction of 

displacement has now been inverted. The primary site of conflict, as McEwan’s 

novel shows, is shifted from the public space of the city to the private space of the 

citizen. The successful expulsion of Baxter temporarily re-establishes the hierarchy 

drawn from the body image, but it cannot alter the tendency of the personal space 

becoming increasingly infiltrated by the public domain. At the same time, the novel 

shows the protagonist attempt to reconcile with the other. At the scene of the street 

violence, Perowne applies biological determinism to Baxter and diagnoses Baxter’s 

brain disorder. Unlike the grotesque body as a cultural construct in Bakhtin’s theory, 

grotesqueness in Saturday is related with scientific facts and revealed to be a result 

of faulty genes: ‘the brilliant machinery of being is undone by the tiniest of faulty 

cogs’ (S 91). The same logic is applied to Perowne’s grown-up children, who are 

lucky enough to have good genes and turn out to be talented artists. ‘It’s a 

commonplace of parenting and modern genetics that parents have little or no 

influence on the characters of their children. […] what really determines the sort of 

person who’s coming to live with you is which sperm finds which egg’ (S 25). This 

observation rationalises and objectifies the differences among individuals. It seems to 
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strengthen the distinction of the Perownes from Baxter not only socially and 

culturally, but also genetically and scientifically. At the same time, however, it 

implies that all human beings are no more than an arbitrary combination of genetic 

codes and are therefore deprived of autonomy and individuality. According to 

Perowne’s biological determinism, what ultimately makes the Perownes different 

from Baxter is not a matter of individual effort or continuity with traditional values, 

but genetic inheritance – in which chance plays no small part. The encounter with 

Baxter forces Perowne to contemplate the underlying arbitrariness of his own life, 

which aggravates his sense of uncertainty and anxiety. 

As for the consequence of correlating public conflicts with inter-personal 

violence and with intra-individual uncertainty, the novel remains ambiguous. 

Perowne seems to show empathy for his social other by operating on Baxter’s injured 

brain and saving his life. Also, Perowne decides to drop the lawsuit against Baxter’s 

trespass. According to Jean-Michel Ganteau’s interpretation, the exposure of the 

protagonist to urban risks shows ‘the necessary renunciation of one’s sovereignty and 

autonomy’ and the necessity of ‘an ethical opening to the other’ (446-447). The 

‘opening’ originates from the shared material, biological, and arbitrarily determined 

existence between Perowne and Baxter. The initial conflict between the two brings 

the shared vulnerability of all human existence into focus, which gives rise to the 

possibility of caring for others and thereby transcending individual limitations. In 

this respect, Perowne seems to mature ethically and overcome his egocentric narrow-

mindedness. 

Nevertheless, this interpretation is incomplete. In Saturday, the ‘ethical 

opening’ is soon substituted by an exclusionist view. Just as the grotesque other is 

expelled and the hierarchical order is restored, the novel shows Perowne revert to his 

previous status. Reflecting on his eventful Saturday, Perowne ‘feels his body, the 

size of a continent, stretching away from him down the bed – he’s a king, he’s vast, 

accommodating, immune, he’ll say yes to any plan that has kindness and warmth at 

its heart’ (S 269). In this fantasy, Perowne not only regains his sovereignty and 

autonomy, but also becomes an embodiment of the body politic, not unlike the 

monarch in Hobbes’s illustration. Colombino argues that Perowne’s body ‘appears 

feminised – homey and resilient […] all-encompassing’ and that it signifies the 

‘return to the concept of a universal human nature’ (‘Spaces of Catastrophe’ 798). 
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However, it is less of a return to universal humanism than of a retrieval of a 

problematic discourse of social pathology.  

Perowne imagines his body to be ‘immune’, thereby regaining his momentary 

statue-like status of being impenetrable to the cold air at the beginning of the novel. 

It calls to mind the conventional association of social problems with pathological 

conditions. In his study on early modern English body politic, Jonathan Harris 

demonstrates that medical knowledge about the biological body’s ‘vulnerability to 

illicit invasion by venomous pathogens’ has been utilised in social discourse; terms 

such as ‘contagion’ and ‘contamination’ have been used to blame foreigners for 

social ‘ills’ (26). A healthy society, then, would be a body politic with a sound 

immune system. Although modern medicine and natural science have re-conceived 

the body ‘less as the template of cosmic or political order, than as a self-contained 

machine’, the social pathological metaphors are still very much active in late 

twentieth century (Harris 141).  

In Saturday, given Perowne’s profession in advanced medicine, it is ironic 

that he should resort to early pathology knowledge to describe his imaginary body 

politic. The term ‘immune’ implies a fear of potential biological infection and social 

contact with outsiders. In Saturday, as the penetration of the cold air has been 

juxtaposed with urban terrorism, street violence and domestic invasion, being 

immune at the end of the day affirms the invulnerability of the bourgeois individual, 

the robustness of the body politic, and the capacity of London to reject intrusion from 

the underclass, foreigners and all kinds of disorderly forces. It also suggests 

immutability, that is, the insistence on self-sameness and the refusal to engage with 

others.67 Indeed, this body metaphor is seemingly accommodating and universal, but 

inherently exclusionary and oppressive. It denotes an insulated and unfeeling body. 

Adopting this image as an incarnation of ‘universal’ humanism, Saturday offers an 

image of London re-stabilised around the classical body (represented by the healthy, 

white, and middle-class male character) and emptied of bodily materiality and 

                                                           
67 From a postcolonial perspective, Lucienne Loh expresses a similar opinion. Contextualising the 

confrontation between Perowne and Baxter in terms of transnational terror, she argues that the ending 

of Saturday ‘reinstates the power structures of global class hierarchies and suggests that western 

civilization will prevail in any enduring confrontation with Islam’ (134). The reinstated hierarchical 

order is manifested in the restoration of the classical body image at the centre of the novel’s 

representation of London.  
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interconnectedness. The momentary openness to one another and awareness of one’s 

own corporeal limits are in the end closed again. 
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High-Rise: ‘a gigantic vertical zoo’ 

In Saturday, the materiality of human existence erupts at the occasions of 

street violence and home invasion. It temporarily disturbs the bourgeois individual’s 

classical body image and destabilises the hierarchical social order which is 

superimposed onto the topography of London. After the eruptions, the material body 

recedes into the background and becomes suppressed once again. The means of 

suppression is implied in Perowne’s perception of his house on the square. He 

praises its combination of classical form and modern utility: ‘an eighteenth-century 

dream bathed and embraced by modernity, by street light from above, and from 

below by fibre-optic cables, and cool fresh water coursing down pipes, and sewage 

borne away in an instant of forgetting’ (S 5). Cognate with his neurological 

interpretation of human beings, in which biological bodies are noticed but 

objectified, Perowne’s view of the house reflects his recognition of bodily needs as 

well as his intention of suppressing the presence of the physical body. Indeed, the 

physical and functional structures of the house, such as light, water, and its sanitary 

system, efficiently satisfy the biological needs for warmth, hydration and hygiene. 

With the ‘sewage borne away in an instant of forgetting’, the corporeal body that 

produces the excrement seems also to be forgotten and ‘borne away’. However, 

while modern housing facilitates Perowne’s dealing with the physical body and 

enables him to be imaginarily disembodied, this is done through an increasing 

reliance on and material continuity with the house. During this process, the house 

gains an anthropomorphic character, as if in taking care of biological matters of 

human beings, it had become a biologically autonomous living being in its own right 

and taken over human existence.  

The implied anxiety resulting from the interconnection of the body and the 

house is thematised in J. G. Ballard’s novel High-Rise. The contradiction between 

the classical and the grotesque is played out between the modernist apartment block 

and its middle-class residents. This section first analyses Ballard’s representation of 

the high-rise in light of Le Corbusier’s architectural principle, then considers the 

degeneration of the inhabitants as an abject revolt, and lastly examines Ballard’s 

style along with McEwan’s.  

In High-Rise, the apartment block appears to exemplify the designing 

principles of Le Corbusier, who has a wide influence on British housing development 
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and Brutalism.68 One of his innovative ideas is the ‘Modular Man’, which is intended 

to re-centre architecture on human beings – not unlike the Vitruvian man – and to 

‘humanize the metric system, by combining it with classical geometry and modern 

anthropometrics’ (Tavernor 71). 69 In modern times, the human-centred measuring 

system has been widely displaced by the metric system, which was initially based on 

the physical dimension of the earth and later on the speed of light. In any case, 

measure is detached from lived human experience and rendered incorporeal. 

Symbolically, it signifies the way in which, since the onset of early modernity, 

human beings have been steadily displaced from the centre of the world – an 

argument often made in the work of post-structuralist and postmodernist thinkers.70 

The purpose of the Modular Man is to restore man’s place at the centre of the built 

environment. However, since the idea of deriving harmonious proportions from the 

idealised human body is inherently oppressive in terms of social relations, by 

resorting to Classical and Roman architecture, Le Corbusier continues and intensifies 

the oppressiveness implied in the classical body image. He also over-values 

rationality and subjugates the classical form to a prevailing order of functionalism, 

the detrimental effects of which are reflected in Ballard’s novel.  

Drawing inspiration from Le Corbusier’s dictum – ‘the house is a machine 

for living in’ – Ballard’s novel describes the high-rise as ‘a huge machine designed 

to serve’ (HR 6). Like Perowne’s house, the high-rise is designed to meet bodily 

needs and serve human beings. It initially appears to be an ‘auxiliary organ’ that 

makes human beings ‘a kind of prosthetic God’ (Freud, ‘Civilization and Its 

Discontents’ 91-92). Seen from an anthropocentric viewpoint, the building is an 

extension of the human body. It is referred to as a ‘hanging paradise’ and a ‘new 

Jerusalem’ (HR 13, 96). Metaphorically, it seems to enable the residents to ‘colonize 

                                                           
68 The name ‘Brutalism’ comes from French béton brut (‘raw concrete’). Le Corbusier prefers this 

material in his architectural design. For discussion on Brutalism and High-Rise, see J. Murray.  
69 For a detailed discussion of measure, see Tavernor’s essay, especially pp. 67-69. 
70 For example, Foucault puts forward a memorable description of the dethroning of the humanist 

subject: ‘as the ground of Classical thought [crumbled] at the end of the eighteenth century, […] man 

would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea’ (The Order of Things 387). Roland 

Barthes proclaims the ‘death of the author’ and deconstructs the unitary subjectivity of autonomous 

writers. From the perspective of psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan shows the human subject to be 

secondary to and constituted by language. Jacques Derrida further deconstructs language and 

demonstrates that signifiers cannot refer to any signified but to endless other signifiers. However, 

Terry Eagleton emphasises that what is deconstructed and de-centred here is ‘the unified subject of 

bourgeois humanism’ (‘Capitalism, Modernism and Postmodernism’ 71), which makes possible the 

emergence of other forms of humanism and humanist subjects. For discussion on subjectivity and 

postmodernism, see Malpas, pp. 56-79. 
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the sky’ (HR 20). Optimism about the high-rise is reflected in the residents’ hope for 

a bright new future. Robert Laing, one of the three main characters, sees his life in 

the ‘vertical city’ of the high-rise as a travel in space and time – ‘forward fifty years 

in time, away from crowded streets, traffic hold-ups, rush-hour journeys on the 

Underground’ (HR 4). The sense of travelling is emphasised at another point when 

the building is likened to a ‘ship of lights’ (HR 195), referring to its location in the 

Docklands by the Thames and suggesting departure from de-industrialised derelict 

London – ‘the run-down areas around [the high-rise]’ (HR 85). Through these brief 

glimpses at the outside world, the novel represents London as a hopeless and 

irrelevant empty space, and indicates that self-contained, privatised and 

homogeneous living might be the future.  

In his essay on architecture and capitalism, ‘Building in Empty Spaces’ 

(1959), Ernst Bloch remarks that modern houses often ‘look as if they were ready to 

travel’ and associates this with the utopianism of architecture (186). This is motif can 

be discerned in Le Corbusier as well, who claims that ‘it is essential to create the 

right state of mind for living in mass-production houses’ and that only then can an 

ideal living be achieved, which is ‘the coalition, one between architects and men of 

taste’ (245-246). Similar to, but more radical than the social connotations of the 

idealised human body in the classical principles of proportion, Le Corbusier aims to 

use his architecture to ‘create’ the right kind of human beings – the ‘men of taste’. In 

other words, the architect hopes to transform society into a utopia through his design 

of the built environment. Ballard’s fictional architect Anthony Royal, likewise, 

considers his building ‘a monument to good taste’ (HR 112). Royal sees himself as 

the ‘midwife’ who ushers in ‘a new life, and a pattern of social organization’ (HR 

96).71 However, instead of leaping into a bright future and transcending their mortal 

bodies to become ‘sky-colonizing’ gods, the residents are dehumanised and turned 

into ‘an advanced species of machines’ (HR 43). Royal, meanwhile, witnesses the 

change with a morbid sense of curiosity, until he is killed by Richard Wilder, another 

main character in the novel. By modelling Royal as a Corbusian architect and 

                                                           
71 Royal lives in the pent-house of the high-rise, a gesture that recalls the Brutalist architect Ernő 

Goldfinger who lived in Balfron Towner designed by himself for two months. Also, since the fin-de-

millennium, the high-rise has re-emerged as a fashionable way of living for young urban professionals, 

and as a profitable financial investment for the super-rich. In London, not only are new residential 

high-rises springing up rapidly, former council tower blocks are also being sold for conversion. 

Balfron Tower has been gentrified and put on sale on the open market. Since 2015, its original social 

housing tenants have been completely ‘decanted’. See Mortimer; Frankel. 
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showing the building degenerate into a state as ‘run down’ as the discarded cityscape 

(HR 225), Ballard’s novel criticises the modernist architect’s vain attempt of 

abandoning the city, which resonates with Ernst Bloch’s critique: ‘Architecture 

cannot at all flourish in the late capitalist hollow space […]. Only the beginnings of a 

different society will make true architecture possible again’ (189-190).72 

The failure of architectural utopianism shown in Ballard’s novel reveals what 

Hal Foster considers as the ‘double logic of the prosthesis’: ‘its utopias of the body 

extended, even subsumed in new technologies, as well as its dystopias of the body 

reduced, even dismembered by them’ (Prosthetic Gods 109). What prevails at last in 

the fictional high-rise is the dystopian reality of bodily oppression and 

dismemberment. The building becomes organic and alive – ‘some kind of huge 

animate presence, brooding over [the residents] and keeping a magisterial eye on the 

events taking place’ (HR 49-50). It also gains a kind of human psyche. Dan O’Hara 

analyses the names and characteristics of the protagonists in the novel and 

convincingly argues that Royal, Laing, and Wilder ‘respectively play the roles of the 

Freudian superego, ego and id of the high-rise itself’ (106). It is noticeable that the 

psychic structure is neatly mapped onto the architectural space as well, with the three 

characters living on the top, middle, and bottom floors, which correspond to the 

three-tier class structure. In this way, the building’s vertical dimension reflects the 

spatially structured human psyche and the vertical space of the human body, which 

then corresponds to the hierarchical order of the body politic.  

The power structure encoded in the building is made manifest in the 

interactions among human characters. Wilder feels ‘the immense weight of concrete 

stacked above him, and the sense that his body was the focus of the lines of force 

running through the building, almost as if Anthony Royal had deliberately designed 

his body to be held within their grip’ (HR 62). Wilder, who is passionate and 

unrestrained, represents the animal body that has been subjugated and inscribed by 

disciplinary power. The effect is visceral and painful, as his body seems to be 

pressed by ‘immense weight’ and opened up by hostile forces. Yet, it would be 

mistaken to consider Royal as the culprit for his suffering. Although Royal plays the 

                                                           
72 Sebastian Groes also holds the opinion that High-Rise not only criticises modernist architecture, but 

also presents ‘a fictional protest against the ways in which power is organised through architectural 

and geographical spatiality’ (‘Texture of Modernity’ 138). My focus is on the corporeal dimension of 

Ballard’s novel.  
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role of the superego and the ‘magisterial eye’ of the high-rise, he does not hold any 

power in himself. He simply expresses the Foucauldian impersonal gaze and exists as 

no more than an effect of the power structure which is more solidly embodied by the 

building.  

In his analysis of modern anxiety expressed in literary images of ‘the alien, 

animate building’, China Miéville also identifies a reversal of human beings and 

buildings: ‘[The houses] are not there to house us: we are there to feed them’ 

(‘Conspiracy of Architecture’ 26). Furthermore, he argues, the source of architectural 

alienation is not architecture itself, but social relations dominated by capitalism and 

commodity fetishism. This is certainly persuasive. Nevertheless, as Ballard’s 

novelistic critique of modernist building demonstrates, the form of the architecture 

plays a crucial role in the alienating process. The vertical structure of the high-rise 

bodies forth the hierarchical social order implied in classical architecture and body 

image. Hence, the high-rise in Ballard’s novel, in its capacity as a concrete 

expression of the oppressive power structure of capitalist society and an incarnation 

of classicism (updated by modernism), antagonises all the ‘real’ material bodies.73  

As the story unfolds, the high-rise begins its plunge into anarchy with a 

power failure. Unlike Andrzej Gasiorek who identifies ‘a precise homology between 

the high-rise and its residents so that its failure to function properly results in a 

corresponding breakdown in the behaviour of its inhabitants, who are caught up in 

sympathetic mimicry’ (J. G. Ballard 125), I would argue that the degenerative 

behaviour of the inhabitants is a destructive form of rebellion against the oppressive 

functionalism of the high-rise, rather than a ‘sympathetic mimicry’. While the 

building’s modern technology and spatial form are transforming human beings into 

disembodied and functional parts, the corporeal bodies revolt against the alienating 

logic and turn the geometrically beautiful world into a chaotic space. The 

hierarchical social order collapses and gives place to tribalism, and then to 

‘barbarism’, so that the building becomes ‘a gigantic vertical zoo’ (HR 191). 

Meanwhile, the residents abandon reason and language, becoming violent towards 

each other and obsessed with ‘security, food and sex’ (HR 193). Paradoxically, in 

                                                           
73 In his article ‘A Handful of Dust’, Ballard writes that modernist living spaces ‘are above all clean 

and aseptic, as if human beings were some kind of disease.’ Although he did not specify the social 

elements in the hostility of modernist architecture against human beings, the thought is elaborated 

upon in High-Rise.  
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rebelling against the building via extreme physical stimulations, the residents end up 

bringing the alien logic of the building into material reality. Towards the end of the 

novel, the communal swimming pool on the 10th floor becomes a ‘bone-pit’:  

The water had long since drained away, but the sloping floor was 

covered with the skulls, bones and dismembered limbs of dozens 

of corpses. Tangled together where they had been flung, they lay 

about like the tenants of a crowded beach visited by a sudden 

holocaust. (HR 243)  

The swimming pool resembles the intestinal tract of a huge monster, where the 

devoured human beings are being broken down into fragments. The residents are in 

this sense feeding the animate monstrous building. Then, comparing the 

dismembered bodies with tourists on a crowded beach, the novel turns the gory 

image into a grotesque joke which is terrifying and comical.74 Yet, upon a closer 

look, both the building and the residents are abject.  

In her book Powers of Horror (1982), Julia Kristeva theorises the notion of 

abjection.75 It is constructed in opposition to the notion of a proper body (corps 

propre, which means ‘one’s own clean and proper body’) (Roudiez viii). Abjection is 

defined by Kristeva as ‘what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect 

borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite’ (4). In 

terms of the corporeal, it has to do with body fluids or secretions such as blood, urine 

and excrement. That is, bodily matters that cross the border between inside and 

outside and therefore are ambiguous and need censoring. Whereas such transgression 

is celebrated in Bakhtin’s analysis of the carnivalesque grotesque, it is shown to be 

taboo and horror in orderly bourgeois society. The abject body, according to Hal 

Foster’s interpretation, indicates ‘a category of (non)being […] as neither subject nor 

object, but before one is the former (before full separation from the mother) or after 

one is the latter (as a corpse given over to objecthood)’ (Return of the Real 149). In 

High-Rise, the latter kind of abject is demonstrated in the bone-pit image. After being 

killed, the corpses of the residents are torn up and consumed by others, and then 

thrown away like garbage. There is no clear distinction among the corpses, which are 

in random pieces and ‘tangled together’.  

                                                           
74 Commenting on the grotesque in architecture, Ruskin points out that one of its features is ‘that the 

mind, under certain phases of excitement, plays with terror’ (166). 
75 Kristeva’s book is considered a ‘synthesis of Bakhtin’s carnivalesque and Jacques Lacan’s theory of 

subjectivity’ (Russo 10).  
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Furthermore, the entire building becomes an enormous, abject body. As basic 

facilities and utilities in the building are thoroughly destroyed during the havoc, the 

high-rise is turned into a dark cave. It calls to mind the origin of the word 

‘grotesque’: ‘grottesche – of or pertaining to underground caves’ (Harpham 27).76 

When the term is applied to the human body, ‘the grotesque cave tends to look like 

the cavernous anatomical female body’ (Russo 1). The darkening high-rise echoes 

this association. Its feminisation is also made apparent in the story: the aptly named 

Wilder runs to his death at the hand of a group of cannibalistic women and acts out a 

‘regressive fantasy of a destructive return to the womb’ (Colombino, Spatial Politics 

55). In this space, individual subject is eliminated and made indistinguishable from 

each other. By bringing down to the abject, pre-social state the modernist building 

encoded with classical principles and the hierarchical order, the inhabitants seem to 

have successfully asserted the presence of their corporeality.  

However, this triumph is achieved at the cost of self-annihilation and self-

abjection. High-Rise criticises the dehumanising stress of advanced technology that 

alienates human beings and dismembers their bodies. It laments the brutal 

fragmentation of the individual self, and recognises the material body as the last 

defence against a complete loss of the self. Nonetheless, the body is only conceivable 

as somehow horrifying, so that the body’s resistance to dehumanising technology is 

equally, if not more, alienating and destructive. What is expressed in the novel’s bias 

against the feminine are the paradoxical feelings of horror and desire invested in the 

natural body, so that the material presence of the body is acknowledged but also 

denounced by Ballard. Indeed, it would be a mistake to assume that Ballard 

‘romanticizes nature as set against civilization or technology’ (Taylor 103). Unlike 

the Romantic poets, who see the valorisation of nature as a critique of industrial 

society, and find in it a principle of ‘regeneration’ and ‘an alternative source of belief 

in the goodness of life and of humanity’ (Williams, Keywords 223), Ballard’s 

representation of nature seems to look further back. It is the Hobbesian state of 

nature as a war ‘of every man, against every man’ (Hobbes 88). If technology is 

                                                           
76 Geoffrey Harpham traces the term to the early Renaissance (23-27). When the Domus Aurea – built 

in ancient Rome and buried underground – was accidentally uncovered, Italian painters descended 

into the buried palace and studied its fresco. The fresco paintings found in the Domus Aurea were 

initially referred to as ‘grottesche’, which as Harpham points out, coincides with the Latin grotto, 

meaning crypt, vault, or to hide. Therefore, the grotesque has the connotations of ‘the underground, of 

burial, of secrecy’ (27).  
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understood as the way forward and nature as the past, then High-Rise offers a savage 

critique of both directions simultaneously. 

The natural body seems to be deployed in opposite ways in Saturday and 

High-Rise. Saturday ends with a suppression of the temporary eruption of grotesque 

materiality. It apparently favours the classical body and the ideal city centred and 

organised according to the classical body image. High-Rise, on the contrary, exposes 

the oppressiveness in classical principle and its modern derivatives, and counters it 

with an imaginary revolt of the irreducibly abject body.77 It shows London 

condemned to spreading darkness and complete catastrophe.78 However, despite this 

contrast, both novels conceive of the body as unwelcome and undesirable. Neither of 

them acknowledges the positive potential of the Bakhtinian carnivalesque grotesque. 

Both novels’ dislike for the material body originates in their high discourses. In their 

explication of perspective and hierarchy, Stallybrass and White point out:  

When we talk of high discourses – literature, philosophy, statecraft, 

the languages of the Church and the University – and contrast them 

to the low discourses of a peasantry, the urban poor, subcultures, 

marginals, the lumpenproletariat, colonized peoples, we already 

have two ‘highs’ and two ‘lows’. History seen from above and 

history seen from below are irreducibly different and they 

consequently impose radically different perspectives on the 

question of hierarchy. (4) 

Since high discourses are often associated with and monopolised by those who are 

socio-economically powerful and dominant, what is defined as ‘high’ and ‘low’ in 

high discourses exerts a much wider influence on society. Meanwhile, low discourses 

are much less represented; subordinated groups rarely get the chance to express their 

view of the hierarchy.79 Regarding the question of the body, both Ballard and 

McEwan assume the view from above. That is, the body is presented as it is 

conceived in high discourse, and especially in terms of social constructionism and 

individualism. Disruptions caused by the material body are well contained in the 

‘body’ of the literary work and tightly controlled by the authors.     

                                                           
77 In his analysis of contemporary art, Foster points out that ‘abject art insists on an untranscendable 

body’ as a reaction against the threat of disembodiment implied in the cyber culture of the 1990s 

(Return of the Real 290). 
78 On the last page of the novel, a power failure breaks out in the second high-rise. ‘Laing watched 

them contentedly, ready to welcome them into their new world’ (HR 248). 
79 In postmodernity, cultural hierarchy has been significantly unsettled. As Jameson points out, there 

is ‘an effacement of the older distinction between high and so-called mass culture’ (Postmodernism 

63). Nevertheless, since social and economic hierarchy is still undiminished, the dominant groups 

could always modify and change the form of discourses to best suit their interests.  
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To some extent, Ballard treats the characters in High-Rise in a manner similar 

to the imaginary modernist building that intends to turn humans into docile and 

mechanical parts. His fictional characters are what E. M. Forster would categorise as 

‘flat characters’, as they are ‘constructed round a single idea or quality’ (93). The 

neat correspondence of Royal-Laing-Wilder with superego-ego-id testifies to their 

flatness and monotonous quality. Such characterisation reflects the author’s anti-

realist approach; Ballard abandons the idea of ‘enclosed and unitary subjectivity’ and 

opens up the human figure to the control of ‘landscape and machine’ (Punter 9). 

However, in doing so, the author manipulates the characters to express his criticism 

against modern technology and modernist architecture, or, as Roland Barthes would 

have it, ‘the “message” of the Author-God’ (‘Death of the Author’ 876).80 Ballard 

asserts his presence in High-Rise and offers a finished, closed, and complete literary 

work with a clear meaning.81  

Within the enclosed space of the literary work, the material bodies appear as 

abject freaks. Susan Stewart points out that while at the carnival everyone present is 

involved and equally grotesque, the freak means something else: ‘His or her 

anomalous status is articulated by the process of spectacle as it distances the viewer, 

and thereby “normalizes” the viewer as much as it marks the freak as an aberration’ 

(109). This viewing distance is cast by the author onto the characters, conveyed 

through the language of the novel, and wedged between the reader and the 

characters. Feeling reassured that she is different from the aberrant, freakish 

characters in the novel, the reader is encouraged by the fiction to accept the actual 

world outside as acceptable and her own embodiment as unproblematic, rather than 

reflect critically upon them. Consequently, the problem of the body is closed off both 

within the literary work and outside it. 

Saturday’s treatment of the body is also from the domain of high discourses. 

Its classical style is perceptible in the language of the work, which is polished and 

                                                           
80 The message is explicitly stated by Ballard in the introduction to his novel Crash (1973): ‘a warning 

against that brutal, erotic and overlit realm that beckons more and more persuasively to us from the 

margins of the technological landscape’ (6). 
81 Barthes considers ‘work’ as classical and closed, and ‘text’ as plural and open. In ‘The Death of the 

Author’ (1967), he argues: ‘To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with 

a final signified, to close the writing’ (877). Once the author is removed, the work would be opened 

up for the reader’s interpretation. As Barthes concludes, ‘the birth of the reader must be at the cost of 

the death of the Author’ (877). I do not intend to assign an Author to High-Rise or Saturday. My focus 

is on the connection between fictional representations of the body and the open or closed body of the 

novel.  
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well-controlled.82 Also, in an interview, McEwan declares, ‘I want narrative 

authority […] I want the authorial presence taking full responsibility for everything’ 

(‘Journeys without Maps’ 154).83 Under the full control of the omniscient author, the 

body is objectified for observation and interpretation, while the disorderly grotesque 

corporeality is excluded from the centre of the narrative. Thus, like High-Rise, in 

representing the body from the perspective of high discourses, Saturday denies the 

living fleshly body that exists beyond intellectualisation. What is offered in the novel 

is the self-contained, classical and abstract image, lacking materiality or genuine 

vitality.  

 

 

  

                                                           
82 In an interview, Zadie Smith describes McEwan’s novels as ‘beautifully written, well-crafted, and 

not an embarrassment, either for you or for him’ (‘Zadie Smith Talks with Ian McEwan’).  
83 McEwan’s authorial presence in his works has been noted by critics. For example, James Wood 

considers McEwan as ‘a cunningly knowing authorial manipulator’ (‘James Wood Writes about the 

Manipulations of Ian McEwan’).  
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Clear: A Transparent Novel: Below the Above 

Whereas Ian McEwan and J. G. Ballard approach the grotesque aspects of 

urban life from the perspective of high, dominant discourses, Nicola Barker’s novel 

Clear: A Transparent Novel originates in the low discourse of Bakhtinian carnivals 

and folk humour. The novel is narrated in the first-person by Adair MacKenny, who 

works in City Hall, next to Tower Bridge. MacKenny frequents the Blaine show, 

entitled ‘Above the Below’. The name of the show denotes a clear vertical spatiality, 

which echoes the hierarchy of the classical and the grotesque. MacKenny’s viewing 

position, from the ‘below’ and the lowly grotesque, is reflected throughout the novel. 

Various interpretations of Blaine’s performance are explored in the text, but an 

exuberant image of London, steeped in the carnivalesque spirit predominates, so that 

a comparison of the grotesque with the classical stands at the centre of the narrative. 

In Clear, the fasting magician in a transparent box appears to body forth the 

classical body image. He is addressed by the narrator as ‘the High and Hungry One’ 

and described as: ‘swinging high above us – not a care in this world – that crazy 

Yank magician, smiling down benignly like this chaos has everything and yet 

nothing to do with him’ (CATN 59, 27).84 MacKenny identifies himself with the 

gathered crowd (‘us’) and provides a viewpoint from below, ‘gazing up’ at the body 

above in a similar way the common people look at the elevated classical statue 

(Stallybrass and White 21). The magician is not only spatially placed high above, but 

also spiritually elevated, as if he were transcending his mortal body. As the ‘Hungry 

One’, he abstains from food and keeps his body self-enclosed. With no material 

exchange, except a minimum intake of water, the body remains clean and proper. He 

is physically detached from the material realm and socially extracted from the world. 

His body becomes an immaterial yet highly visible image. The box he stays in is lit 

and filmed all the time, so that he is constantly watched by the crowds or television 

audience. This intense level of visibility is meant to testify to the authenticity of his 

stunt: ‘He can’t lie, […] he’s transparent’ (CATN 63). Turning himself into a clear, 

elevated and finished image, Blaine perfectly stands for the idealised and sublimated 

classical body.  

Directly opposed to Blaine’s classical image is the grotesque collective body 

of the crowds on the South Bank. The carnivalesque and festive is everywhere: ‘it’s 

                                                           
84 All italics in quotations from Clear are in the original text.   
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like a bloody 24-hour party down here. And everyone’s invited – the famous, the 

infamous, the rich, the poor, the pretty, the ugly, the lovers, the haters. […] 

everybody’s equal’ (CATN 53). A kind of utopianism is shown in the narrator’s 

description. People from diverse social backgrounds are mixed up and commingled: 

‘everybody’s equal.’ Carnival is precisely characterised by such a ‘suspension of all 

hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions’ (Bakhtin 10). Moreover, the 

novel presents an inversion of hierarchical order. The narrator sorts the 

heterogeneous crowd into groups, among which are the Insiders and the Outsiders; 

the two groups form concentric circles with Blaine’s box at the centre. The Insiders, 

made of crazy fanatics, stand closer to the box, whereas the Outsiders keep their 

distance and appear to be indifferent. This spatial layout reverses the usual 

distinction between the ‘normal’ mainstream and the ‘abnormal’ marginal. It turns 

the world inside out, so to speak. The narrator observes: 

In the world, in general, the Insiders might be considered to be the 

erratic ones […] but when you’re here (when you’re breathing it) 

it’s the Outsiders who come off seeming just that little bit 

buttoned-up (repressed, tight-arsed, scared). […] They’re the 

ghosts at the feast. (CATN 61-62) 

The description of the Outsiders (‘buttoned up’, ‘tight-arsed’) calls to mind the 

closed-off, monumental, self-important classical body, although the tone here is 

mocking rather than approving. Also, those who are central in the wider world are 

reduced to spectres (‘ghosts at the feast’) in this topsy-turvy carnival world.  

Interestingly, in Saturday, a similar rhetoric is applied to the spectral 

existence of socially marginalised people: ‘the various broken figures that haunt the 

benches’, and the ‘enfeebled army haunting the public spaces of every town’ (S 272, 

my emphasis). The opposing views of MacKenny and Perowne represent the 

opposing stances of the two novels: one seeing from below, the other from above. 

What the middle-class, socio-culturally dominant Perowne sees as the normal 

central-marginal order is inverted in the eyes of MacKenny, who embodies low 

discourses and emerges as a vulgar and reckless figure. The contrast between the two 

views shows that the classical values which Perowne praises and identifies with, such 

as enclosure, proportions and properness, are imaginary and unsustainable in the 

lived reality of contemporary London. Indeed, the feeling of being haunted by the 

grotesque others indicates that the middle-class is not really at home in London, but 

always troubled by a sense of anxiety. What High-Rise conveys is an extreme form 
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of anxiety and a full-scale riot of the corporeal. By contrast to High-Rise and 

Saturday, Clear affirms the fleshly living body and imagines an urban space that 

would accommodate rather than suppress natural and material bodily processes. 

A ceaseless reciprocal exchange of images, matter and relations is 

represented in Barker’s novel. It is shown in the scatological crowds:  

The embankment is a toilet and Blaine is just the scented rim-block 

dangling in his disposable plastic container from the bowl at the 

top. It’s getting completely degenerate. People are shitting 

everywhere. Man, it’s Shit-o-fucking-rama down here. Huge 

steaming piles of the stuff, in every alcove, every crevice, every 

corner. (CATN 11)  

Whereas defecation, along with other material bodily processes such as copulation 

and eating are strictly regulated and regarded with horror in bourgeois social space, it 

is here happily acknowledged. Despite the ‘cleansing’ or ‘deodorising’ effect of 

Blaine as a ‘scented rim-block’, the South Bank, and even the city as a whole, is 

turned into a ‘Goo-ville’ and ‘Crap-town’ (CATN 11). Transgression extends from 

the human bodies to the material environment. What was once ‘entombed in its own 

history’ and forgotten by people is re-activated into a new life (CATN 53). Tower 

Bridge is brought out of its monumental and ‘historic’ stasis: ‘This bridge is starting 

to twitch in its supports, whistle in its masonry and creak in its hinges. Like 

Frankenstein’s Monster, it’s starting to thud and gag and shudder and breathe again’ 

(CATN 55). In an almost delirious vision, the inanimate bridge metamorphoses into a 

living, breathing and moving monster. The city as a finished, static space is turned 

into a living presence. This change affirms that the grotesque ‘body’ engendered by 

Blaine’s spectacle actively creates a new, energetic space and transforms its material 

environment. As Lefebvre argues, ‘the body with the energies at its disposal, the 

living body, creates or produces its own space’ (PS 170). The space created by the 

living body is a living space. The comparison of the animate bridge with 

Frankenstein’s Monster is to evoke wonder instead of horror. Unlike the alien 

building in High-Rise that casts an authoritarian gaze and moulds every human being 

into fungible mechanical parts, the bridge here is associated with a body that gathers 

heterogeneous pieces from various sources. This image suggests that living 

individual bodies co-exist with each other and interact with the collective body in a 

mutually invigorating relationship.  
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The image of London portrayed in Barker’s novel exemplifies Merleau-

Ponty’s notion of ‘flesh’, which is conceptualised ‘as an element, as the concrete 

realm of a general manner of being’ (VI 147). It connotes a primordial and pre-

reflective perceptual reciprocity and continuity between the body and the world. 

Applying this notion to the interactions with one’s environment, David Abram 

argues: ‘To the sensing body, no thing presents itself as utterly passive or inert. Only 

by affirming the animateness of perceived things do we allow our words to emerge 

directly from the depths of our ongoing reciprocity with the world’ (56, emphasis in 

original). The animate bridge in Barker’s novel is perceived through the sentient 

body of the narrator, whose senses are stimulated and heightened through his 

mingling with the crowds. Thus, what is revealed in the carnivalesque atmosphere is 

the bodily intertwining of the self with the other, and with the world, which together 

form the flesh of London and turn it into an animate, living city.  

The literary image of a living London made of fleshly bodies and animate 

buildings is inseparable from a reciprocal speech with which the novel renders it. 

Abram argues that language, originating from the individual’s active and ongoing 

sensuous interactions with the world, likewise gains a fleshly dimension and 

becomes reciprocal and open-ended (73-84).85 In Clear, the narrator is not only 

immersed in the low crowds, but also speaks from within it. He makes use of the 

show to seduce women in the crowd and adjusts his pick-up lines according to their 

attitudes to Blaine (CATN 23-26). Turning the venue into a sexual marketplace, 

MacKenny is comparable to a medieval hawker who cries out praises and abuses to 

attract customers. Bakhtin comments that the marketplace speech in the Middle Ages 

and Renaissance is often full of ‘abuses, curses, profanities, and improprieties […] 

they refuse to conform to conventions, to etiquette, civility, respectability’ (187). It is 

frank and unofficial. MacKenny is likewise portrayed as a non-authoritative and 

cheeky character, who is open to the reader’s doubt or rebuke. 86 He addresses the 

reader as ‘you’ and often assumes a shared identity in saying ‘we Brits’ (CATN 9). 

                                                           
85 Abram interprets Merleau-Ponty’s view of language and terms it ‘the flesh of language’ (73). They 

both disagree with Saussure’s distinction between language and speech, and affirm that a ‘living 

language is continually being made and remade’ and that ‘the organic, interconnected structure of any 

language is an extension or echo of the deeply interconnected matrix of sensorial reality itself’ 

(Abram 84). Nick Crossley likewise emphasises that for Merleau-Ponty, ‘language is always “social” 

in character’ (412). 
86 MacKenny’s language is decisively improper, which annoyed some critics, who considered it 

‘consistently irritating’ (Hickling, ‘Box of Tricks’). 
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This crafted living speech is intended to engage the reader in open dialogues. Unlike 

McEwan and Ballard, who assert strong authorial presence in their works and impose 

clear and definite meanings, Barker presents her text as a vastly ‘grotesque’ body.  

In his essay on Barker’s short stories and novels, Victor Sage has also noted 

her ‘grotesque hyperbolic style’ (95). Barker’s interest in grotesque realism seems to 

have been inspired by two novelists; she considers Angela Carter and Martin Amis as 

‘the mummy and daddy to [her] of writing’ (quoted in Rustin, ‘A Life in Writing’). 

Seemingly, these two writers oppose each other in their representations of female 

characters and in their attitudes towards material bodies. Carter emphasises the 

empowering and enabling aspects, whereas Amis satirises the degenerating and the 

obscene. However, both writers prefer hyperbole and playfulness, and defy propriety 

and proportionateness. James Wood maintains that in Angela Carter and Martin 

Amis, there exists a shared ‘interest in grotesque portraiture and loud names, and in 

character as caricature, a vivid dab of essence’ (‘V.S. Pritchett and English Comedy’ 

277).87 In Clear, Barker employs the grotesque style to represent the South Bank as a 

noisy, smelly and comical ‘character’ capable of engaging the human characters in 

an all-encompassing urban flesh. The form and the content correspond with and 

confirm one another; both are rooted in the perceptual reciprocity of urban reality.  

At the same time, the grotesque discursive style renders the novel’s meaning 

ambiguous. In his essay on Clear, Sebastian Groes compares the image of Blaine’s 

starving body with the gradually emaciated textual body, and persuasively argues 

that the novel turns away from postmodernist hyperactivity to modernism, seeking to 

‘re-establish the idea of the autonomous self’ and displaying ‘a demand for a return 

to art, beauty and the sublime which allow for a restoration of “the human”’ 

(‘Gender, Surveillance and Spectacle’ 167, 174). However, it is noticeable that 

Barker’s novel also exposes a grotesque aspect of the self-enclosed autonomous 

starving body. Despite the author’s explicit intent of defending Blaine, the text 

exposes Blaine’s insincerity. Regarding the transparency and high visibility of the 

Perspex box of the magician, the narrator thinks: ‘The light brings truth and it brings 

                                                           
87 For more discussion on the grotesque in Carter and Amis, see Duggan, pp. 53-116. For exploration 

of Amis’s grotesque rendering of contemporary London, see Crews; Begley. For examination of 

Carter’s representation of the grotesque body and urban space, see Vallorani. In addition, perhaps not 

purely out of coincidence, in his review of one of McEwan’s novels, Terry Eagleton specifically 

differentiates McEwan from Amis or Carter: ‘McEwan’s fiction is a long way from Jane Austen’s; yet 

he writes with something of her judicious, well-crafted lucidity, in a prose style more sober, shapely, 

and temperate than that of say, Martin Amis or Angela Carter’ (‘A Beautiful and Elusive Tale’ 2177). 
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validation […] The light also brings moths. And mosquitoes. And all manner of other 

pests’ (CATN 145). The sarcastic comment degrades the magician’s high and lofty 

pursuit into the source of vulgar and grotesque acts of the carnivalesque crowds. At 

another point, Blaine is commented thus: ‘he’s a blank canvas. He’s transparent. 

He’s clear. So when people look up at him they don’t hate what he is. They project 

everything they’re feeling on to him’ (CATN 311). Visual transparency fails to 

guarantee the communication of real truth. In fact, what is put to the test is less the 

endurance of an individual body than the validity of vision as the primary mode of 

perceiving the world and gaining knowledge. The starving body remains visually 

‘clear’ and ‘transparent’, but materially absent and opaque.  

Also, people’s projections and reactions to Blaine echo the image of the pests 

drawn to the over-lit box. Instead of seeing through the transparent box to a truth 

behind, the spectators’ gaze is turned back and they themselves become the 

spectacle. In this sense, they are not the consumers of the hunger show, but are 

always already consuming themselves. There is no definite truth to be reached – 

everyone generates their own version. The multiplication of conflicting and 

incoherent images projected onto Blaine becomes truly monstrous and contorted. At 

the same time, the magician exploits illusory transparency and mocks the crowds by 

offering them a simulacrum as a feast to the eyes.88 Thus, the novel seems to 

overflow its limits and transgress against the author’s intended meaning. It bodies 

forth what Bakhtin terms as ‘the dual tone of popular speech’, which is always in 

‘constant combination of falsehood and truth’ (433).  

An analogy between reading the text in the actual world and watching the 

Blaine box in the fictional world can be discerned. By way of the narrator’s 

commentary on Blaine, the novel is self-conscious about the illusory nature of textual 

transparency. The novel, like the show, is neither ‘clear’ nor ‘transparent’. Like the 

reflective surface of the box, the text reflects the reader’s longing for significance in 

a world that refuses to provide any. In this way, the novel thematises and casts doubt 

onto its own ‘attempt to find a new form of literary realism that aims to satisfy the 

reality hunger’ in postmodernity (Groes, ‘Gender, Surveillance and Spectacle’ 159-

160). At the same time, a ‘real’ connection between the text and the reader is 

                                                           
88 The magician capitalises on people’s fierce reactions and gets money out of his stunt. The novel 

exaggerates the actual profit – ‘for the princely sum of five million dollars’ (CATN 144). The actual 

figure might be lower. See Shukor.  



121 

 

 

tentatively constructed. The novel engages the reader in a joyous recognition of the 

material body. Although the actual material body is absent in the box and in the 

book, which expresses the author’s reservations about returning to the material body 

and accessing the real, the spectators’ and the reader’s experiences of it are 

undoubtedly sensuous and material. Along with the fictional carnival, the reader 

laughs with the characters, and at herself for this desperate yet persistent search for 

truth and meaning. Nevertheless, the fleshly living body ultimately evades literary 

representation and disappears. The image of London re-vivified by the living body 

likewise becomes transient and short-living – nowhere to be found except in the 

fictional world and except when the novel is read.  

In these three novels, the opposing body images of the classical and the 

grotesque are adopted in very different ways in the service of different 

representations of the material reality of London. Saturday and High-Rise take the 

corporeal body itself as threatening and disruptive. A clear meaning is imposed onto 

corporeality through strict, and sometimes intrusive, authorial control over the work. 

Saturday presents grotesque materiality and vulnerability as temporary eruptions to 

be dispelled by the classical values embodied by the bourgeois individual. It also re-

affirms the oppressive hierarchical order inherent in the classical body form, and 

closes off the possibility of empathising with others and recognising the limits of the 

self. London in McEwan’s novel appears to be brilliant and brittle – infused with 

anxiety and uncertainty. High-Rise foregrounds the abject materiality of the body, so 

as to criticise the de-corporealising, dehumanising functionalism of modernist 

architecture. In Ballard’s novel, material bodies are thematised, but only as 

discursive constructs in a well-controlled and self-contained work.  

In contrast, adopting a grotesque discursive style which is hyperbolic, 

unrestrained and non-authoritative, Barker’s novel Clear manages to offer up a 

positive image of the grotesque bodies intimately intertwined with an animate 

material cityscape. Physical interactions with other bodies and with the body of 

London are revealed to be regenerative. In her novel, grotesque corporeality is 

cordially celebrated rather than abhorred or suppressed, although some reservations 

about literary fiction’s capacity to represent embodied and sensuous urban 

experience are retained in the text. Overall, the grotesque body, due to its strong 

evocation of an ever-more problematic yet elusive material reality, is vital for 

imagining life in contemporary London.  
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Chapter Four 

Sexing the City 

 

Men of various nations had an identical dream. They saw a woman 

running at night through an unknown city; she was seen from behind, 

with long hair, and she was naked. They dreamed of pursuing her. As 

they twisted and turned, each of them lost her.  

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (1972) 

 

 

The discussion of the grotesque renderings of London in the previous chapter is 

suggestive of various cultural constructions of female sexuality. The images of 

London – desirable and indulgent in Clear, horrible and destructive in High-Rise – 

are heavily mediated through the male characters’ perceptions of women. The 

narrator-protagonist in Barker’s novel is a recognisable masculine type, who exploits 

the carnivalesque urban scene for sexual pleasure and manages to consummate his 

relationship with a female ‘fan’ of the hunger show. The main characters in High-

Rise, on the other hand, are subjugated to cannibalistic, primal mother figures. The 

modernist, vertical and phallic tower block is degraded to an ‘abject’ feminine cave. 

The contrasting representations of London in these two novels are underpinned by 

Western culture’s contradictory attitudes towards the female body.  

To further an understanding of the interrelations of imagined London and 

female sexuality, this chapter explores the trope of the feminised city in four 

contemporary literary texts: Geoff Nicholson’s novel Bleeding London (1997), Will 

Self’s novella Bull: A Farce (1992), Iain Sinclair’s essay Lights Out for the Territory 

(1997) and short story ‘Horse Spittle (The Eros of Maps)’ in Downriver (1991). It 

looks at the explicit or implicit metaphorisation of London as a woman under the 

dominant heterosexual social norms, and then examines the representations of 

women and female ‘incarnations’ within the overarching framework of male 

authorship. Before embarking on a close reading of each text, this chapter firstly 

considers two influential pre-cursor texts that exemplify the ‘city as woman’ 

metaphor.  
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Invisible Cities and To a Passer-by: city as woman 

One of the imaginary cities presented in Calvino’s book is named Zobeide. Its 

founding myth tells of men waking up from the shared dream, coming together to 

build the city, and hoping to encounter the woman and to realise the dream. The city 

and the woman seem to be interchangeable, if not completely equivalent. The woman 

is ‘seen from behind’ and therefore faceless, which indicates a lack of subjectivity. 

This female figure does not seem to refer to any particular person, but rather 

embodies the archetypal erotic body fetishised by men. ‘Long hair,’ Anthony Synnott 

points out, ‘has for centuries been both a gender sign and a sex symbol’ (384). The 

nakedness and the feminine hair characterise the body as a seductive object, to be 

looked at and pursued by the male subjects. The disappearance of the woman into the 

city streets indicates a conflation of the body with the city. Through metonymic 

association, the desire for the woman becomes the desire for the city, which leads to 

the actual construction of the city. Zobeide, a feminine name like all the other city 

names in Calvino’s novel, seems to stand for both the woman and the place. In this 

tale, the woman and the city are presented as the object of desire for the actively 

pursuing and creating men. The city is sexualised as, and incarnated by the woman.  

The story of Zobeide reveals a paradigmatic mode of relating to cities. It 

echoes a recurrent myth of self-creation. In her essay on artistic identity, Lynda Nead 

recognises a fantasy of ‘male autogenesis’: the artist relates to his work (sexualised 

as a woman) as ‘father, lover, God’ (59). Similarly, in Calvino’s tale, the men dream 

up the woman in a city and build the city according to their dream. They actively 

exercise agency to create a real world out of their imagination, and simultaneously 

re-create themselves as the founding fathers who give ‘birth’ to the built city. They 

also claim the right to be the lovers, pursuing the female incarnation of the city as an 

object of desire. This autogenetic act – creating a city and re-creating oneself as the 

citizen – has been associated with ‘the height of manliness’ (Buck-Morss, 

‘Aesthetics and Anaesthetics’ 7n19). The story exhibits a representative conception 

of masculinity and gender relation in modern culture – ‘men act and women appear,’ 

in the words of John Berger (47).  

However, as Calvino’s story unfolds, the capacity of male activity and 

creativity is undermined. Men act – dreaming and building – but the woman never 

appears. The image of the woman is interpreted by Wirth-Nesher as ‘an inaccessible 
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object of desire’, which is characteristic of modern cities (205). In addition to 

inaccessibility, there is also fear. The ending of Calvino’s story suggests a sense of 

ineffectuality or even impotence. A labyrinthine city is built for the purpose of 

capturing the woman: ‘at the spot where they had lost the fugitive’s trail, they 

arranged spaces and walls different from the dream, so she would be unable to 

escape again’ (Calvino 39). Contrary to their intention, the men find themselves 

stranded in ‘this ugly city, this trap’ (Calvino 39). Their dream becomes a 

nightmarish reality; the city designed to catch the female prey turns out to be a trap 

for the male hunters. The city, as a product of male imagination and creation, 

enslaves men in turn. This story draws attention to the duality of the image of the city 

in men’s urban experience; the city is both an object of desire and a locus of fear.  

Charles Baudelaire’s poem To a Passer-by (À une passante) (1855) captures 

and distils the dual nature of the city into a fleeting moment. Here, another female 

‘fugitive’ is presented as an incarnation of the city.  

To a Passer-by89 

Amid the deafening traffic of the town, 

Tall, slender, in deep mourning, with majesty, 

A woman passed, raising, with dignity 

In her poised hand, the flounces of her gown; 

 

Graceful, noble, with a statue’s form. 

And I drank, trembling as a madman thrills, 

From her eyes, ashen sky where brooded storm, 

The softness that fascinates, the pleasure that kills. 

 

A flash … then night! – O lovely fugitive, 

I am suddenly reborn from your swift glance; 

Shall I never see you till eternity? 

 

Somewhere, far off! too late! never, perchance! 

Neither knows where the other goes or lives; 

We might have loved, and you knew this might be!  

 

Among the city crowd, an attractive female stranger emerges and walks past the poet. 

Her disappearance into the urban space is suggestive of ‘the ephemeral, the fugitive, 

the contingent’, to use Baudelaire’s definition of modernity (13). In the passing 

moment, there is neither time nor chance for love, in the sense of deep affection and 

                                                           
89 Translated by C. F. MacIntyre, and quoted in Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, p. 45. 
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emotional attachment. In his critique of the poem, Walter Benjamin suggests that for 

the poet, ‘love itself is recognized as being stigmatized by the big city’ (Charles 

Baudelaire 46). The stigmatised love is lust, originating from the collision of the 

bodies rather than communication of the souls. It is more physical and evanescent 

than spiritual and profound. To the poet, the passing woman embodies the erotic 

potential of modern urban encounters, as his eye falls on her exposed flesh (‘the 

flounces of her gown’) and his body leaps into uncontrollable paroxysms (’trembling 

as a madman thrills’).   

Apart from praising the woman’s beauty directly, the poet uses a catachresis 

– ‘I drank […] from her eyes.’ Comparing looking with drinking, the poet 

accentuates his intense and almost visceral desire for the woman. Drinking –

incorporating tangible things into one’s physical body – eliminates the distance 

between the observer and the observed. At the same time, it manifests the privileged 

position of the poet in contrast to the objectified, consumable woman. The unequal 

relationship between the two denotes a deep-rooted gender division. The poet, 

walking and looking, embodies the flâneur. The term is masculine in terms of French 

grammar, as well as social context. It specifies a man walking about in town, not a 

woman. In her essay ‘The Invisible Flâneuse’ (1985), Janet Wolff argues that the 

sexual division in nineteenth century society forestalls the possibility of a female 

urban wanderer. Women who roam the city streets are professional ‘street-walkers’, 

the antithesis of the flâneur.90 Agreeing with Wolff, Griselda Pollock claims, ‘The 

gaze of the flâneur articulates and produces a masculine sexuality’ (112). Pollock’s 

critique of the flâneur’s gaze is also influenced by Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay 

‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975). Using psychoanalysis, Mulvey 

argues that film assigns a subject position to the audience, allowing them to gaze at 

the images of objectified women on screen without feeling threatened by the returned 

gaze: ‘The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which 

is styled accordingly. […] [Women] can be said to connote to-be-looked-atness’ 

                                                           
90 In Confession of an English Opium-Eater, de Quincey recounts his experience of running away 

from boarding school and ending up in London as a penniless and almost homeless young man. In 

order to keep himself warm, he walks up and down in the streets and seeks companionship with ‘those 

female peripatetics who are technically called street-walkers’ whist assuring the reader that he himself 

is, by contrast, an innocent kind of ‘walker of the streets’ (47). Gender difference is made apparent in 

the cultural connotations of the seemingly neutral activity of walking in the streets. De Quincey has a 

considerable influence on literary representations of London. For discussion on de Quincey’s place in 

London psychogeography, see Coverley pp. 42-45; for exploration of de Quincey’s flânerie, see 

Stanback.  
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(346, emphasis in original). For Baudelaire, the female passer-by is turned into a 

visually pleasant image. The flâneur-poet bodies forth the gender binary of 

modernity; he is an active man dominating the passive female and a sovereign 

spectator detached from the urban spectacle. Baudelaire’s poem certainly chimes 

with the sexual positioning of men and women identified by Mulvey and Pollock.  

Nevertheless, the flâneur’s privileged position in the urban space is not as 

absolute as it seems. Francette Pacteau criticises Pollock’s reading of the poem and 

instead recognises a ‘central motif of powerlessness’ (163). The fluctuating crowd 

both brings forward and takes away the object of desire; its movement is beyond the 

control of the flâneur. Besides, the female passer-by ‘eludes fixity and containment, 

evading the gaze her passing figure has momentarily animated’ (Pacteau 165). 

Echoing Benjamin’s suggestion, Pacteau maintains that it is the acknowledgment of 

the impossibility of fulfilling the sexual desire that constitutes the typically modern 

experience of ‘shock’. While her interpretation is certainly persuasive, the female 

passer-by in the poem is not ‘evading the gaze’, but returning it with a ‘glance’, 

however furtive it might be.91 This look strikes the poet abruptly, with a deeper sense 

of powerlessness and a stronger shock.  

The motif of the look in this poem can be read in the context of the 

distinctions drawn by Jean-Paul Sartre, who differentiates the look and the eye: ‘It is 

never when eyes are looking at you that you can find them beautiful or ugly, that you 

can remark on their colour. The Other’s look hides his eyes; he seems to go in front 

of them’ (258, emphasis in original). We cannot look at the eyes that are looking 

back at us. Hence, when the poet gazes at the passer-by as though he were drinking 

‘from her eyes’, the woman is not an actively looking subject. Her eyes are beautiful, 

but only as objects in a visual field dominated and presided over by the poet, who at 

that moment is ‘an absolute centre of subjectivity before which a world is spread out’ 

(Weinstein and Weinstein 356). According to Sartre’s theory, everyone competes 

with everyone else so as to become the dominant subject and to cast his or her 

objectifying look at others.92 To be objectified means to be constrained into a 

spatialised, located physical body continuous with its material environment, 

                                                           
91 Deborah Parsons holds a similar opinion: the poet is ‘disturbed by the returned glance, which is 

unusual to the urban condition of isolation’ (72-73). However, she does not elaborate on the power 

relations connoted in this exchange of masculine gaze and feminine glance.  
92 As Martin Jay sums up, Sartre’s theory suggests that ‘objectification is the telos of the look’ (156). 
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becoming vulnerable to potential attacks and being deprived of one’s agency (Sartre 

252-302).93  The returned look of the passer-by is shocking in this sense; it elicits a 

corporeal self-awareness in the poet and compels him to acknowledge his own 

vulnerability in a crowded and erratic space. Her glance does not wound the poet’s 

body directly, but it makes manifest a danger already there from the beginning – the 

‘deafening traffic’ that threatens to submerge and maim the body. 

Consequently, the poem does not represent the city street as a realm 

incontestably belonging to the flâneur with his domineering masculine gaze. It also 

reveals his impotence when faced by the challenge of others and the unpredictability 

of urban space. As Elizabeth Wilson observes: ‘The flâneur represented not the 

triumph of masculine power, but its attenuation’ (109). The attenuation takes on a 

spatial dimension: ‘In the [urban] labyrinth the flâneur effaces himself, becomes 

passive, feminine’ (E. Wilson 110). This remark echoes the conclusion of the story 

of Zobeide; the ideal city becomes an ugly ‘trap’ for men. It is not the female fugitive 

who is lost in the urban space, but the male pursuer who is losing his sense of 

absolute subjectivity. A dynamic of power relations can therefore be discerned 

within the trope of the sexualised city.  

In these two texts of city writing, the female figure is fixated upon, so 

embodying the volatility and complexity of the urban experience. The woman is a 

product of male fantasy, and a necessary object of desire in relation to which the 

flâneur establishes his subjectivity and superiority. By eroticising the city as a 

woman, the male subject humanises and reduces the incomprehensible city to a 

manageable counterpart – in fact, an inferior one in terms of gender roles in a 

phallocentric society. Her status of being beyond the reach of the male subjects is 

constitutive of her position. It implies the ultimate uncontrollability of the city and 

reflects the limits of masculine power. Nevertheless, the image of this female figure 

in literature enables men to make sense of the city, at least in their writings. She 

becomes what Baudelaire calls ‘just a word’ in his essay on modernity (30).94 As a 

cipher, the woman, and what she represents, are garnered and manipulated by the 

                                                           
93 As Chapter One of this thesis shows, the observing, disembodied eye is associated with the intellect. 

By monopolising disembodied seeing, men hold the privilege of being a rational subject, whereas 

women are objectified under the male gaze. Sartre’s theory of the look is also useful for understanding 

the social struggles of minority ethnic groups, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  
94 ‘No doubt Woman is sometimes a light, a glance, an invitation to happiness, sometimes just a 

word,’ writes Baudelaire (30). 



128 

 

 

male walker and writer. Despite the woman’s glance and the threatening cityscape, it 

is Baudelaire who is recounting the encounter, and signing it off as its author, as 

Janet Wolff points out (45).95 What is sabotaged in the public space of the city streets 

is reclaimed in the textual space created by the male author.  

This way of relating to the city depends on the heterosexual norms and 

gender binaries of a phallocentric society. Conventionally, sex (male and female) is a 

biological concept and gender (masculine and feminine) is a social one.96 Critics 

have examined, questioned, and challenged these distinctions.97 Catherine 

MacKinnon, for example, dismisses the differentiation of sex and gender, and 

highlights the social dimension: ‘Sexuality […] is a form of power. […] The 

man/woman difference and the dominance/submission dynamic define each other. 

This is the social meaning of sex’ (113). In other words, power relations are 

eroticised and mapped onto gender roles, so that masculinity is defined by social 

dominance, and femininity by submission. Besides, both gender roles are defined 

from the point of view of the dominant masculine group, as men hold privilege in 

knowledge and cultural production.98 This social constructionist analysis of sex and 

gender has produced valuable insights and contested the implicitly derogatory terms 

such as the ‘feminine’; however, due to its exclusive focus on the discursive, it loses 

sight of the material and affirms the dichotomy of ‘language/reality’ (Alaimo and 

Hekman 2). In particular, it risks de-materialising the biological, material body and 

dismissing all the material things as passive and inert. To deal with this problem, 

contemporary feminist thinkers have expressed great interest in the material and have 

striven to ‘understand how matter matters’ (Barad 122). In terms of flânerie, as 

knowing is inseparable from seeing, male privilege in urban space is concretely 

                                                           
95 Wolff concludes her critique of flânerie with a speculation: ‘a poem written by “la femme passante” 

about her encounter with Baudelaire, perhaps’ (45).  
96 Robert Stoller in his book Sex and Gender: The Development of Masculinity and Femininity (1968) 

differentiates sex and gender, and examines the cases in which the sex of the physical body does not 

match the gender role. This notion is picked up feminists and turned into a slogan, ‘biology is not 

destiny.’ 
97 Michel Foucault in his study on the history of sexuality demonstrates that sex is not simply 

biological and pre-determined, but socially produced by the hegemonic regime of sexuality, as the 

focal point where the political power and the biological body collide and converge. Foucault’s theory 

has a profound influence. There is a good deal of academic work dedicated to the debates on sex, 

sexuality and gender. For example, Luce Irigaray’s An Ethics of Sexual Difference (1993), Judith 

Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies that Matter (1993), Martha Nussbaum’s Sex and Social 

Justice (1999).  
98 It resonates with the hierarchy of the classical body and the grotesque body seen from the 

perspective of high discourses, as discussed in the previous chapter.  
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materialised in the act of looking. What the flâneur figure represents, is the mapping 

of the correlation of sexuality, power and gaze onto the urban experience.  

However, as both Calvino’s tale and Baudelaire’s poem demonstrate, gender 

hierarchy is never absolute and stable in urban space, but often open to negotiation. 

The attenuation of masculine power embodied by the flâneur, is in fact the breaking 

down of the chain of correlation. Since the days of the flâneur in the nineteenth 

century, heterosexual norms have been vigorously questioned and deconstructed; 

women and the LGBT community have fought for the right to the city and to the 

public space. Meanwhile, masculinity is also being re-examined and re-defined as 

diverse in itself. The idea of masculinity as domination is now termed ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’, opening up the discussion on other subordinated forms of masculinity, 

as Raewyn Connell argues (xviii).99  

The change is apparent in the cultural realm as well. Wolff’s observation 

about the absence of the flâneuse can be re-considered. On the one hand, a growing 

body of research is dedicated to uncovering and analysing female writers’ 

representations of cities. A symmetrical counterpart of the sexualised city can be 

detected. That is, ‘in male discourse the city is a female body. In women’s fantasy 

novels the city is a hostile male body’ (J. Marcus 138).100 The metaphor of the ‘city 

as man’ may be rare, but it is not unprecedented. For example, Isabelle Whitney, a 

sixteenth century English poetess, in her work compares early modern London to ‘a 

fickle male’ (Wilcox 20). Female writing on London, such as the works of Katherine 

Mansfield, Virginia Woolf, Dorothy Richardson, Elizabeth Bowen and Iris Murdoch, 

has been the focus of much critical writing, and ‘a female city consciousness 

alternative to that of the male’ has been identified (Parsons 7).101 On the other hand, 

contemporary female writers have asserted their presence both in urban space and in 

                                                           
99 ‘Hegemonic masculinity’ denotes conventional notions of domination and power, but it is not a 

fixed type. ‘It is, rather, the masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of 

gender relations, a position always contestable’ (Connell 76). The sexualised relationship between the 

flâneur and the city is inevitably intertwined with the position of masculinity under challenge.   
100 In particular, Jane Marcus points out that in Virginia Woolf’s writing, ‘if a city can be said to have 

a sex, London was, and is, unmistakably male’ (139). Noticeably, when the motif of the sexualised 

city is adopted in women’s writing, the female writers tend not to eroticise urban experience in the 

same way that male writers do, but rather make manifest their uneasiness about living in a patriarchal 

urban environment. The image of the city as man is often portrayed as ‘hostile, degrading, and 

destructive for women, a place in which the female is powerless and abused’ (Grace 207). Yet, Susan 

Squier argues that Woolf’s imagined London is more complicated – both inhibiting and enabling 

(‘Politics of City Space’ 216-237).  
101 Deborah Parsons’s work on modern female writers is one example. For more discussion on female 

urban writing, see Squier, Women Writers and the City; Ankum; Sizemore; Fletcher.  
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city writing.102 In contemporary British literature, notable writers such as Doris 

Lessing, Margaret Drabble, Maureen Duffy, Angela Carter, Andrea Levy, Zadie 

Smith and Monica Ali have written about London and contested for a place in the 

realm of urban cultural production. It can certainly be argued that contemporary 

London writing is no longer dominated by male writers.  

This shift undoubtedly affects literary representation of male urban 

experiences, in which the motif of the sexualised city is an important facet. Within 

this social context, it is interesting to see how this motif is dealt with in 

contemporary urban narratives. The following section examines the representations 

of gender and power relations in three contemporary texts. It focuses on the images 

of London perceived by male characters, analyses literary representations of spatial 

practices such as walking and driving, and explores the connotations of sexuality in 

the characters’ frustrated or successful negotiations with imagined Londons. In 

particular, it examines the inter-actions and inter-connections between embodied 

human beings and the tangible urban landscape, in order to obtain a fuller 

understanding of the motif of the sexualised city.  

 

  

                                                           
102 An emerging female practice of urban walking can be seen in Rebecca Solnit’s Wanderlust: A 

History of Walking (2001), Alexandra Horowitz’s On Looking: Eleven Walks with Expert Eyes 

(2013), and Lauren Elkin’s Flâneuse: Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and 

London (2016). It is noticeable that compared to her American counterpart, the British flâneuse seems 

to be more precarious. An interesting example of female flânerie can be found in artist Helen 

Scalway’s essay ‘The Contemporary Flâneuse’ (2006), in which the author records herself 

meticulously managing her appearance, observing her environs and seeking a place in London. Also, 

for a general reflection on the situation of the flâneuse, see D’Souza and McDonough.  
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Bull: A Farce and Lights Out for the Territory: sexualised cityscape  

Geoff Nicholson’s novel Bleeding London, revolving as it does around the 

notion of a sexualised and anthropomorphised metropolis, presents an interesting 

female incarnation of an eroticised London. One of its main characters, Stuart 

London, the creator of a walking tour company, is initiated into the sexualised 

landscape of London by Judy Tanaka, a young woman who intends to have sex in 

each and every postal district in Greater London (BL 131). Out of their shared 

passion for the city, Judy and Stuart ‘walk the streets of London trying to pick up on 

the mass of erotic energy, the afterglow of these coming togethers, these acts of 

desire, of love and transgression’ (BL 135). Apart from visiting places with an erotic 

past, they have sex on the spot or nearby, as an attempt ‘to participate in the 

afterglow, to make it glow that little bit brighter’ (BL 135). They walk the streets for 

the purpose of having sex, which gives a twist to the notion of street-walking 

women. The city is imagined as a vast field of ‘erotic energy’ and ‘afterglow’, so that 

intangible sexual desire is transformed into something palpable, and its traces 

rendered somehow collectible. Judy is portrayed in the novel as an eccentric collector 

of these sexual traces.  

In Stuart’s mind, Judy symbolises sex in London. He thinks of her as the 

‘best sex, the wildest sex, pure London sex’ (BL 148). The female character in 

Nicholson’s novel bodies forth the erotic potential of London, which echoes the city 

as woman metaphor discussed above. However, there is significant difference. In the 

works of Calvino and Baudelaire, the female figure is a ‘fugitive’, whose 

disappearance stands for the ‘inaccessibility that marks cityscapes’ (Wirth-Nesher 

205). Nicholson, on the other hand, represents Judy as the fulfilment of male erotic 

desire, and makes use of the female character as a catalyst for revealing a more 

profound emotional attachment to London. To some extent, the author is self-

conscious about the trope of sexualising the city and makes manifest the real 

intention behind the metaphor – a desire for mastering the city.  

After ending his affair with Judy, Stuart feels an inner compulsion to walk the 

streets in London: ‘Judy had made the whole of London come sexually alive for him. 

Now it appeared that he had ditched Judy but was continuing his affair with the city, 

pursuing it, wanting to possess it’ (BL 140-141). Through physical intimacy with a 

woman, the male character’s latent feelings are brought into fruition. For Stuart, 
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London is no longer perceived through the mediation of Judy, but foregrounded as a 

character in itself. Recalling his urban wanderings in his youth, Stuart thinks, ‘The 

city supported him, engaged him and kept him company, and he was very grateful to 

it’ (BL 70). The usual subject-object relation is reversed; it is not Stuart who pursues 

the city, but the city who engages Stuart. In this way, London is personified and 

turned into an attractive companion.    

Stuart’s attempt to pursue and possess London results in a failure. He intends 

to explore London methodically, walking down each and every street by following 

the London A-Z, crossing out the covered streets in the map and recording his 

experiences in a diary. As the plan nears its completion, Stuart becomes aware that 

he cannot reclaim London, rather he is being claimed by it: ‘I feel part of its fabric’ 

(BL 302); ‘I realized that the end of my wandering should be, not simply the blotting 

out of the city, but also the blotting out of the self’ (BL 304). Becoming an 

indistinguishable part of the urban fabric means losing the individual self in the city. 

The idea of being lost to the urban space is intertwined with the feminising of the 

city. What lies beneath this theme might be the fear of a female sexuality at the 

centre of the city imagined and inhabited by men. In his discussion on modern 

culture, Andreas Huyssen observes, ‘Male fears of an engulfing femininity are […] 

projected onto the metropolitan masses […] The haunting specter of a loss of power 

combines with fear of losing one’s fortified and stable ego boundaries’ (After the 

Great Divide 53). Clearly, in the texts discussed so far, the city, objectified and 

desired as a woman, is also being perceived as a threat to masculinity. 

 

The attempt to reclaim the feminised city and the consequence of being 

engulfed by it are also manifest in Will Self’s novella Bull: A Farce collected in his 

book Cock and Bull.103 In Self’s story, Alan Margoulies encounters a patient named 

John Bull, a young man who grows a vagina at the back of his knee. Sexually 

aroused by Bull’s vagina, Margoulies seduces him and has sexual intercourse with 

the vagina. The next day when Margoulies drives across the Westway flyover on his 

                                                           
103 The other story is Cock: A Novelette, about a woman named Carol growing a male genital organ 

near her female organ, and becoming increasingly violent and ‘masculine’. Critics of Cock and Bull 

often explore the representations of sex and gender in both stories. My reading focuses on Bull: A 

Farce, as it is more explicitly related to London.   
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route out of London, his perception of the highway is eroticised by the 

unprecedented sexual experience with Bull:  

Alan exalted as the black wedge of car lifted him above the 

wrinkled skin of the city. Ahead of him the flyover described a 

sinuous curve as it stretched to the West. […] Rock hard and rock 

steady, plunging on to her, Alan saw for the first time that the line 

of the flyover formed the stick shape of an enormous woman. The 

head was the elevated roundabout at White City. From there one 

extended arm was formed by the motorway spur that ended in 

Shepherd’s Bush roundabout. The other arm was flung over the 

woman-figure’s head. It arced into a three-lane elbow, and then 

placed its hand in Acton. The woman-figure’s long back curved 

this way and that over Notting Hill, before rising to a concrete 

runnelled rump, that split; one thin leg dangled was loosely crossed 

over it, foot firmly on the Marylebone Road. 

Right now Alan’s car was charging like a runaway 

vibrator, towards the very crotch of the flyover. Alan appreciated 

that he was about to penetrate the woman-figure with 170 brake 

horsepower. (BAF 214-215, my emphasis) 

Built in the 1960s, the Westway flyover embodies the ‘apparently “rational,” actually 

brutal logic in concrete’ and strikes the urban dwellers as ‘an intensely gendered 

space’ (Scalway 167).104 Self’s story draws on the cultural geography of London, and 

foregrounds the sexualised relation between the individual and the urban 

environment. Taking a long-range view, the novella compares the contours of the 

urban motorway to the form of ‘an enormous woman’, which is lying seductively 

with one arm above her head, one leg dangling, and her bottom raised high. The car 

driving through the highway literally cuts into ‘the wrinkled skin of the city’ and 

penetrates the explicitly feminised landscape. Also, the posture of the female body 

image reflects Bull’s pose in sleep: ‘One arm was thrown back, the other out, just 

like the Westway flyover’ (BAF 216). The similarity indicates that Margoulies’ 

exhilaration during the vehicular drive is appropriated from his sexual experience 

with Bull.  

Adopting Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s formula of becoming-animal – 

‘what group A is to group B, species A’ is to species B’’ (276) – the following 

equation can be discerned in Self’s novella: London (with the Westway flyover) is to 

                                                           
104 This geographical location is also fictionalised by J. G. Ballard. The protagonist of Concrete Island 

is marooned on a traffic island by the Westway. Will Self describes this highway as ‘shockingly 

futuristic’ and ‘a monument to the best that architectural modernism has to offer’ (‘Do You Believe in 

the Westway?’ 268).  
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Alan (in a car) what Bull (with a new vagina) is to Alan (with a penis); Bull is to 

Alan what a woman is to a man. A chain of relation is established between London to 

Alan and Woman to Man, which underpins the city as woman metaphor. Alan 

transfers his conquering of Bull onto a superhuman mastery over London.105 This 

echoes the mapping of sexual difference onto the relationship between the masculine 

individual and the city, as noted above in Calvino and Baudelaire. However, unlike 

those two texts, no female stands in as a human incarnation of the city during 

Margoulies’ drive; instead, the physical form of the cityscape, made of concrete and 

steel, is imagined as an ‘enormous’ female figure. That is, instead of reducing the 

metropolis to a humanly manageable scale, this novella raises the human form to the 

scale of the metropolis. The ulterior motive in common is the male desire to 

comprehend and conquer the city. But Will Self’s approach of rendering the urban 

experience hyperbolises masculinity to such a degree that it suggests the author is 

mocking the association of masculinity with domination, rather than approving of it. 

In this novella, the fantasy involved in seeing the urban form as a woman-

figure is not a one-way change. Rather, it sets off continuing transformations. While 

conflating his motorway driving with an earlier sexual pleasure, Margoulies and his 

car are transformed into something else: ‘Alan’s car was charging like a runaway 

vibrator, towards the very crotch of the flyover’ (BAF 215).  What participates in this 

superhuman sexual intercourse is not a fleshly body with male genitals, but a 

‘vibrator’, the mechanical device that simulates the penis in its form. Differentiating 

the metaphors of the skyscraper as a dildo and as a penis, Meaghan Morris points 

out, ‘A dildo […] represents purity of function and singularity of purpose’, by 

contrast to a penis which is associated with ‘the ambiguities, and the frailties, of 

flesh’ (12). As a prosthesis, the dildo or vibrator not only represents the ‘ideal phallic 

form’ (M. Morris 12), but also, by comparison, reduces the man of flesh to an 

inferior position.  

Self’s story plays on this notion and turns Margoulies’ body into a part of a 

machine, which functions within a larger system of machines, namely, the 

metropolis. By being connected with his car and passing through the highway, Alan 

transcends his frail mortal body and becomes ‘machinic’. Explaining Deleuze and 

                                                           
105 Margoulies thinks he has become a ‘Übermensch’ (BAF 213). This Nietzschean term is variably 

translated as superman, superhuman or over-man (OED). For further discussion on this concept, see 

Ansell-Pearson. 
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Guattari’s notion of the ‘machinic’, Claire Colebrook writes: ‘A machinic becoming 

makes a connection with what is not itself in order to transform and maximise itself’; 

it is different from the ‘mechanical’, which is bounded and repetitive (57). 

Nevertheless, becoming machinic, non-human and super-mannish is not without 

problems. ‘Becoming,’ Meaghan Morris argues, ‘is by definition an undoing of Man’ 

(45). Margoulies has become ‘a runaway vibrator’, completely out of control and 

losing his autonomous agency to the larger machine of the city.  

To appropriate Slavoj Žižek’s discussion of a pornographic image of a 

woman in his book Organs without Bodies, it is not the woman’s body, but the city 

that is ‘transformed into a multitude of “organs without a body,” machines of 

jouissance, while the men working on it are also desubjectivized, instrumentalized, 

reduced to workers serving these different partial objects’ (173). Margoulies in his 

car is instrumentalised as a pleasure-giving device that serves the woman-figure of 

the city. In this transcendent moment, London becomes sexualised as a woman 

according to male fantasy, but it also gains a kind of super-human subjectivity that 

turns men into subordinate tools.106 The sense of submitting to the city is implied in 

the initial impression, as Margoulies’ 170-horsepower car is described as a ‘black 

wedge’, seen from an elevated point of view. The car is diminutive, compared to the 

size of the Westway flyover; like Stuart in Bleeding London, Margoulies and his car 

become part of the urban fabric, rather than domineer over London. In this way, 

Self’s novella stresses the potential reversibility of the power relation embedded in 

the sexualisation of the city. It mocks the un-reflective and arrogant conception of 

masculinity as absolute domination and control. At the same time, by comparing the 

human being to a machine and emphasising an intimate, corporeal inter-action 

between the human and the non-human, the novella dispels the humanistic illusion of 

placing Man at the centre of the world. To some extent, it echoes Rosi Braidotti’s 

explication of the posthuman condition – the de-throning of Man from its former 

position as the centre of the world and ‘an enlarged sense of inter-connection 

between self and others, including the non-human or “earth” others’ (48).107 As 

                                                           
106 In his discussion of Sinclair’s comparison of the Gherkin with a dildo, Groes also notices that the 

metaphor is ‘not a phallic symbol of masculinity, but an object signifying female self-empowerment 

and male impotence’ (Making of London 112).  
107 The posthuman condition, according to Braidotti, includes ‘a serious de-centring of “Man”, the 

former measure of all things’, ‘an assumption about the vital, self-organizing and yet non-naturalistic 

structure of living matter itself’, and the need to reconsider Humanities research, re-thinking ‘the 

status of the human, the importance of recasting subjectivity accordingly, and the need to invent forms 
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shown in the next section, this theme is made more explicit in the author’s 

representation of another character in this novella. 

Whereas Nicholson and Self manifestly associate urban experiences in 

London with sex in their stories, Iain Sinclair deploys this notion in a more tacit 

manner in his psychogeographical essay Lights Out for the Territory. Sinclair goes 

on long walks with different companions (mostly male artists) throughout the 

metropolis, and turns these various experiences into writing. He is widely acclaimed 

as one of the foremost London writers, dubbed as ‘the laureate of London’s strange 

causalities’ (Luckhurst, ‘Occult London’ 335), or ‘East London’s recording angel’ 

and ‘Hackney’s Pepys’ (Macfarlane, ‘Iain Sinclair’s Struggles’). In Lights Out for 

the Territory, Sinclair provides a quasi-theoretical explanation of his way of dealing 

with London as his prime subject matter, and despite the absence in this book of any 

specific female incarnation of London, a kind of female presence is palpable beneath 

the lines.  

The opening sentence of Lights Out for the Territory reads: ‘The notion was 

to cut a crude V into the sprawl of the city, to vandalise dormant energies by an act 

of signmarking. To walk out from Hackney to Greenwich Hill, and back along the 

River Lea to Chingford Mount’ (LOFT 1). With no specific human actor in the 

statement, the proposed operation done to London appears to be impersonal, 

powerful and transcendent. The abstract notion of cutting is enacted by the physical 

act of walking. The supernatural power of the abstract cut is implicitly transferred 

onto the person who carries out the walking route designated in the following 

sentence, that is, the narrator himself. In less extreme terms, the narrator states his 

purpose: ‘Walking is the best way to explore and exploit the city’ (LOFT 4). The acts 

of vandalising and exploiting imply an aggressive stance. From these lines emerges 

the image of an athletic, masculine walker who takes on the enormous metropolis as 

a challenge.108 The striding figure of the walker is upright and distinct, which 

according to Gestalt psychology, is associated with ‘dignity’ and an ‘aura of 

                                                           
of ethical relations, norms and values worthy of the complexity of our times’ (2, 187). In particular, 

the recasting of subjectivity shares a similar concern with material feminism in foregrounding the 

importance of being embodied (Braidotti 49). These critical theories indicate a significant turn 

towards the corporeal.  
108 In his essay on psychogeography, Keith Bassett notices the aggressive masculinity implied in 

Sinclair’s book – ‘He “yomps”, “cruises”, “marches”, or “hustles” through the crowds’ (403) – and 

contrasts it with Helen Scalway’s flâneuse practice. However, Bassett does not elaborate on the 

distinct body images shown in Sinclair’s text. 
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subjecthood’ (Nochlin 22). The body of the city, on other hand, is a formless 

‘sprawl’ stretched out on a horizontal plane. It suggests passiveness and submission, 

the traits traditionally and pejoratively attributed to women.109 In Sinclair’s book, 

London appears as ‘something feminine, passively there for the taking, a wilder-ness 

life space of adventure to be conquered or possessed’ (Bassett 403).  

Furthermore, the wish to characterise the metropolis as somehow feminine is 

observable in the idea of cutting a ‘V’ in the sprawling landscape. It connotes a 

contrast between form and formless, which is correlated with the binary of form and 

matter. In her book Bodies that Matter (1993), Judith Butler maintains, ‘In 

reproduction, women are said to contribute the matter; men the form’ (31). As 

matter, the maternal body symbolises fecundity, but also ‘chaos and formlessness’ 

(Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference 197). The formless matter needs form in 

order to appear, which justifies the dominance of men. This logic underlies cultural 

production as well. In his discussion of the ‘gendered, largely female, landscape 

scene’ in Renaissance paintings, Kenneth Olwig writes: ‘The male principle was 

expressed by the invisible celestial geometries of the lines of perspectives, which 

penetrated the scene and gave it spatial form’ (134). In Sinclair’s writing, London 

gendered as a female body is likewise ‘penetrated’ and given a ‘spatial form’. The 

letter ‘V’ alludes to the female genital both in language (V for Vagina) and in 

physical shape. 

What is more, the sexualisation of London implied in the narrator’s rhetoric 

becomes explicit in his representation of another psychogeographer, Stewart 

Home.110 Sinclair writes in plain terms:  

Home feeds on restlessness, frustration, lists of trains and buses, 

rucks outside phone kiosks, conversations in grease caffs. The light 

is sexual. The smell of diesel and dogshit on thin grass: it generates 

                                                           
109 The word ‘sprawl’ originally means ‘to move the limbs in a convulsive effort or struggle’ and ‘to 

be stretched out on the ground in an ungainly or awkward manner’ (OED). As a body metaphor, it has 

been adopted to describe the spreading of the suburbs around London as early as the 1930s. Along 

with the development of cities throughout the twentieth century, ‘urban sprawl’ becomes a common 

figure of speech, often as a moral indictment against the uncontrollable encroachment of the urban 

into the countryside. Various city plans have been devised to deal with the ‘sprawl’ of the city. For 

further discussion, see P. Hall, pp. 49-89. 
110 Stewart Home (real name, Kevin Callan), is an avant-garde artist, novelist and activist. He is said 

to have edited a collection of London Psychogeographical Association newsletters and leaflets, in 

collaboration with other psychogeographers. Merlin Coverley considers him as ‘a prime mover within 

the resurgence of psychogeographical and avant-garde groups in the 1990s’ (128). Home has also 

published a number of pulp fictions featuring the occult, sex and violence. 
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arousal. His excitement grows as he moves from district to district, 

the very names are a mantra of lust. (LOFT 220)  

The chaotic and rather unpleasant urban scene is turned into a rich ambience that 

excites the physical body; each place-name promises more sexual encounters and 

sensuous delights. London seems to emanate what is termed the ‘mass of erotic 

energy’ in Stuart and Judy’s sexual tourism of the city in Bleeding London. The 

‘afterglow’ is here specified as multiple sensations, including the spectacle, the 

sound, the light and the smell. Not only the built environment (‘trains and buses’, 

‘phone kiosks’), but also the natural environment (‘grass’) is tainted and distorted by 

an insatiable sexual desire. 111 Sensuously immersed in such an erotic space, the 

whole body is attuned to the urban rhythm (’restlessness’). The image of Home 

exemplifies the visceral feelings stimulated by urban trekking: ‘the illicit cocktail of 

bodily exhaustion and a raging carbon monoxide high’ (LOFT 4). The pornographic 

vision of the sexualised city is succinctly summarised: ‘London is his bitch and his 

bride’ (LOFT 220). The metropolis is not only feminised, but also blatantly 

stereotyped. The terms ‘bride’ and ‘bitch’ stand for a ‘classic misogynist duality, of 

woman as idealised-but-vapid/real-and-sensual-but-detested’ (Wolff 43). Using the 

dualist terms to refer to the metropolis, the text suggests that London means 

everything for men, satisfying physical lust as well as spiritual love.112  

The method of walking proposed in Sinclair’s book is worth further 

consideration. It is closely associated with previous cultural practices. The narrator 

dismisses the flâneur: ‘The concept of “strolling”, aimless urban wandering, the 

                                                           
111 The pervasive sensuality of the cityscape is also a recurrent motif in Martin Amis’s novels. For 

example, in Money (1984), the protagonist looks up at the sky from London’s streets and wonders, 

‘can pornography now shape the clouds and hold all sway in the middle air? […] that cloud up there 

certainly looked like a pussy to me’ (249). The urban environment is violently sexualised in a crude 

language, which conveys what Amis calls ‘the obscenification of everyday life’ (Yellow Dog 11). The 

protagonist of Money, as Nick Bentley points out, is ‘intent on gorging on metropolitan excesses’ and 

through the protagonist’s viewpoint, London is thoroughly alienated and mediated by consumer 

capitalism (176-177). Whereas sexualisation of London in Amis’s works is employed as a 

condemnation of postmodern consumer culture, it serves a very different purpose in Sinclair’s works. 

For a focused study on Amis’s literary London, see Nagy. Also see Groes, Making of London, pp. 

167-190.  
112 Jon Binnie notices that Sinclair misrepresents Stewart Home’s treatment of the city as an erotic 

object (125-127). Home also describes homosexual desire in his works, but Sinclair changes that into 

an unequivocally heterosexual one. This detail indicates that the people appearing in Sinclair’s prose 

do not fully correspond with the real people. They are more or less fictional characters (Bignami 64). 

This endows Sinclair with authority and privilege to shape the text according to his purpose. Stewart 

Home is in this case employed as a device, through which Sinclair describes the sexualised urban 

space explicitly, but from a safe distance. Sinclair’s strategy, as Jon Binnie suggests, is to ‘boost his 

own authenticity as urban narrator as well as the fixity and rigidity of gender identity’ (127). Yet, as to 

be discussed, Binnie’s remark is not entirely fair. 
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flâneur, had been superceded’; and instead proposes the figure of the stalker – ‘a 

stroller who sweats’ (LOFT 75). ‘Sweating’ suggests corporeal engagement with 

physical environment, which is different from the leisurely and detached stroll taken 

by the bourgeois wanderer. The stalker has a closer predecessor. Sinclair explains,  

Drifting purposefully is the recommended mode, tramping 

asphalted earth in alert reverie, allowing the fiction of an 

underlying pattern to reveal itself. […] Walking, moving across a 

retreating townscape, stitches it all together: the illicit cocktail of 

bodily exhaustion and a raging carbon monoxide high. (LOFT 4) 

The term ‘Drifting’ recalls dérive – the tactic of urban walking proposed by Guy 

Debord and the Situationist International (SI): to drift is to ‘abandon [oneself] to the 

attractions of the terrain and the encounters proper to it’ (Debord, quoted in 

McDonough 255-257).113 To actualise this concept, Debord ‘drifted’ through Paris 

and made a psychogeographical map entitled ‘The Naked City’ (Figure 5).114 It 

consists of nineteen fragments cut out from the map of Paris and haphazardly joined 

together by red arrows, disregarding topographical accuracy.  

The antecedent of ‘The Naked City’ is a map of an imaginary terrain, Carte 

du Tendre (Figure 6), invented by the French writer Madeleine de Scudéry in the 

seventeenth century.115 In the Carte, Scudéry uses ‘the metaphor of the spatial 

journey to trace possible histories of a love affair’ (McDonough 243). It is noticeable 

that the general shape of Scudéry’s imaginary place resembles the female genitals, 

which highlights the sexual connotation in the map (McDonough 222). The title of 

Debord’s map echoes the trope of the city imagined as a woman and laid bare by the 

male artist.116  

                                                           
113 The primary terrain of dérive is the city. Greil Marcus understands dérive as ‘drifting through the 

city for days, weeks, even months at a time, looking for what they called the city’s psychogeography’ 

(4). Also, as Peter Wollen points out, central to the IS psychogeography are the ideas of play and 

‘unitary urbanism – the design of an experimental utopian city with changing zones for free play’ 

(69).  
114 http://imaginarymuseum.org/LPG/Mapsitu1.htm. Accessed 10 Aug. 2016.  
115 http://expositions.bnf.fr/ciel/grand/sq11-06.htm. Accessed 8 Sept. 2017. 
116 McDonough discusses the notion of ‘laying bare’ the social body in relation to examining the 

architectural symbols in order to deal with the unfathomable city (245). It is worth noticing that the 

sexual connotation in this phrase indicates a problematic stance of the SI, which is categorised by 

Simon Sadler as an ‘overwhelmingly male-dominated group’ (80). The group’s discrimination against 

women is evident in Debord’ bad joke about the SI’s love of place: ‘Jack the Ripper is probably 

psychogeographic in love’ (quoted in Sadler 80). Debord’s method of cutting the city map finds its 

most malicious echo in the Ripper’s brutal cutting and eviscerating of female bodies in the nineteenth 

century London. Thus, both women and the feminised city are turned into passive and submissive 

objects, awaiting male exploitation. For a cultural study on sexuality in Victorian London and Jack the 

Ripper, see Walkowitz. For an examination of the SI psychogeography from the perspective of 

sexuality, see Baum. 



140 

 

 

  

Figure 5 

Figure 6 



141 

 

 

It is suggestive of the power relation between the SI and the city – the group 

attempting to compete with the state and to domineer over the city. ‘The Naked City’ 

deliberately challenges the visual coherence of official maps drawn from a totalising, 

homogenising and non-existent viewpoint. It highlights the distinct ‘unities of 

atmosphere’ unique to different places, and stresses space as ‘part of a process: the 

process of “inhabiting” enacted by social groups’ (McDonough 252). It could be 

understood as the SI’s resistance against totalitarian urban planning and their attempt 

of creating a dis-alienating, inhabitable place out of the abstract space of modern 

city. By joining non-contiguous parts of the urban map via arrows (that is, 

‘stitch[ing] it all together’, in Sinclair’s words), Debord actualises the so-called 

‘pedestrian speech act’ theorised by de Certeau: ‘The act of walking is to the urban 

system what the speech act is to language’ (PEL 97). 

This principle is also reflected in Sinclair’s idea of the stalker – ‘This was 

walking with a thesis’ (LOFT 75). Appropriating the place for one’s own creation 

and contention, that is, speaking the language to express oneself, is essential to an 

artistic and meaningful representation of the city. Hence, by signing his writing on 

the city as an author, Sinclair performs ‘an act of sign marking’ (LOFT 1). Also, 

what is revealed in the urban perambulation is ‘the fiction of an underlying pattern’ 

(LOFT 4), which suggests there is no truth or objective fact hidden in the streets. 

London figured as an object of pursuit is not so much found as made up.  

 

The figure of the stalker directly contradicts the walker in Bleeding London. 

Stuart adopts an exhaustive method and proceeds as if he will stumble onto the 

ultimate truth if only he walks long enough (BL 28).117 He expresses the loss of self 

in an interesting way: ‘I have worn myself out on this city. […] I have left no mark 

on it but I have been worn down like a pencil, reduced to a stub’ (BL 26). This image 

conflates walking with writing, a distinct feature in the practice of urban wandering. 

Instead of imposing a spatial form onto the metropolis, ‘signmarking’ it, as Sinclair’s 

statement goes, Stuart encounters an impenetrable and invulnerable surface. The 

metaphor of a worn-down pencil implies the male character’s energy being drained 

out. It also suggests emasculation, playing on the farcical yet profound link between 

                                                           
117 Stuart wonders: ‘Often the city felt alive, as though it had flesh and blood, arteries, nerve centres, 

beauty spots, guts, a heart, parasites, an anus. But which was which? Where was the soul? Where was 

the cloaca?’ (BL 28)  
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pen and penis, recalling Aphra Behn’s play on the terms at the conclusion of her 

story Oroonoko (1688): 

Thus Dy’d this Great Man; worthy of a better Fate, and a more 

sublime Wit than mine to write his Praise; yet, I hope, the 

Reputation of my Pen is considerable enough to make his Glorious 

Name to survive to all Ages. (65) 

Beneath the defence of her writing competence is a parody of the male sexuality 

(’my pen is’ / ‘my penis’). For sure, as a woman, Behn does not have a penis, but by 

taking up the pen to write she asserts her place in the domain of writing and creation, 

which has been largely deemed a male preserve. As Pollock contends in her study on 

art, ‘creativity is an exclusive masculine prerogative’ (29). Thus, through the figure 

of urban walker and writer, the ‘model of pen-penis writing on the virgin page’ 

(Gubar 247), corresponds to the manner of men walking on the feminised city streets. 

The series of parallels and analogies reconfirm and naturalise men’s rights to the 

public sphere, both in terms of physical environment and artistic production.  

In Bleeding London, through the Stuart character, the male dominance of the 

public realm is undermined. Walking becomes repetitive toil and writing collapses 

into a litany of dull fragments. It is the lack of ‘thesis’ that underlies the breakdown 

of Stuart’s project. Unlike Myles Chilton who recognises in Stuart ‘de Certeau’s idea 

of the subject tactically mapping the city by subverting spaces, bending them to the 

creative will of the subject’ (13), I would argue that ‘creative will’ is exactly what is 

missing in Stuart. To follow up on de Certeau’s metaphor, Stuart is not using 

language in a creative speech act, but is instead repeating the basic units of language 

itself, as dreary and tedious as reciting the alphabet, from A to Z.118 This 

unimaginative method of walking cancels out the possibility of creative writing or 

leaving a ‘mark’, as the novel puts it.   

The images of London, in these three contemporary texts, reverberate with 

the trope of the sexualised city, but with significant variations. Instead of being 

represented by a woman, London is more often imagined and described as a female 

presence in its sensuous ambiance, enormous power and physical form. This change 

accentuates the incomprehensibility of the metropolis implied in the female figure in 

earlier writings, that is, female sexuality as somehow formless, excessive and 

engulfing. Also, the material presence of the urban landscape is brought to the fore as 

                                                           
118 The title of this iconic London map, London ‘A-Z’, not only indicates its alphabetically arranged 

order and thoroughness, but also alludes to the idea of the urban streets being a system of language. 
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something to be recognised rather than dismissed as an inert background. It 

undermines the conception of human subjects as essentially thinking beings 

unaffected by the environment, and makes manifest the problematic 

dominating/dominated binary relation with the city.  

Meanwhile, Sinclair’s writing makes manifest the individual’s negotiation 

with the city as a competition with a more powerful authority. Unlike the flâneur 

who is content with feeding on the spectacles offered by the city, the contemporary 

urban wanderers creatively weave the fragmentary experiences into a unified image. 

The aim is to get hold of an authentic city, a ‘naked’ one behind the veil. Yet, the 

impossibility of this goal is self-reflexively shown in the act of writing, which 

establishes a distance between the text and the writer. Sinclair reflects on the 

fictitiousness and limits of his practice:  

We’ve gazed down on the prospects of the City from so many 

church towers, it’s almost as if we have flown like Bladud in an 

arrogance of vanity and delusions; as if seeing a pattern was 

creating one. As if walks linking discrete sites could manifest some 

miraculous whole, compete with the gears and bearings of the 

secret machine. (LOFT 127, my emphasis) 

This passage shows the writer’s mocking of his own project of imposing a spatial 

form onto urban topography and contending with the government’s vision of a 

gentrified London. As Peter Brooker points out, Sinclair’s aim is to ‘set the “secret 

history” of an alternate London against a Thatcherite enterprise culture, pitching his 

re-enchanted city against plans for its “regeneration”’ (112). London becomes the 

site of power contention between two sides. Given the unsurpassable behemoth of 

state power, Sinclair strives to shape London not in reality, but in the specific 

cultural realm of psychogeography. Nevertheless, ‘seeing a pattern’ does not equal 

‘creating one’. The real power lies in the hands of the ‘secret machine’ of capitalism, 

not in the tale-fabricators or myth-making psychogeographers. Consequently, the 

authentic city remains beyond reach, recalling the vision of a woman vanishing into 

the urban streets. 
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Downriver and Bleeding London: woman as city  

The city as woman metaphor connotes a two-way relationship and discussion 

of the representations of the feminised cityscape in London writing would be 

incomplete without a consideration of the reverse image of the woman as city. The 

following section returns to Self’s Bull: A Farce and Nicholson’s Bleeding London, 

along with a short story by Sinclair, in order to examine the male writers’ self-

consciousness about their stance through an analysis of three feminine characters 

who are more than passively objectified ciphers. 

 

In Bull, as Margoulies is becoming a superman to the woman-form of London 

via his heterosexual sexual relations with Bull, Bull is becoming a woman.119 Before 

having a vagina in his knee, Bull is depicted as an ordinary man with masculine 

characteristics.120 His body is ‘large and heavyset’, a typical male image in contrast 

to the small and thin female (BAF 131). Also, he plays rugby, a traditionally male 

sport, with friends who manifest ‘seemingly unquestioning masculinity’ (BAF 250). 

After discovering the female sex organ in his body, however, Bull develops feelings 

that are often considered feminine: ‘extreme sensitivity’; ‘feelings of being touched 

and of wanting to touch’ (BAF 161). Bull’s new identity as a woman is confirmed by 

the male doctor Margoulies, both in medical diagnosis delivered in words and in 

sexual intercourse carried out in action. Bull’s change seems to exemplify a 

biological determinism, that is, sexual difference determines gendered roles and 

behaviours, which opens the author to the charge of ‘blatant sexism’ (Kakutani 

‘Comic Novellas’).121 However, this critique neglects the satiric tone in the text and 

misreads the author’s intention. Emma Parker convincingly argues, ‘Rejecting the 

view that identity is determined by the body, Cock and Bull presents sex as a 

discursive construct’ (244). Nevertheless, in her examination of the ways in which 

bodily transmogrification is socially constructed and interpreted, Parker endorses a 

                                                           
119 ‘Alan was transported. Bull was all woman to him. […] What could be more feminine? For Alan, 

they were like two crash survivors copulating amidst burning wreckage’ (BAF 203). The term 

‘transported’ and the comparison with car crash survivors correspond to Alan’s transcendent 

experience of driving over the Westway flyover. Also, the image of a car crash is a homage to 

Ballard’s cult fiction Crash (Parker 241).  
120 The name ‘John Bull’ refers ‘to the personified image of British nationalism’ and connotes 

simplistic male types (Hayes 51).   
121 Similarly, Katherine Sender argues that Will Self’s book perpetuates the binary oppositions of 

male and female, masculinity and femininity (18-23).   
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poststructuralist approach that redefines the material in terms of the discursive. In her 

essay on the crisis of contemporary critical theory, Susan Hekman points out that 

whereas the linguistic turn brought by poststructuralism produces numerous insights 

about social reality, the dichotomy between reality and construction is problematic 

and untenable (88-91).122 To challenge this dichotomy, Hekman proposes to 

reconsider the material and argues that ‘the material is […] not only a passive object 

of our linguistic creation’ (92). The material body is a critical site in her discussion, 

and the aim is ‘bringing the materiality of the body into feminist discussions without 

losing the insights of discursive analysis’ (Hekman 107). From the perspective of 

Hekman’s essay, it is clear that Parker’s emphasis on the social construction of 

Bull’s gender identity comes at the cost of neglecting his corporeal materiality. What 

is missing in Parker’s analysis is the process of the body’s transformation and 

maturation, during which the ongoing and reciprocal inter-actions with the 

surrounding world decisively affect the changes in the body.   

Rather than pitching the physical body against subjectivity, Self’s story 

explores the body as an indispensable medium between the external world and the 

inner self. When Bull first detects the vagina in his knee, he does not recognise it 

instantly. Instead, he considers it a ‘wound’ (BAF 132). Then, his ‘touch turned into 

a feel’, into ‘sensing a lip’ (BAF 133,135). The discovery affects his feelings: ‘He 

felt an odd vulnerability this morning which he attributed to his wound or burn’ 

(BAF 137). When Bull’s body is touched and examined by the doctor, Bull’s vague 

feeling becomes clearer: ‘a fear of intrusion into himself’ (BAF 157). This feeling is 

clarified and rationalised when the doctor reveals the truth to him much later in the 

day: ‘Bull understood it all. Understood the feelings of vulnerability that had been 

troubling him all day’ (BAF 200). This gradual process from sensing the extra organ 

to recognising and accepting it involves both Bull and his interactions with others, in 

particular with his doctor, who embodies patriarchal authority, with his medical 

knowledge and aggressive masculinity in social relations. As Bull reflects, ‘whether 

or not the sex session with Alan was the cause, the vagina was noticeably maturing’ 

(BAF 218). It is clear that the sex organ does not merely appear and grow within a 

                                                           
122 Nancy Tuana understands the dichotomy between reality and construction as the divide between 

realism and social constructivism. To resolve such divide, she proposes the concept of 

‘interactionism’, which ‘acknowledges both the agency of materiality and the porosity of entities’ 

(191).  
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self-enclosed body separate from the world. Rather, it develops according to 

circumstances, interpretations and interactions. The body is malleable and changing, 

rather than fixed and static. Also, this process emphasises that the embodied self is 

situated in a certain social context. Its identity depends on self-knowledge as much as 

on inter-subjective relationships with others.  

What is more, interaction is not limited to that among human bodies. Bull’s 

experience of his body is intertwined with his experience of London. Bull deals with 

his confused gender identity – a man’s body with a female sex organ – by walking 

around in London. The exploration of the external urban space functions as a means 

of self-reflection. Bull experiences an ‘epiphany’ in Piccadilly, where he sees two 

legs in adjacent shopping windows. The one advertising ‘feminine impedimenta’ is 

‘a beautiful plastic leg, all caramel and sheer in slick sheeny stuff that would be bliss 

to feel’ (BAF 230). The other one features rugby equipment: ‘the male leg was all 

solid and impulsive […] as if this leg had been amputated in the very act of punting 

the ball’ (BAF 231). The female leg appeals to visual and tactile pleasure, while the 

male leg shows force and action. Gender binary is manifest in the advertisement of 

commodities, which suggests that the cityscape, commodified and spectacularised, is 

inscribed with phallocentric conceptions of gender difference. To some extent, Bull’s 

transformation results from an internalisation of the dominant patriarchal values that 

he perceives in the streets of London. Elizabeth Grosz remarks that ‘the form, 

structure, and norms of the city seep into and affect all the other elements that go into 

the constitution of corporeality’ (108). Hence, Bull: A Farce not only deconstructs 

the binary conception of sex and gender, but also challenges the conventional notion 

of the physical body as a finished product and opens it up to the urban environment.   

Meanwhile, the relationship between Bull’s body and London is reciprocal. 

As an embodied subject, the way Bull perceives the city changes along with the 

physical mutation in his body. Driving in the streets, Bull looks around: 

Doors, windows, garage forecourts, railway tunnels, even bus 

shelters. All struck at him with forceful, imagistic resonance. It’s 

all cunts! Bull exclaimed to himself […] It’s all openings, 

entrances and doorways … London itself, Bull now realised, was 

essentially a network of tunnels. […] The real lifeblood of the city, 

Bull now saw, was transported in and out of quintillions of 

vaginas. The city was a giant Emmenthal cheese, and the 

experience of entering it was both greedy and erotic. (BAF 221, 

my emphasis) 
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In contrast to Margoulies’ car as a ‘vibrator’ and a symbolic phallus, Bull’s car 

articulates femininity through and through: ‘The rounded form of the car, with its 

buttock bumpers and mammary bonnet, now defined him sexually far more than it 

ever had socially’ (BAF 220). Bull sees female sex organs everywhere in the 

metropolis. The identification (‘forceful, imagistic resonance’) of his new orifice 

with the urban space situates Bull in a passive position in the city’s sexual economy. 

Like the numerous tunnels in the city that are entered and penetrated daily, Bull’s 

body, due to the existence of a vagina, is also opened up to possible intrusions. It 

echoes Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of subjectivity: ‘Consciousness is in the first 

place not a matter of “I think that” but of “I can”’ (PP 137). When Bull’s bodily 

capacity changes, which is crudely exploited by Margoulies and imposed with a 

social meaning, Bull’s perception of himself and of London alters as a 

consequence.123 This should, perhaps, have increased Bull’s feelings of vulnerability. 

However, he instead finds his experience of the cityscape ‘greedy and erotic’ – a 

perspective that also underpins Margoulies’ sexually charged experience of the 

Westway flyover as ‘an enormous woman’ (BAF 214).  

It seems contradictory that on the one hand Bull feels like a woman and 

identifies with the feminised London, while on the other he takes a male viewpoint 

and feels an erotic desire for the city. This paradox could be read as an archetypal 

mode of the male representation of female urban experience. In spite of the female 

reproductive organ and the ‘feminine’ feelings, Bull’s whole body is male, and his 

overall values are masculine. Hence, all the feminine traits he develops after finding 

the vagina in his body are necessarily mediated via his male consciousness. His 

experiences are feminised according to the male imagination, an imagination that 

eroticises both the city and the woman as desirable objects. Consequently, through a 

caricaturing of a man-becoming-woman, Will Self not only satirises gender 

essentialism, but also problematises male author’s attempts to speak for women in 

their texts and to represent female experiences of London in a realm dominated by 

masculinity.124 The novella deliberately exaggerates the feminised male character as 

                                                           
123 This is not to affirm ‘biology is destiny’ – a notion that has been rightly criticised and discredited – 

but to stress the importance of the body. While Judith Butler differentiates sex and gender in her 

influential books, Elizabeth Grosz considers gender a redundant term and emphasises that ‘the body is 

what it is capable of doing’ (214).  
124 M. Hunter Hayes also mentions that Will Self in Cock and Bull ‘raises questions about his own 

methods as a writer’ (59), but Hayes does not expand on the problem of male authorship regarding 

this text.  
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a vulnerable and exceedingly sentimental ‘feminine’ type, so as to make visible the 

powerful effects of the sexually regulated and organised urban landscape upon the 

individual body as well as upon the textual space. It not only makes manifest the 

ways in which sex, gender and body are socially constructed, but also reveals the 

limits of social constructionism. It chimes with Susan Hekman’s objection to the 

notion of the material body as passively produced by linguistic and social 

construction. Through the detailed representations of the transformation of Bull, 

Self’s novella draws attention to the visceral process of the body becoming, and 

highlights a two-way interrelation between the human body and social practices.  

 

This issue is also addressed in Iain Sinclair’s short story ‘Horse Spittle (The 

Eros of Maps)’ collected in his book Downriver. The narrator finds a photograph of a 

woman named Edith Cadiz, and hears about her peculiar striptease performance in an 

East End pub. Edith makes a costume of maps from the printed copy of an old map 

of London. She cuts the map into pieces and sews them together. During the 

performance, when the audience call out place names of London, her dog leaps up at 

her and tears away the corresponding map fragments from her costume. At the end of 

the show:  

Edith was left alone on stage, in a scatter of torn paper. She was 

bruised and scratched by the dog’s claws, his slavering enthusiasm. 

[…] Her wounds were an urban survey, promoting fresh deltas and 

rivulets […] She had succeeded; but she was not sure what that 

meant. (D 63-64) 

The map costume transforms Edith into an embodiment of the metropolis. The male 

spectators’ shouted instructions are carried out by the dog and turned into physical 

acts of stripping the female body naked, which literalises the notion of laying bare 

the city. It echoes Debord’s theme of a ‘naked city’, but with a reminder of the 

painful suffering. The ‘bruised and scratched’ body reveals the brutality and 

violation done to the female by the male. However, the male spectators do not feel 

the pain. They see the wounds as ‘an urban survey’ of a new topography, and stand 

at a distance, largely unmoved by their actions. During this unusually powerful 

performance, Edith remains silent and immobile: she cannot interpret her own 

performance. Later, in another anecdote, she ‘does not know herself’ (D 78). The 

female character seems to be merely another stereotype in male fantasy. Peter 

Brooker suggests that women in Downriver appear ‘less as actors than the creations 
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and creatures of man’s fevered and sexual imagination’ (102). He also recognises a 

‘corporate white male consciousness’ in Sinclair’s oeuvre, which renders Sinclair’s 

resistance against Thatcher – Sinclair’s nemesis – problematic, because both sides 

collude in their discrimination against women and other ethnic groups (Brooker 105). 

Against Brooker, Sebastian Groes interprets Edith’s striptease as a critique of 

‘Thatcher’s selling off of London’ and stresses Sinclair’s attention to the ‘ambiguous 

powers of the female subject’ (Making of London 111). These two opposite views 

seem to testify to the ambivalence in Sinclair’s text identified by Groes.  

The narrator of Downriver later in the novel intimates that the striptease story 

is only a fiction: ‘I knew that I was looking at Edith Cadiz, the invented (self-

inventing) victim’ (D 175). The female character is ‘invented’ by a male. By contrast 

to the absence of female subjective perception or reflection on the events happening 

to her own body in the story, the narrator is a knowing and creating subject. He 

embodies masculine creativity. However, Edith is also ‘self-inventing’, which 

suggests that in addition to being a product of invention, Edith exercises some 

agency herself. Her thoughts are not entirely transparent to the inventor-narrator. 

Consequently, the female character’s silence is not entirely the loss of agency 

stereotypical of the observed woman. It also reflects the limits of the author’s 

capacity for imaginative representation.  

Instead of satirising the representation of female sexuality in a hyperbolic 

fashion as Will Self does, Iain Sinclair emphasises that female experiences are 

independent and different. This is implied in the photograph of Edith that triggers the 

narrator’s fabrication of the striptease performance: 

The photographer had been careful not to impose a queasy subtext: 

to make a confession of his own inadequacy. He was not “saying” 

anything. He could have been blind. […] the girl had taken the shot 

by an act of will, controlling the light and the focus for the precise 

exposure she wished to celebrate. “This,” she said, “is how I want 

to remember myself. (D 60, my emphasis) 

The photographer stands for the observer and the artist, the roles conventionally 

attributed to men. It is here specified as a ‘He’. The inadequacy of the photographer 

is likened to being ‘blind’, which is associated with the loss of masculine power. In 

his interpretation of E. T. A. Hoffman’s short story ‘The Sand-Man’, Freud suggests 

that there is a ‘substitutive relation between the eye and the male member’ 

(‘Uncanny’ 383). Also, as noted in the reading of Baudelaire’s poem, masculine 
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domination is inseparable from the eye that casts an objectifying gaze. Here, in 

Sinclair’s story, the photographer fails to look at and objectify the woman into his 

artwork. As if returning the look of the photographer, the woman expresses her ‘act 

of will’ through the image and asserts her subjectivity. In this way, while becoming 

the inventor and the invented of her own image, the woman emasculates the male 

artist by depriving him of the capacity of creation.  

What the narrator’s fabricated story connotes, then, is the woman’s 

overpowering and independent subjectivity. The inner feelings and self-knowledge 

of the woman are left blank in the narrator’s text, exactly because the narrator cannot 

figure out what is ‘This’ that she wants to remember herself in the photograph. That 

the photographer is ‘not “saying” anything’ mirrors the absence of female speech in 

the narrator’s striptease story. Instead of simply creating a female character 

according to male fantasy and thereby speaking for women, Sinclair acknowledges 

the underprivileged position of women and foregrounds their silence as problematic 

in Downriver. Elsewhere, Sinclair remarks that in England flânerie ‘does seem to be 

a kind of male preserve, a very white male preserve, but that isn’t necessarily going 

to stay the case’ (quoted in Barfield). Self-conscious of being a male walker and 

writer, Sinclair intends to address the ‘gender problem’ in his writing without 

relinquishing his privilege, which makes his text ambivalent, and open to question. 

What is more, by figuring the female image clad in a costume made from a London 

map, the narrator associates his puzzlement before the woman’s image with his 

experience of the metropolis. To some extent, men’s need to lay bare, to know and to 

master is counteracted by a real obstacle and a real difference. The image of Edith 

demonstrates that women and the feminised city are not merely a construct of male 

fantasy, but something existing, corporeally and materially, independently.  

 

The trace of an independent and autonomous female subjectivity can be 

discerned in Bleeding London as well. Apart from showing the way a male walker-

writer eroticises the metropolis, the novel sets aside some space to put forward a 

female viewpoint. To begin with, the idea of becoming an incarnation of London is 

not imposed by the male characters, but a willing choice made by Judy. She declares 

to her therapist: ‘Greater London, c’est moi’ (BL 5). Also, during her affair with 

Stuart, Judy plays the active role. Like the city that is leading Stuart on, ‘Judy did her 

best to participate in this afterglow […] and Stuart was her willing […] accomplice’ 
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(BL 135). Towards the end of the novel, Judy’s wish is realised. A mysterious 

marking shaped like the Thames appears on her torso:  

Judy continued pointing to various parts of it [the map] and said, as 

though she were a tour guide, ‘Here we see Chelsea Harbour, here 

Battersea Reach, here the Isle of Dogs, and here the Upper and 

Lower Pool…’ And before long the therapist was utterly 

convinced. The rash or bruise or scar or whatever it was formed a 

perfect representation of the River Thames, a depiction so accurate, 

so detailed, that you could have used it as a navigational aid. (BL 

345) 

The mark resembles the map of the Thames, which is one of the most significant and 

iconic geographical features of London. Through this image, the city is physically 

etched onto Judy’s skin and incarnated by her flesh. She literally bodies forth the 

form of London, fulfilling her initial fantasy. Over the course of the novel, Judy 

makes a decision, takes necessary actions and finally reaches her goal. In this way, 

the agency of the female character clearly overtakes that of the male characters.125  

What is more, the story of Judy suggests a distinctly female perspective on 

the city. By contrast to the ‘masculine’ stance of objectifying and mastering the city, 

Judy actively submits her body to the forces of London. When sex is good, she tells a 

male accomplice, ‘I feel as though disappearing, being pulverized, being fucked into 

oblivion, so that I’m nothing, just particles of air pollution, debris, smog, particles of 

soot and skin floating through the air and settling on the city’ (BL 131). Clearly, Judy 

responds more passionately to the specific environment in the city rather than to any 

particular male body. The vivid image of her body being fragmented and spread over 

a vast metropolis expresses the disintegration of the individual body. Judy is no 

longer a certain amount of flesh and bones encapsulated in the bounded skin. Instead, 

she achieves the feeling of an intimate connection with the urban world.  

Judy’s felt transformation epitomises the ‘sensible sentient’. Regarding the 

reason why the human body is capable of touching and seeing things in the world, 

Merleau-Ponty suggests:  

This is not because [the body] would have the visibles before itself 

as objects. […] this is only because, being of their family, itself 

visible and tangible, it uses its own being as a means to participate 

in theirs, because each of the two beings is an archetype for the 

                                                           
125 Stuart’s interest in London is catalysed by Judy, without whom London wound not be ‘sexually 

alive’ for him. Mick, another male protagonist of the novel, gets sexually involved with Judy and 

finds himself ‘seduced and coerced’ (BL 232). Both male characters appear rather passive; for them, 

London is made different and layered with the meanings of seduction and entrapment through the 

active and purposeful female character. 
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other, because the body belongs to the order of the things as the 

world is universal flesh. (VI 137, my emphasis) 

Merleau-Ponty does away with the opposition between subject and object, and 

proposes instead a reciprocal and reversible relationship between body and world. In 

Bleeding London, Judy uses her corporeal body, exactly, as a means to ‘participate 

in’ the erotic field of the city. Through the male bodies, she is engaging with the city. 

Her body is simultaneously the sentient being that feels the intensity and the 

pleasure, and the sensible being whose corporeal body is touched and inscribed by 

the flesh of the city. What is more, the female experience shows the relationship of 

the body with the city to be continuing and changing. Unlike Stuart who simply loses 

himself in London, or the men of Zobeide who feel irredeemably trapped, Judy’s 

disintegration into the city is juxtaposed with a process of renewing and regaining. 

During her reciprocal interaction with the city, Judy becomes ‘an archetype’ for 

London, as her mapped body displays. 

In this story, what the female urban experience connotes is a non-masculine 

and non-objectifying way of relating to the city. Or, in the words of Elizabeth Grosz, 

a ‘mutually defining’ interrelationship: between the body and the city, there is ‘a 

two-way linkage that could be defined as an interface’ (108). The bodies and the 

cities are ‘not […] megalithic total entities’ (108). Rather, they are 

assemblages or collections of parts, capable of crossing the 

thresholds between substances to form linkages, machines, 

provisional and often temporary sub- or micro-groupings. This 

model is […] based on the productivity of bodies and cities in 

defining and establishing each other. (Grosz 108) 

In Bleeding London, through her fleeting sexual encounters with men in the urban 

places with an erotic past, Judy crosses the material boundaries and establishes an 

erotic linkage between her body, the male body and the city. To borrow the words of 

Nancy Tuana, Judy’s eccentric practice demonstrates ‘a viscous porosity of flesh – 

my flesh and the flesh of the world. This porosity is a hinge through which we are of 

and in the world’ (199). From the interactions of the female flesh and the flesh of the 

urban body, there emerges an image of London as a non-human subject with its own 

agency and deserving of being treated as an active participant. The city is no longer 

eroticised for the benefit or hazard of the male character, but given a material agency 

for the female character herself. Judy is not defined as an eroticised London from a 

male viewpoint like Bull or Edith. The feminisation of Bull is repeatedly associated 
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with vulnerability and sensitivity, and Edith is deemed a ‘victim’, albeit the ‘invented 

(and self-inventing) victim’ (D 175). Judy, on the contrary, delights in the sexual 

field of London and operates from within an ‘abject’ and objectified position. She 

playfully disrupts the power mechanism and the sexual norms by making a self-

conscious decision to subjugate her body to the phallocentric order. It reverberates 

with the strategy discussed by Luce Irigaray, namely, to ‘resubmit herself […] so as 

to make “visible,” by an effect of playful repetition, what was supposed to remain 

invisible’ (This Sex Which is Not One 76). Through the repetition of sex and the 

active submission to the domination and action of men (‘being pulverized’), Judy 

brings the invisible gender binary and masculine domination to the visible realm. The 

marking on her torso (‘rash or bruise or scar’), like the ‘bruised and scratched’ body 

of Edith in Sinclair’s story, highlights the violent antagonism inherent in hegemonic 

masculinity and draws attention to the suffering of women as well as the pain of the 

city.  

More importantly, the subversion of female subjectivity is aimed at male 

authority both in the textual world of the novel and in relation to the male author. 

Judy’s practice can be read as exceeding authorial intention. Nicholson’s authorial 

stance seems misogynistic at times. He makes use of Judy’s body as a convenient 

plot device, to drive the stories of two male characters, and to connect the diverse 

threads of narrative into one entity. Despite the critical role assigned to Judy, her 

character is incoherent and unconvincing. Much less space is given to her 

representation than to that of the male characters. 126 Also, she is portrayed as 

exceedingly sentimental and vengeful. It is plainly senseless that a sex-experience 

collector such as Judy would be heart-broken about her affair with one man: ‘After 

Stuart ditched her, Judy was left feeling hurt, used, worthless, but above all intensely 

angry’ (BL 182). Compare this with Bull’s reaction after his affair with Margoulies: 

‘Bull felt violated, traduced, seduced’; ‘He felt shamed and ashamed’ (BAF 206, 

272). Both texts describe the female or the feminised character as the victim 

suffering as a result of the actions of their masculine counterparts. Whereas Will Self 

self-reflexively parodies the male fantasy about women’s experiences, Geoff 

                                                           
126 Nicholson’s biased treatment of characters is also noted by Silvia Mergenthal, who points out that 

‘the episodes in which Judy occupies a privileged narrative position are those in which her 

experiences are centred upon the body’ (135). However, in her interpretation of Judy’s inscribed body 

as ‘the epitome of the outsider’ (135), Mergenthal does not consider the resisting potential of the 

female body.  
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Nicholson simply shapes Judy as a foil for the other characters, thereby perpetuating 

a patriarchal construction of the feminine.  

Against the author’s design, traces of an uncontrollable corporeality and 

autonomous female subjectivity can be discovered in the text. As Elizabeth Grosz 

maintains, ‘there are always ways in which the sexuality and corporeality of the 

subject leave their traces or marks on the texts produced’ (21). The ‘marks’ can be 

located in two places. Regarding the mysterious marking of Judy’s torso, the text is 

uncertain: ‘The rash or bruise or scar or whatever it was’ (BL 345). This might be 

read as the author’s authority on the meaning of his own text being troubled by a 

female sexuality and corporeality that exceeds the powers of his imagination. This 

indeterminacy, like the returning look of Baudelaire’s female passer-by and the 

silence of Sinclair’s invented striptease performer, is itself a significant mark. The 

female body, with its irreducible materiality, gains an autonomous existence and 

challenges the egoistical authorial ‘act of signmarking’ (LOFT 1). Furthermore, the 

active materiality of the body enables the female character to engage with the urban 

world in a productive, non-masculine and posthuman way. To some extent, Judy 

achieves what is expressed by Braidotti as ‘an act of unfolding the self onto the 

world, while enfolding the world within’ (193). It is through this act that the more-

than-human agency of the city can be incorporated by Judy and the city be 

regenerated by the female sexuality.  

Also, nowhere is the subversion of male authority more apparent than the title 

of the novel: ‘Bleeding London.’ The adjective ‘bleeding’ seems to signify the 

vitality or violence in metropolitan life, which is observable in the cover designs of 

the novel (Figure 7).127 They include elements of map, artery, heart, or a baseball bat 

smeared with blood, which appear neutral or leaning on the masculine side in terms 

of gender. What is not acknowledged, however, is the reverberation of the title with 

the female body.  ‘Bleeding’ might also denote menstruation, the monthly bleeding 

that characterises female sexual maturity as radically different. This association is 

further implied in the image of the Thames on Judy’s body. The tidal ebb and flow of 

the river, by analogy to the menstrual cycle of the female body, gives ‘birth’ to 

                                                           
127 https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/3412893-bleeding-london.     

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/1293668.Bleeding_London. Accessed 15 Sept. 2017.  
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London.128 Therefore, the term ‘bleeding’ in the title suggests regeneration, in 

addition to violence and vitality. In this way, a profound and non-erotic 

interconnection between the female body and London can be excavated from the 

text. Perhaps in spite of the author’s intention, the novel allows us to associate the 

material landscape with female bodies in a productive and innovative way; the 

material is not something passively produced by social discourse or subjugated to 

masculine rationality, but a crucial aspect of the reciprocal inter-actions of our 

engagement with the urban world. 

 

                                                           
128 Groes also identifies the Thames as a symbol of female reproductivity (Making of London 111).  

Figure 7 
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The readings above demonstrate that the contemporary male London writers 

explore the convention of the sexualised city in their representations of urban 

experiences, but with crucial distinctions. Compared to earlier writers, who translate 

male experiences of modernity into a dual relationship with a female figure, thereby 

making use of the socio-cultural privilege of masculinity to negotiate with modern 

city, the contemporary writers discussed this chapter tend to diffuse the erotic 

intensity into the terrain and attempt to relate to London in a way less mediated by a 

specific female figure. This is particularly noticeable in Iain Sinclair’s Lights Out for 

the Territory. The hazard of this strategy is manifested in Geoff Nicholson’s 

Bleeding London, while the ambiguously triumphant and jeopardous result is 

demonstrated in the super-human and de-subjectivised drive in Will Self’s Bull: A 

Farce. In these writings, London emerges more as a living being with its independent 

subjectivity, than as a complicated volatile environment. On the other hand, some of 

the writers show a critical awareness of the gender politics underpinning the 

eroticisation of London. Will Self parodies the male imagination of female urban 

experience in Bull: A Farce, while Iain Sinclair represents the limits of the male 

author in his short story ‘Horse Spittle (The Eros of Maps)’. Lastly, a close reading 

reveals a possible trace of female subjectivity buried in Bleeding London. The 

subversion of female sexuality within a problematically ‘sexist’ male author’s text 

exemplifies the significance of flesh and the latent capacity of an inter-corporeal 

engagement between the body and the city.  
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Chapter Five 

City in Fragments, Body in Pieces 

 

Today, the autistic response of total withdrawal, and the schizophrenic 

anxiety of the body in pieces, belong to our psychocorporeal forms of 

identification with the teletopological puzzle of the city in pieces.  

Victor Burgin, ‘The City in Pieces’ (1996) 

 

In his critique of space in contemporary culture, Victor Burgin proposes a correlation 

between the fragmented body and the shattered city in psychoanalytic terms (156-

158). Taking up Paul Virilio’s term ‘teletopological’, which describes how the 

imaging technologies such as television alter the ways in which we perceive 

topography, Burgin suggests that the space of the city has been reduced to surfaces 

and fragments.129 Due to a porous spatial relationship between the body and its 

surrounding space, the body incorporates spatial fragmentariness from outside and 

becomes ‘the body in pieces’ (Burgin 158). It is an image that calls to mind Fredric 

Jameson’s observation about the ‘fragmentation’ or the ‘death’ of the subject in 

postmodernity (Postmodernism 14-15). Without an autonomous and coherent self, it 

seems inevitable that what one perceives of the external world is haphazard, 

incoherent and partial. Thus, the body and the city not only identify or parallel with 

each other, but also form a vicious circuit and re-affirm the state of fragmentation.  

However, it is not always the case that the body passively suffers the 

fragmenting force of urban space and anxiously turns away from the city. As shown 

in the previous chapter’s reading of Nicholson’s Bleeding London, in which Judy 

purposely submits her body to the expansive erotic topography of London to be 

symbolically fragmented and scattered. Via this active and corporeal engagement 

with urban space, Judy then recuperates the city in its entirety and becomes an 

incarnation of London. Her metaphoric and exhaustive incorporation of London is 

reflected in her interaction with Mick, a newcomer to the city. He relies on Judy for 

way-finding and sees her as no less than a walking London A-Z (a copy of which 

                                                           
129 Paul Virilio coined the word ‘Teletopological’ in his work The Vision Machine (1994). The term is 

derived from a conflation of the Greek, tele (‘distant or far’) and topos (‘place’). As Ian James 

explains, ‘If the topological relates to the reality of a given place, its historical and geological form, 

then the “teletopological” would relate to the reality of a place or form as viewed from a distance’ 

(48).   
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Judy also sells to him). Thus, as Judy gives up her bodily unity for an intimate 

connection with London, she regains, through incorporation, a totalised version of 

the city. In this way, Nicholson’s novel demonstrates a dynamic interrelation 

between body and city and offers an alternative understanding of the image of the 

body in pieces.  

Whereas Nicholson’s novel features the London A-Z, a complete map 

detailing the whole city, Zadie Smith’s novel NW (2012) specifies only one postcode 

area – North West London. This area had been portrayed as a lively and thriving 

multicultural community in Smith’s debut novel White Teeth (2000), in which 

characters from various ethnic, cultural and social backgrounds are thrown into 

dynamic interaction to form an optimistic, unitary image of ‘melting-pot London’.130 

In NW, however, the local area is depicted in a sombre tone to show the grim reality 

of a fragmented – resolutely unintegrated – metropolis. Fragmentation has been 

noted as a feature of the novel by reviewers, but has not been fully examined as a 

major theme.131 This chapter first contrasts the fractured view of London in NW with 

the totalising one presented in Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, before exploring Smith’s 

valorisation of, and reservations regarding, the localised, embodied perspective of the 

novel.  

In contrast to the deliberately limited, character-centred viewpoint of NW, 

Lanchester adopts a third-person omniscient narrative point of view in his novel 

Capital (2012). This book presents a panoramic image of contemporary British 

society through its representation of a small, nondescript residential street in South 

London.132 Capital shows the residential streets of London as a whole alienated from 

their nature as dwelling places and subsumed into the abstract homogeneous space of 

global capitalism. Lastly, Tom McCarthy’s novel Remainder is re-examined here and 

                                                           
130 This term is often used to characterise White Teeth. For example, see D. Marcus, p. 70; Moss, p. 

12. Also, there is a substantial body of research on Zadie Smith and her contribution to postcolonial 

London fictions. For example, Ball, pp. 222-245; McLeod, Postcolonial London pp. 166-188. 
131 For brief commentary on fragmentation in NW, see Enright; Franklin; Mars-Jones.  
132 Capital is often considered as a ‘state of the nation’ novel featuring a vast range of characters and 

weaving an impressive number of sub-plots. See Faber & Faber page on Capital. The book has also 

been labelled as ‘Crunch Lit’ and grouped with Sebastian Faulks’s A Week in December (2009) by 

Katy Shaw. This sub-genre of literary fiction ‘examines the impact of the excessively financialized 

state of contemporary society before, during and after the financial crisis’ (Shaw 19). Critics have also 

explored the image of London presented in Capital in relation to ethics and realism. See Korte; 

Bernard.  
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read against Angela Carter’s novel Wise Children (1991).133 Although both novels 

revolve around the reversible relation between body and city, they offer different and 

distinctive images of London. By analysing the images of the city and of the body in 

these London novels, this chapter identifies a dialectic between fragmentation and 

unity in the imagining of contemporary city spaces and the human interactions 

possible with, and within them.  

 

  

                                                           
133 Current criticism of Carter’s Wise Children mostly focuses on gender politics, the influence of 

Shakespeare and her writing style. See Cavallaro; Hardin; Roessner. In their discussions, the role of 

London is often mentioned, but not yet singled out as a key aspect of the novel.  
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NW: a ‘cross-hatched’ view  

Fragmentariness characterises Zadie Smith’s novel NW. The book tells the 

stories of three second-generation Londoners, Leah Hanwell, Felix Cooper and 

Natalie Blake. All three, and most of the other characters in the novel, grow up on a 

council estate – Caldwell, Kilburn, North West London.134 Their stories are 

inextricably woven into the topography of this postcode area.135 Yet, despite her 

undivided interest in the localised area, Smith refuses to present a cohesive 

community and steers away from the kind of ‘millennial optimism’ shown in White 

Teeth.136 This can be detected through a quick glance at the text. The novel is divided 

into five parts, each with a distinct narrative voice so that its focus alternates among 

the three main characters. Also, there is no clear chronological structure to connect 

different parts or even within each part. It demands the reader pull the pieces 

together, constructing an overview after reading the whole book. Part three of the 

novel is further divided into 184 numbered vignettes, recounting the life of Natalie 

Blake. This form is significant – ‘The story of a fragmented existence must be told in 

fragments,’ as one reviewer remarks (Franklin ‘Reader: Keep Up’). 137 Natalie’s 

‘fragmented existence’ will be firstly examined through her peculiar visual 

perception of London. 

Natalie bodies forth the triumph of individualised social mobility. Yet, she 

feels increasingly alienated from her successful life. Born to a Jamaican immigrant 

family in Caldwell, Natalie struggles her way up the social ladder.138 She becomes a 

barrister, ‘marries up’, has two children, and moves into a grand house in the more 

salubrious part of Kilburn. However, beneath her ‘decent’ middle-class life, Natalie 

seeks random sex in London. When her shameful secret is found out by her husband, 

                                                           
134 The estate is fictional, but it is based on the actual topography of London.  
135 David Marcus comments that these characters are ‘ultimately determined by where they grew up’ 

(72). 
136 McLeod uses the term ‘millennial optimism’ to characterise White Teeth, and approves of its 

representation of ‘the verve, vitality and creativity of contemporary London’ (Postcolonial London 

160-161).  
137 Speaking of the fragmentary form of NW in an interview by Cressida Leyshon, Zadie Smith says, 

‘I’ve always admired the idea of the “fragment,” but fragments are usually single-voiced – often a 

monologue of some kind. I can’t write in that singular way, it bores me. I think I wanted to see if I 

could make a fragmentary third person work.’  
138 Natalie’s transformation is also shown in the change of her name, from ‘Keisha’ which is given by 

her family and suggestive of her ethnic background, to the more culturally neutral ‘Natalie’ which is 

‘more resonant with her process of self-invention, inaugurating a life guided by the principles of 

expediency and pragmatism’ (López-Ropero 130).  
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she walks out of her house, rambles through the city, and considers ending her life on 

Hornsey Lane Bridge above the Archway Road, often known as the ‘Suicide Bridge’ 

to the inhabitants of north London. A memorable image of the city in pieces is shown 

through Natalie’s viewpoint on the bridge, 

The view was cross-hatched. St Paul’s in one box. The Gherkin in 

another. Half a tree. Half a car. Cupolas, spires. Squares, 

rectangles, half-moons, stars. It was impossible to get any sense of 

the whole. From up here the bus lane was a red gash through the 

city. The tower blocks were the only things she could see that 

made any sense, separated from each other, yet communicating. 

From this distance they had a logic, some posts driven into an 

ancient field, waiting for something to be laid on top of them, a 

statue, perhaps, or a platform. (NW 281) 

The fractured view is significant and distinctive. When the onlooker is positioned 

high above or far away from the observed place, a broad overview is often given. In 

this scene, however, there is no ‘sense of the whole’. Instead, the character’s 

perception of the external world is described part by part. The city in view appears to 

be broken down into incoherent pieces. Landmark buildings are deprived of their 

metonymic relationship with London, as spatial continuity is broken by the visual 

‘box[es]’ formed by the railings of the bridge. ‘St Paul’s’ and ‘the Gherkin’ appear 

separately. Other objects are either incomplete (‘Half a tree’) or reduced to abstract 

geometric shapes (‘Squares, rectangles’). Deliberately refusing to recognise the 

proper names of the city buildings in view, this episode stays on the level of 

immediate visual impressions. David James rightly notices that Natalie’s view of 

London is ‘splintered at eye level by the bridge’s intricate iron lattices’ and points 

out the novel’s deliberate refusal of surface coherence (209-210). However, he does 

not specify the implication of embodiment in this episode. In NW, perception of 

London is strongly correlated with the bodily difference of the perceiver, which is 

worth further examination.  

To address the issue of the body, it is useful to read Natalie’s view against the 

totalising perception of London shown in Mr Phillips when the eponymous 

protagonist takes a bus and heads towards central London: ‘The bus moves half-way 

across Chelsea Bridge and comes to a halt. A vista opens up towards Canary Wharf 

in the east and past Battersea Bridge towards Hammersmith in the other direction’ 

(MP 84). An extremely comprehensive view of the city is presented in this sentence. 

The ‘vista’ that spans from the east to the west seems to unfold smoothly and 
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continuously in front of the protagonist like a prepared panoramic photograph. 

Visual obstructions that might be caused by the bus window frames and the temporal 

intervals required for turning the head around are ignored during this smooth process. 

The continuity of the urban spectacle is implied in the unbroken expression 

(‘towards…and … towards…’). It forms a sharp contrast with the description of 

Natalie’s view, which consists of a list of short phrases and nouns. Each syntactic 

element refers to a little bit of the city, but there is no connective to join them 

together. Thus, whereas Natalie sees the visual details without a total image, Mr 

Phillips has an abstractly total vision without any specific objects or buildings. 

Moreover, the bird’s eye view of the cityscape shown in Mr Phillips calls to 

mind the idea of the mental map, which is important for understanding the extremity 

of distance shown in the novel.139 In The Image of the City (1960), Kevin Lynch 

defines this innovative concept as ‘the generalized mental picture of the exterior 

physical world that is held by an individual’ (4). As a ‘product both of immediate 

sensation and of the memory of past experience’, the mental map varies according to 

different people and often appears sketchy, incomplete or inaccurate when compared 

with a comprehensive, official map (Lynch 4). It nonetheless enables its creator in 

his or her daily way-finding in the city and cultivates an ‘understanding of the city 

image as a total field’ (Lynch 158). Mr Phillips, however, has an exceedingly 

complete city image in mind, which resembles an actual street map marked with 

proper place names. The city ‘vista’ in the novel is signified rather than described. It 

is a ‘city evoked in words […] toponymical rather than topographical’ (B. Pike 12). 

Three place names – Canary Wharf, Battersea Bridge, and Hammersmith – are 

crowded into one sentence, but no specific physical features of the cityscape are 

mentioned at all. It seems the protagonist instantaneously translates the visual cues 

perceived from the city into textual signs and overlays the image of the material 

environment with a schematic map. The clear and totalising mental image is 

combined with a blindness to visual details. It echoes an observation put forward by 

Mieke Bal in her essay on reading modes and unifying fallacy. Bal suggests that 

‘wholeness […] necessarily entails blindness: the desire for wholeness informs the 

compulsion to project unity onto the image or text and thus to ignore incoherent 

                                                           
139 The discussion here does not contradict my argument in Chapter One. Mr Phillips shows an 

oscillation between the extremely distanced and the intimately immersed. What is emphasised in this 

chapter is only one aspect of the novel.  
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details that threaten to break the unity’ (509). In Mr Phillips’s city view from the 

bridge, such a pre-determined unity is projected onto the physical space, and the 

potentially disruptive sensory details (such as the missing parts caused by the 

window frames) are suppressed under the totalising mental map of London. 

Furthermore, the clear and abstract mental map of London signifies a 

distinctive outlook on the urban world, which can be further examined with 

Jameson’s notion of ‘cognitive mapping’. Jameson suggests that the function of 

mental mapping is not limited to navigating the physical city and further proposes a 

need for cognitive mapping as an ideological tool, which would ‘enable a situational 

representation on the part of the individual subject to that vaster and properly 

unrepresentable totality which is the ensemble of society’s structure as a whole’ 

(Postmodernism 51). In this way, the physical space of the city is turned into a 

symbol for social organisation, and the mental map a way for the individual to relate 

his or her position to the broader social order. Thus, like Lynch who suggests that 

‘urban alienation is directly proportional to the mental unmappability of local 

cityscapes,’ Jameson argues ‘the incapacity to map spatially is as crippling to 

political experience as the analogous incapacity to map spatially is for urban 

experience’ (Postmodernism 415-416). However, what gets lost on the way from 

Lynch to Jameson is Lynch’s attention to the ‘partial’ and ‘fragmentary’ (2). In The 

Image of the City, although the mental map held by each urban dweller is practical 

and useful in terms of finding one’s way in daily life and securing a sense of place, it 

is ultimately grounded in subjective experiences. In Jameson’s theory, however, 

there is a significant shift from the subjective to the objective. As Jameson points 

out, ‘cognitive mapping in the broader sense comes to require the coordination of 

existential data (the empirical position of the subject) with unlived, abstract 

conceptions of the geographic totality’ (Postmodernism 52). The tendency to 

subjugate one’s empirical experiences to an abstract conception of totality is 

discernible in Mr Phillips’s bridge view, as he turns the discontinuous and obstructed 

actual perceptions into an abstract and total image. However, Lanchester’s novel 

does not merely offer a straightforward illustration of cognitive mapping, but also 

exaggerates the objectifying and rationalising logic of it in a comical manner.  

 Mr Phillips is punctuated with numerous small-scale practices of cognitive 

mapping through computation. Mr Phillips often translates what he perceives of the 

external world into imaginary diagrams made of numbers in his mind, and positions 
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himself accordingly. For example, following the sweeping vista on the bridge, Mr 

Phillips shifts his attention to the Thames, and starts calculating the percentage of the 

passengers on the bus who have not experienced three randomly selected activities. 

Putting together figures for this bus, and assuming figures of 70 per 

cent for no anal intercourse, 75 per cent for not having been on the 

Thames, 80 per cent for not having seen a dead body, and saying 

that there were 80 people on the bus, you multiply 70 per cent by 

75 per cent by 80 per cent to get 42 per cent, which means that a 

total of 33.6 people on the bus have never been on London’s river, 

seen a corpse nor experienced anal intercourse. […] Mr Phillips is 

in the relatively suave and experienced subset who have only not 

been on the Thames. He has lived. (MP 85) 

Arbitrary figures are extracted from, more or less banal, life experiences to form a 

legible, though fictitious, table of numbers. The protagonist holds before his mind’s 

eye such a mental diagram, and then positions himself on it as a dot, ‘in the relatively 

suave and experienced subset’. This way of seeing the world is characteristic of Mr 

Phillips, as he frequently draws up these cognitive maps and measures his life in 

relation to society. In these fervent mental calculations, what is experienced 

intuitively in daily life needs to be conceptualised as data and reduced to the 

visualised information of mental images or linguistic constructs. In other words, 

qualitatively diverse experiences in life are transformed into mere quantities, which 

is a central problem of cognitive mapping. Brian Massumi insists that cognitive 

mapping is a ‘computational fiction’, erroneously presupposing ‘that we effectively 

move through and live in a static, metric or quantitative, Euclidean space’ (180-181). 

No living body could survive in such space. In Mr Phillips’s calculation, the 

numerical representation of life displaces lived experiences to the secondary realm of 

the analytical, and the abstract mental image becomes the ultimate proof of having 

‘experienced’ and ‘lived’ (MP 85). Therefore, the resultant totalised vision is 

reductive and deleterious. It subordinates corporeal existence.  

Additionally, this episode highlights the distortive nature of Mr Phillips’s 

cognitive mapping, and implies a problematic motive behind this erratic obsession. 

The precise numbers and the rigorous computations in the text form a shiny surface 

of truthfulness and objectivity, which conceals the fact that these figures are 

fabricated and ungrounded. Mr Phillips either gets them from a newspaper article 

read a long time ago or simply makes them up. His eagerness to measure and map his 

position in the world through absurd calculations implies a deep-rooted anxiety and 
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uncertainty. As he has been recently sacked from his accountancy firm, Mr Phillips 

has lost his legitimate place in London. His social standing slips from an average 

middle-class man to a much less secure kind – jobless, placeless and powerless. The 

somewhat frenzied mental charts that suffuse Mr Phillips’s head during his 

wandering in London can be read as him compulsively resorting to his now 

redundant actuarial skills in order to make sense of his new situation. Intending to 

stabilise the now estranged and nebulous metropolis into a familiar, static ‘total 

space’ and to secure his position in it, Mr Phillips ends up losing a clear sense of self 

during the process. What is obtained in the end is merely a semblance of totality and 

a comically delusional sense of orientation. In this way, the novel questions the 

efficacy of mapping one’s world cognitively and raises doubts about privileging an 

abstract, non-existent totality over the felt experiences of the living body. 

By contrast to the totalising view from a disembodied and disembodying 

viewpoint in Mr Phillips, the fractured view in NW stresses an acute awareness of 

being embodied and situated in a physical environment. For Natalie, the barbed 

railings installed on the bridge not only form a visual grid that cuts her vision into a 

‘cross-hatched’ view, but also exist as a tangible barrier physically inserted in front 

of her eyes. Therefore, unlike Mr Phillips who imagines himself floating above the 

city, Natalie is firmly grounded in her physical location and limited by the 

surroundings. The spatial opposition between the two characters signifies a contrast 

in their cultural identities.  

Mr Phillips is a middle-class, middle-aged, white, English man. His identity 

determines that his body can be deemed neutral and transparent in English culture. In 

her essay on partial perspectives, Donna Haraway criticises totalising visions and 

points out that they ‘signify a leap out of the marked body and into a conquering 

gaze from nowhere […] This gaze signifies the unmarked positions of Man and 

White’ (581). In Western culture, there has always been a desire to rid of the body, 

which is apparent in Cartesian dualism. As discussed in Chapter One, embodiment is 

often deemed incompatible with and inferior to vision. In terms of English culture, 

the dominant position of the white male is aptly termed by Stuart Hall as ‘the all-

encompassing “English eye”’, a synonym he uses for English identity (20). Hall 

contends that the ‘English eye’ is ‘strongly centered; knowing where it is, what it is, 

it places everything else. […] it didn’t only place the colonized Other, it placed 

everybody else’ (21). The drive to place oneself at the centre and to exclude 
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everybody else is certainly shown in Mr Phillips’s mental charts. Moreover, through 

Mr Phillips’s panoramic city view, the novel shows that the English male’s body is 

also expelled from the centre. Mr Phillips is merely clinging to his past for an 

illusory sense of dominance and centrality. His backward glance towards his 

actuarial skills which are no longer needed signifies a longing for the past.140 His 

situation is indicative of the general change to his social group, that is, the identity of 

English man supposedly challenged by feminism and multiculturalism and politically 

neglected in English society.141 Indeed, Lanchester’s novel is playfully suggestive of 

the fear felt by ‘the English man’ that he is losing his central position. By parodying 

Mr Phillips’s backward-looking, totalising and disembodying perceptions, 

Lanchester’s novel not only reflects the social privilege of English man, but also 

criticises the problematics of the ‘English eye’.   

A critique of the totalising gaze is provided from another angle in NW. It tells 

stories from the perspective of second-generation immigrants. Due to their darker 

skin colours and problematic ‘Englishness’, the characters in NW are in a much more 

precarious situation than Mr Phillips – they have never been at the centre in the first 

place. While Mr Phillips’s totalising view indicates an imaginary retrieval of 

centrality, Natalie’s splintered view implies colonial violence. In his philosophical 

writing on the ‘look’ and the ‘Other’, Sartre argues that ‘to claim the right of seeing 

without being seen is to be pure subject’ (289). Interactions between individuals are 

characterised by the competition to be ‘pure subject’ and to gain dominance over the 

objectified other. In Martin Jay’s words, Sartre reduces human relations to a ‘duel of 

wounding gazes’ (312). Failure in this battle seems to have severer consequences 

than simply being made aware of one’s body at the time of it becoming 

dysfunctional, as Drew Leder’s discussion of ‘dys-appearance’ shows (84). In the 

case of colonial experiences, however, the effects of the ‘wounding gaze’ of white 

men are even worse. They are downright destructive. In his book Black Skin, White 

Masks (1952), the Afro-Caribbean thinker Frantz Fanon recounts his experience of 

being called ‘a Negro’:  

                                                           
140 A similar point is made by Peter Childs: ‘Lanchester’s novel is a highly conscious exercise in 

nostalgia, filtering received images of behaviour through the mind of someone who feels he has lived 

his life, if not his national identity, vicariously’ (294).  
141 The decentring of English men is perhaps most acutely felt by the working-class rather than the 

middle-class. For example, the displacement and expulsion of local white working-class communities 

in London. In her reading of Capital, Barbara Korte criticises Lanchester’s failure to address this 

important aspect of English life in his supposedly ‘state of the nation’ novel (501-502).  
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I had to meet the white man’s eyes. […] In the white world the 

man of color encounters difficulties in the development of his 

bodily schema. Consciousness of the body is solely a negating 

activity. It is a third-person consciousness. […] What else could it 

be for me but an amputation, an excision, a haemorrhage that 

spattered my whole body with black blood?’ (110-112, my 

emphasis) 

The violence of the gaze is turned into a viscerally painful dismemberment in 

Fanon’s words. He not only echoes Sartre in the idea that the body is a source of 

shame and alienation, but pushes it to the extreme.142 His body is cut open by the 

white man’s penetrating gaze and reduced to broken bits and pieces (‘an amputation, 

an excision’). What is more, the gaze marks his natural body with an unnatural, 

culturally stigmatised image, covering it in ‘black blood’, which signifies that his 

identity is thoroughly defined from the imperial position of white Westerners. 

Fragmentation of the body thus signifies an extreme alienation from the self.  

In Zadie Smith’s novel, the social injustice connoted in the image of the 

dismembered body is implied in Natalie’s story. Regarding the sudden drop-out of 

another girl from a similar social background and with similar aspirations, Natalie 

comments: ‘She had been asked to pass the entirety of herself through a hole that 

would accept only part’ (NW 186, my emphasis). This image vividly conveys the 

violence suffered by people of colour in society. They either conform to the rules laid 

down by those in dominant positions, or become degraded to the bottom of society. 

Natalie’s achievement in passing through the ‘hole’ and transforming her life is at the 

expense of losing her sense of unity (‘entirety’) and feeling irrevocably incomplete 

and self-alienated. Thus, even though she arrives at a supposedly central position in 

society by becoming ‘middle-class’, she is still to some extent marginalized. The 

sense of inner fragmentation is epitomised in the moment on the bridge, when 

Natalie considers committing suicide, bringing ‘a break – a sudden and total rupture’ 

to her existence (NW 282). Thus, Natalie’s fractured city view not only reflects her 

underprivileged cultural identity as a black, working-class female in the external 

world of the metropolis, but also corresponds to a loss of self in her internal world.  

As well as using an atomised view of the city to demonstrate the social 

marginalisation of her characters, Smith’s novel paradoxically valorises the local and 

                                                           
142 Fanon refers to Sartre’s theory of the look, and insists that the kind of alienation discussed by 

Sartre is limited in terms of understanding black men’s experience, because ‘the white man is not only 

The Other but also the master, whether real or imaginary’ (Fanon 138n24).  
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the partial. In Natalie’s view, despite the lack of ‘any sense of the whole’, some 

sense is found: ‘The tower blocks were the only things she could see that made any 

sense’ (NW 281). Caldwell consists of five tower blocks, ironically named after the 

great British philosophers – Smith, Hobbes, Betham, Locke, and Russell. The grand 

names are a gloss over the stark reality. The estate is blighted by dreary architectural 

design and frequent anti-social behaviour. Nevertheless, no matter how undesirable 

or stigmatised by their representation in the media, the tower blocks are the real 

world in which ordinary people live. To Natalie, this small, obscure part of London 

surpasses the ceremonial and financial centres such as St Paul’s Cathedral and the 

Gherkin. Negating the centre and highlighting the part on the periphery, Natalie’s 

perception stands for the novel’s motif of foregrounding a socially and 

geographically marginal part of the city as its primary focus. 

The prioritisation of the part over the whole can be seen in another of the 

main characters’ stories, the analysis of which allows a more nuanced reading of the 

trope of fragmentation in NW. The second part of the novel traces Felix Cooper’s 

journey on the last day of his life. He visits his Jamaican father at Caldwell, 

negotiates a car deal on Oxford Street, and suffers a fatal stabbing when he returns 

home. This part of the novel is subdivided into three chapters, according to the postal 

codes of the story settings: ‘NW6’, ‘(W1)’, ‘NW6’ (NW 87, 104, 143). The dividing 

textual marks break up the continuous spatial journey into distinct sections, 

indicating an underlying disconnection, and re-affirming the fragmentation of 

London shown in Natalie’s city view. Moreover, that the central London – W1 area – 

is put in brackets suggests Felix’s non-belonging in that postcode area: the part of the 

story that takes place in central London is merely an interlude in his life. Also, 

Felix’s death is already embedded in Leah’s story in part one of the novel, as a piece 

of TV news. To the readers, from the beginning of part two, Felix appears as a dead 

man walking – our consciousness of his already-written fate turning him into a ghost 

in the city-machine. The haunting figure of Felix evokes a feeling of ‘uncanniness’ in 

the reader. Freud examines the German term ‘uncanny’ – unheimlich, suggesting that 

‘the unheimlich is what was once heimlich, home-like, familiar’ (‘Uncanny’ 399). 

Our reading experience of Felix’s story thus echoes Felix’s own feeling of being 

homeless in his home city. Despite introducing himself as ‘London born and bred’ 

(NW 111), Felix often appears as a stranger – indicated in the heading of this part of 

the book (‘guest’) – and he is shown reading the Underground map ‘like a tourist’ 
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(NW 85, 103). These details mirror the insecure social position of the second-

generation Londoners, who are denied their right to fully belong to their place of 

birth and are instead condemned to ‘border lives’, in Homi Bhabha’s term (Location 

of Culture 1).  

Like Natalie’s shift of focus from the whole city to her local area, the story 

about Felix also signifies a shift from objective totality towards subjective locality. 

The liminal status of Felix is presented as both alienating and potentially 

advantageous. The ‘in-between spaces,’ according to Bhabha, ‘provide the terrain for 

elaborating strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new signs of 

identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining 

the idea of society itself’ (Location of Culture 1-2). Freed from a fixed and 

predestined cultural identity, postcolonial subjects have a unique opportunity to 

negotiate between two or more cultures and to create new identities. This optimistic 

vision is reflected in NW, but treated with some reservation. On his way back to 

NW6, Felix again reads the map in the Underground:  

He considered the tube map. It did not express his reality. The 

centre was not “Oxford Circus” but the bright lights of Kilburn 

High Road. “Wimbledon” was the countryside, “Pimlico” pure 

science fiction. He put his right index finger over Pimlico’s blue 

bar. It was nowhere. Who lived there? Who even passed through 

it? (NW 143) 

A wide chasm opens up between the objective, conceived representation of the 

material environment (‘the tube map’) and the subjective lived experience (‘his 

reality’). The map is useful for its comprehensive and legible representation of the 

vast Underground transport system. Its instrumental function is acknowledged by 

Felix, as he relies on the map to find his way around in the city. What Felix rejects is 

the map as a symbol of hierarchical order and hegemonic totality. In its seemingly 

objective and factual form, the tube map not only reflects the physical form of the 

city and facilitates a sense of orientation, but also conveys the distribution of power 

encoded in the city form to the urban dwellers. The place that occupies the geometric 

centre on the map is granted privilege over the areas on the margins. In other words, 

through the map, a power structure is imposed onto the urban dwellers living in 

different parts of the city. In Lanchester’s novel, Mr Phillips models his mental map 

after the official map, affirms the hegemonic social space, and subjugates his 

empirical experiences to the conceived total space. This way of thinking is rejected 
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in Smith’s novel. NW refuses to coordinate (and subordinate) the subjective to the 

objective, not least because its characters suffer discrimination in the current 

hierarchy of power. Rather, the novel presents a re-drawing and re-centring from the 

perspective of the marginalised individual. Felix’s ‘right index finger over Pimlico’s 

blue bar’ suggests an act of re-mapping London based on his subjective experiences. 

In his personal mental map, the city centre is re-located to ‘Kilburn High Road’ in 

his local neighbourhood, while posh areas are relegated to the periphery (‘the 

countryside’) or consigned to oblivion (‘nowhere’). Therefore, while the tube map 

fails to ‘express [Felix’s] reality’, the novel empowers him to re-map the metropolis 

and to articulate what he perceives to be reality in his own voice.  

Felix’s gesture of re-mapping mirrors Zadie Smith’s act of writing, which is 

also a kind of mapping. Deleuze remarks, ‘to write is to struggle and resist; to write 

is to become; to write is to draw a map’ (44). By writing about the ‘nowhere’ that is 

North West London (‘NW’ might be read as a shorthand for both), Smith transforms 

it into somewhere significant and meaningful, thereby resisting the marginalisation 

and discrimination imposed onto the local neighbourhood.143 Through Smith’s 

literary imagination, North West London is introduced as a distinct space into the 

mental maps of London held by her readers. Resonating with the postcolonial theory 

on ‘the need to rewrite literature from a local perspective’ (Moss 13), Smith redraws 

the literary image of London in her novel from a localised, marginalised, and ground-

level viewpoint.144 Sarah Hughes points out that Smith’s bottom-up, street-level 

approach generates an enormously appealing image of London life, as she quotes 

from a reader: ‘London feels so real in [Smith’s] books – the characters feel like 

people I’ve met and know or talked to or sat next to on the bus’ (‘Zadie Smith’) The 

sense of authenticity in Smith’s works is inseparable from her keen eye for minute 

details in ordinary urban lives, but it also has something to do with her experience of 

being born to an English father and a Jamaican mother and growing up in a culturally 

diverse urban community.145 Yet, Smith’s localised perspective and her mixed racial 

background also tend to be used to pigeonhole her works:  ‘Suddenly, she was 

                                                           
143 ‘A place thought by many to be extra or unimportant, a nowhere (NW) in the capital’ (Slavin 98). 
144 Through an analysis of Leah and Natalie, Molly Slavin also claims that Smith keeps alive ‘a 

tradition of postcolonial writers remapping the city of London in their own image’ (6). However, 

Slavin misses out the role of Felix and the ambiguity of remapping.  
145 Brent, the main setting in White Teeth, NW and in several of Smith’s other works, is also the 

borough where she grew up. For a critique of Smith’s life experience and literary fame, see Tew, 

Zadie Smith, pp. 13-24.  
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expected to be more than a novelist – a spokesperson for race, youth, women,’ as one 

critic points out (Hattenstone ‘White Knuckle Ride’). Apart from boosting her image 

as a ‘cultural icon’ (Tew, Zadie Smith 13), these labels also suggest Smith’s books 

are smoothly integrated into the publishing market under fixed categories. Therefore, 

although Smith writes against dominant cultural representation, her novels are 

nonetheless commodified and marketed as one other consumable product under the 

same cultural logic.146  

The limitedness of the power of writing and mapping is implied in the Felix’s 

story as well. His attempt to draw up a personal city map is not unproblematic. His 

musing over Pimlico – ‘Who even passed through it?’ – might be read as an allusion 

to the British comedy Passport to Pimlico (1949). The film tells the rebellion of a 

small area in London against the government’s strict controls and post-war rationing 

regulations, triggered by a chance discovery of a treasure trove and a document that 

shows the area to be legally foreign territory. The local community’s temporary 

breakaway from the body politic of the city is a celebratory fantasy about autonomy 

and freedom from totalitarianism. However, the film could also be interpreted as ‘a 

farsighted warning concerning the danger of fostering unbridgeable territorial 

enclaves,’ as Chantal Cornut-Gentille D’Arcy reveals (23). It is this darker 

connotation of the film that is invoked in Smith’s novel. The barbed-wire and police 

patrols temporarily set up around Pimlico at the height of the antagonism between 

Pimlico and the capital in the film are transfigured into the tangible bridge railings 

pressing onto Natalie in NW. They signify the invisible barriers that shatter the 

topography of contemporary London into discrete pieces.  

Noticeably, in Felix’s imaginary transformation of Kilburn from ‘nowhere’ to 

the centre, the concept ‘nowhere’ persists – it is used to label the affluent, politically 

significant areas of London such as Pimlico (‘It was nowhere’). Although re-

mapping contests the taken-for-granted totalised vision and dignifies the individual 

lived experiences, the act implies that the sense of independence attained by the 

localised area is founded upon an antagonism against the other places, hence 

aggravating a damaging disintegration of the capital. Indeed, ‘nowhere’ as a 

relational construct is based on a binary opposition of the central somewhere against 

the peripheral nowhere. Felix’s re-drawing reverses the opposite positions of the two 

                                                           
146 For a critique of marketing ‘authenticity’ and postcolonial literature, see Huggan. 
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districts, but it hardly challenges the opposition itself. As Meaghan Morris points out 

in her critique of de Certeau’s dualist city experiences: ‘[The] move from summit to 

street involves a troubling reinscription of a theory/practice opposition […] [and] a 

way of mapping all over again the “grid” of binary oppositions within which so 

much of the debate about structuralism was conducted’ (13). Clearly, simply 

reversing the two sides is not enough. Felix’s counter-mapping cannot avoid the risk 

of re-inscribing the binary opposition that it is supposed to challenge. Embedding a 

satirical cultural symbol of urban geography and mobilising the notion of ‘nowhere’ 

in her text, Smith expresses a certain degree of scepticism about mentally re-mapping 

the capital from the margins. Since antagonism causes fragmentation and loss of 

common ground, what the locals obtain by embracing the marginal position might be 

the bitterness of confinement, rather than the joy of new-found freedom and 

autonomy.  

The possibility of isolation implied in the re-mapping episode is consistent 

with the opening image of the novel, which shows Leah: ‘In a hammock, in the 

garden of a basement flat. Fenced in, on all sides’ (NW 3, my emphasis). The 

character is enclosed by three layers of space, as if steadfastly boxed in by her 

surroundings – the hammock, the garden and the fences. The tight space wrapping 

around Leah’s physical body indicates her status as stranded and constricted in 

‘local’ social space. Leah has a dead-end job, lives in a council flat not far from 

Caldwell, and secretly refuses her husband’s plan for babies for fear of any change 

that might shake her out of her eventless stasis. Whereas her best friend Natalie 

succeeds in re-inventing herself through the sacrifice of her authentic self, Leah 

reacts with, in Burgin’s words, ‘the autistic response of total withdrawal’ (158).147 

The novel puts it succinctly: ‘Leah, born and bred, never goes anywhere’ (NW 44). 

For Leah, the wider world outside the local area is reduced to a blurred mass of 

‘nowhere’, devoid of meaning or value. Despite the sense of authenticity arising 

from the localised perspective, Leah’s life in North West London seems to be 

suspended – as her body is – in a stagnant self-enclosed territory, standing apart from 

and being forsaken by the capital. With Leah’s story, the novel counterbalances the 

precarious optimism denoted in Natalie’s re-invention and Felix’s re-mapping, and 

further avoids romanticising marginality and fragmentation.  

                                                           
147 Leah Hanwell embodies ‘the painful immobilities of class’ (D. Marcus 70). 
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Written from a postcolonial perspective, Smith’s novel NW highlights the 

tension between the local part and the whole city through its focused representation 

of one specific area, to the extent that the NW postcode virtually becomes a 

miniature city in itself. The novel privileges the fractured city view from an 

embodied and situated position grounded in everyday urban life. It rejects the 

totalised vision exclusively reserved as a privilege for English men. At the same time 

that it empowers its marginalised postcolonial subjects to re-map London and to 

value their corner of the city as genuinely meaningful, Smith’s novel recognises the 

risk of withdrawing into subjective imagination and becoming isolated from the 

external world.  
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Capital: a ‘microcosm’  

The opposing ways of seeing the city as fractured or total – epitomised by 

Natalie and Mr Phillips respectively – indicate the authors’ opposing viewpoints. In 

her favourable review of Smith, Sarah Hughes names other London writers as a foil, 

such as ‘John Lanchester [who] have covered the capital with a level of remove, as 

though circling the city from above to record its foibles’ (‘Zadie Smith’). This 

comment is rather general and debatable – as I have shown in Chapter One, 

Lanchester is capable of descending from the lofty aerial view to offer a distinctive 

street-level rendering of London life in Mr Phillips. Nevertheless, it is a fitting 

description of Lanchester’s Capital, which was published in the same year as Smith’s 

NW. Capital recounts multiple stories of characters coming from diverse 

backgrounds but all converging on a suburban residential street, Pepys Road, 

Clapham, South London. Unlike Smith, who presents a fragmentary view of London 

from the perspective of marginalised individuals, Lanchester adopts a third-person 

omniscient narrative voice and provides a totalising view of a fragmented London 

society.  

A comparison can be drawn between Smith’s and Lanchester’s book titles. 

NW treats the titular setting as the central topic in itself and shows it as a part that 

stands apart from the whole city. Capital, on the other hand, deals with the condition 

of the whole city, as its title denotes the political and cultural status of London as the 

capital city, and the city of capital. Yet, like Smith, Lanchester narrows his urban 

setting down to a suburban area at a distance from the city centre. It seems 

contradictory to his grandiose scheme of writing a ‘Big Fat London Novel’, but the 

choice is not unreasonable.148 In his discussion on the architectural, social and 

cultural space of suburbia, Roger Silverstone suggests, ‘The experience of suburbia 

is central if we are to make sense of our everyday life’ (ix). From this perspective, 

suburbia, which is by definition on the periphery, becomes the centre. In Capital, by 

turning Pepys Road, Clapham into his central image of London, Lanchester sets his 

focus on making sense of daily life under late capitalism.  

The prologue of Capital gives an overview of the residential street, which 

parallels and contrasts with the NW area in Smith’s novel. The houses on Pepys 

Road ‘were built by a property developer in the late nineteenth century […] over a 

                                                           
148 See ‘John Lanchester on Capital – Guardian Book Club.’  
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period of about eighteen months’ (C 1). They were initially designed for the lower 

middle-class, and have been inhabited by people around this social rank through the 

twentieth century as a commuter suburb. A similar inception is mentioned in NW. ‘In 

the 1880s or thereabouts the whole thing went up at once – houses, churches, 

schools, cemeteries – an optimistic vision of Metroland’ (NW 42). Both locations are 

representative of the late nineteenth century market-led suburbanisation, which aims 

to provide materially comfortable residential places on the margins of the city. This 

design, however, unfolds in different ways. NW is left out of the economic cycle of 

the city and stranded in an endless depression: ‘Boom and bust never come here. 

Here bust is permanent,’ as one character comments (NW 42). By contrast, Capital 

depicts the suburban area very much incorporated into the market that shapes 

contemporary life in both the capital and the nation. Pushed by the booming real 

estate market prior to the credit crunch and global financial crisis in 2008, the houses 

on Pepys Road skyrocket in terms of capital value. The narrator concludes his brief 

survey of Pepys Road in the following terms: ‘Britain had become a country of 

winners and losers, and all the people in the street, just by living there, had won’ (C 

7). This remark not only implies a significant polarisation of British society 

(‘winners and losers’), but also foregrounds the fictional road as representative of 

one side of the financial condition and social life of the city and the nation.    

The houses on Pepys Road are shown to be more important than the human 

inhabitants in them. As the houses become increasingly and incredibly valuable, they 

‘become central actors in their own right, […] as if they had come alive, and had 

wishes and needs of their own’ (C 5-6). The priority of buildings over people is made 

manifest in the novel’s structure. Chapter one begins: ‘On a rainy morning in early 

December, an 82-year-old woman sat in her front room at 42 Pepys Road. […] Her 

name was Petunia Howe’ (C11). And, chapter two: ‘The proprietor of 51 Pepys 

Road, the house across the road from Petunia Howe’s, was at work in the City of 

London. Roger Yount’ (C 15). Both openings introduce the house numbers before 

the names of their owners. This textual order insinuates that the house is not merely a 

stage for human life, but a principal actor in its own right.149 Roger is labelled as the 

                                                           
149 Alienation from one’s dwelling place is also expressed by Natalie in NW, from the perspective of 

class anxiety. In a vignette entitled ‘Architecture as destiny’, Natalie contemplates the series of names 

used by different classes to refer to the same space, and realises, ‘It was the house that was the 

unimpeachable reality and Natalie, Frank and their daughter just a lot of human shadow-play on the 

wall. Shadows had been passing over the walls of this house since 1888 sitting, living, lounging’ (NW 
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‘proprietor of 51 Pepys Road’. It is a role to be fulfilled by anyone – its 

interchangeability apparent when Roger loses his job at the bank, sells the house and 

moves away from London: ‘They had moved out and now the house was expecting 

the new people to move in’ (C 574). This ending corresponds with the initial 

observation, and confirms the alienating condition of life when houses have emerged 

as independent beings and gained dominance over people.  

Proximity within the geographical space of the city is the only connection 

between two otherwise unrelated families. Roger and Petunia never see or speak to 

each other, and at Petunia’s funeral, her daughter refers to Roger as ‘the man down 

the street whose name she didn’t know’ (C 359-360). The contrast of physical 

proximity between houses with social distance among residents is further stressed as 

Lanchester peoples Pepys Road with a vast cast of characters from a Pakistani 

grocery shop owner and his family, a footballer from Senegal, a Zimbabwean 

asylum-seeker working illegally as a traffic warden, a Polish builder, and a 

Hungarian nanny. All these characters become related to the houses on Pepys Road 

at one point or another, which is often used as a transition among chapters 

developing various sub-plots. Nevertheless, the motley assortment of stories around 

each house barely intersect with each other. The ending of each sub-plot takes place 

in separate chapters, with no apparent effort on the narrator’s part to join them 

together. The novel’s seemingly loose form has been criticised by Leo Robson for 

lacking ‘a vision’, ‘a central device’ or ‘a strong backbone’ (42). However, the 

absence of a conventional cohering force is not a flaw of the novel, but its very 

subject matter. Elsewhere, Lanchester observed: ‘We don’t live in communities; our 

lives barely interact, barely intersect. […] we live in these self-contained parallel 

privacies’ (quoted in Tivnan, ‘A Capital Story’). The sense of social atomisation is 

clearly reflected in the textual structure as well as the stories in Capital.  

At the same time, due to its expansive view of London life, the novel has also 

attracted commentary that suggests the opposite of Robson’s critique. More than one 

reviewer has described it as ‘neo-Dickensian’, and Claire Tomalin briefly compares 

it with ‘[Dickens’s] “condition of England” novels, from Bleak House to Our Mutual 

                                                           
239). While Natalie sees her house as a symbol of class status, and tries to inscribe her personality 

onto its physical space via tasteful decoration, she ultimately feels defeated and overwhelmed by the 

material presence of the house whose life-span exceeds her own. Such uneasiness about the quasi-

autonomous house is also cognate with the image of the alien building explored in Chapter Three.    
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Friend’ (‘Capital by John Lanchester’). Nevertheless, these comparisons overlook a 

significant difference. In Dickens’s literary London, there is a tendency to shrink 

London life to a manageable scale. By drawing and analysing maps of the 

geographical locations in Our Mutual Friend, Franco Moretti has suggested that, ‘as 

London’s random and unrelated enclaves increase the “noise’, the dissonance, the 

complexity of the plot – the family romance tries to reduce it, turning London into a 

coherent whole’ (130). By contrast, Capital leaves the fragments of multitudinous 

London life un-related, and eschews reducing the city to a familial and familiar unity. 

That reviewers remain divided on whether Capital lacks a centre or has a 

‘Dickensian’ quality is interesting. The novel paradoxically draws a total picture of 

London life, which appears to be complete and comprehensive – a view ‘from 

above’, so to speak – but also thematises the fracturing of London life in its 

fragmentary and de-centred form. In other words, the novel shows a symbolic image 

of ‘the city in pieces’ from an objectively totalising viewpoint. It aspires towards a 

kind of cognitive mapping of contemporary London, seeking to capture the ‘vaster 

and properly unrepresentable totality which is the ensemble of society’s structure as 

a whole’ (Jameson, Postmodernism 51).150 Hence, Lanchester takes an approach 

different from Zadie Smith’s NW, in which the broken image of the city is rendered 

through the visual, experiential perceptions of individuals and contained in 

subjective, personal space. In Capital, the fragmentation of London is demonstrated 

as an objective fact. 

In a matter-of-fact manner, the novel reveals the second meaning of ‘capital’. 

Its portrait of London shifts from the political centre locatable in a tangible world, to 

finance capital that is intangible and immaterial. In the same way that the houses on 

it are dissociated from their role as dwelling places, Pepys Road is alienated from its 

nature of being a public realm for people to encounter and engage with each other. 

The physical space of the road is turned into an abstract container for exchangeable 

assets, which reflects the change in London as a whole, as one character remarks: 

‘the whole city was for sale’ (C 277). Another character feels ‘the currents of money 

on which much of London seemed to float’ (C 337). This presents an ambivalent 

image. On the one hand, money is compared to water or air, and the city an object 

                                                           
150 As a cognitive map of London (albeit in the form of a literary fiction), Capital enables the reader to 

comprehend the real city. As Barbara Korte points out, Capital as an ‘essentially social fiction […] 

aims to make its readers understand and evaluate their contemporary world’ (493).  
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drifting with it. An invisible quantity of money exerts so much influence on the place 

that it almost becomes perceptible to bodily senses. On the other hand, the surface 

meaning is immediately overshadowed by another one, which echoes the shift of 

meaning in the title ‘capital’. In finance, ‘float’ means ‘to fluctuate as regards its 

international exchange rate’ (OED). Like a company that floats on a stock market, 

London is imbricated into the international financial space, and subjected to 

unpredictable elements. In other words, the material components of the city are lifted 

out of their physical ground.  

Through this image, the novel exemplifies dematerialising as the defining 

feature of global cities. In his essay ‘Culture and Finance Capital’, Fredric Jameson 

borrows Deleuze’s concept of ‘deterritorialisation’ and argues that financial capital 

not only wrenches things out of their original context and re-contextualises them in 

new areas and situations, but tends to transform the context itself into the abstract 

realm. Specifying the element of ‘territory’, Jameson points out:  

The new postmodern informational or global cities thus result very 

specifically from the ultimate deterritorialization, that of territory 

as such – the becoming abstract of land and the earth, the 

transformation of the very background or context of commodity 

exchange into a commodity in its own right. Land speculation is 

therefore one face of a process whose other one lies in the ultimate 

deterritorialization of globalization itself. (‘Culture and Finance 

Capital’ 153-154) 

In Capital, the houses, the road and the entire city are subject to this process, which 

produces a homogeneous and abstract space that alienates human beings and denies 

human interactions.151 Moreover, Lanchester designates the street as ‘a kind of 

microcosm of London in the same way that the city is a microcosm of the wider 

world’ (‘A Microcosm of London’). As London becomes deterritorialised and 

subsumed into the global financial space, it simultaneously absorbs the world into 

itself, in the same way that Pepys Road attracts a wide range of stereotypes living in 

London and offers a cross section of London life.  

The two-way process of the opening up of the city to the world and turning of 

the wider world into the city is noted in Marc Augé’s reflection on the ‘city-world’ 

and ‘world-city’ in the age of hypermodernity:  

                                                           
151 Katy Shaw holds a similar opinion, and recognises the theme of Capital as ‘the impact of 

financialization […] on the topographical and social landscape of London streets’ (82). She does not, 

however, emphasise the theme of fragmentation.  
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Every big town is a world, even though it is a recapitulation, a 

summary of the world with its ethnic, cultural, religious, social and 

economic diversity. These partitions, whose existence we 

sometimes forget when distracted by the spectacle of globalization, 

return to confront us in all-too-obvious form […] A great 

metropolis today absorbs and divides the world in all its 

diverseness and inequality. […] The city-world by its very 

existence relativizes or reduces to insignificance the illusions of the 

world-city. (xii-xiii)  

Globalisation not only deterritorialises the city and turns it into immaterial and 

homogeneous space of global market, but also makes it a key locale where 

intensified diversity and inequality assume the most strikingly visible forms. In terms 

of the history of London, the dynamic interchange with global space is inseparable 

from colonialism and postcolonialism. During the post-war de-colonisation period, 

the outward imperialist extension is followed by a turning of the outside in, as large 

numbers of immigrants started arriving in England. They have made significant 

contribution to the changes in London in recent decades, and demographically 

transformed it into a city-world; as John Clement Ball puts it, ‘the metropolis that 

once possessed a large portion of the world now contains a transnational “world” that 

is increasingly taking possession of it’ (4).152 Contrary to Ball’s optimistic evaluation 

of a ‘transnational, relational metropolis’ (245), Lanchester’s novel captures the 

partitions that fragment society and shows the difficulty of creating relations among 

people or with the city itself.  

In addition to its broad overview on urban lives distinct from each other – 

ranging from the banker contemplating his ‘million-pound bonus’ to the asylum 

seeker living ‘a non-person in a non-place waiting her way through non-time’ (C 15, 

567) – Capital conveys the fracturing of society through a concrete image. The 

talented young footballer newly arrived in London from Africa suffers a career-

wrecking injury in his first game: ‘The defender’s leg hit Freddy’s ten inches above 

the ankle, and spectators sitting as far as fifteen rows back heard the bone crack […] 

the lower part of his leg was bent back under his knee at an angle that was not 

                                                           
152 In his book Open Sky (1997), Paul Virilio contrasts the real space of local towns with the world-

city, which is ‘the city to end all cities, a virtual city of which every real city will ultimately be a mere 

suburb, a sort of omnipolitan periphery whose centre will be nowhere and circumference everywhere’ 

(74). Similarly, in his analysis of world city, Anthony King suggests, ‘It is neither transnational nor 

international, each of which implies relations either between or across nations, but is global in [the] 

sense of “the world becoming a single place”’ (152). The image of London in Lanchester’s Capital is 

closer to the split condition of the real local towns and the world-city, than to the sanguine picture of a 

transnational metropolis.  
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possible’ (C 319). The bodily injury is depicted in a painfully sensuous manner, 

stressing the loud sound of ‘bone crack’ and the impossible angle of the knee joint. 

On the one hand, as Catherine Bernard points out, this image appeals to the reader’s 

empathy, thereby ‘embed[ding] fiction in the experiential physicality of life’ (153). 

The novel’s focus on physical experience implies ‘a form of renewed awareness as to 

what it means to live in a ramified present’ among contemporary novelists (Bernard 

154). From this perspective, Capital not only takes a bird’s-eye view and offers a 

totalising cognitive map about the fragmented metropolis, but also through the 

visceral image conveys the feeling of living in a dematerialised abstract urban space. 

On the other hand, the broken leg symbolises the dismantling of a possible 

relationship between newcomers and London. After an extended period of medical 

treatment and insurance negotiation, Freddy leaves London to return to his native 

country. As the metropolis is pulled out of its territorial ground and subsumed into 

the abstract homogeneous space of global finance, its quality as an inhabitable place 

and its capacity to facilitate human interactions are undermined. In Lanchester’s 

novel, the absence of relation between human beings and the city finds its echo in the 

lack of social ties within the suburban community. Both the city and the local area 

are de-natured into abstract fragments, which nonetheless affirm each other through 

the convoluted microcosm-macrocosm relationship.   
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Remainder and Wise Children: ‘articulated’ joints and the ‘winking’ eye 

Regarding the initial conception of Capital, Lanchester recalled, ‘The image 

[…] was that the world presses on Britain and then Britain presses on London. 

London then presses on each individual locality’ (quoted in Gilbert, ‘Meet the Cast’, 

my emphasis). The relaying pressure can be passed onto a smaller spatial scale – the 

human body, as already implied in the image of the broken leg. Tom McCarthy’s 

novel Remainder further explores the fragmentation of the space of London and the 

world through the prism of the body. Words used to describe body parts and motor 

senses are deliberately mixed up and made interchangeable with the ones depicting 

the city or the world space, which resonates with the isomorphism of body and city 

in a disturbingly smooth and neutral manner.153  

The protagonist in Remainder endures an unspecified bodily trauma caused 

by an unspecified accident, for which he receives a compensation payment of 8.5 

million pounds. Not only does he feel his body being broken down into a pile of 

‘useless flesh and organs’ (R 6), he also suffers memory loss. His attempted 

recollection of the accident is fragmentary: ‘It involved something falling form the 

sky. Technology. Parts, bits. […] being about to be – hit; blue light; railings; lights of 

other colours’ (R 5). Bits and pieces of non-related and abstract images are jumbled 

together – impossible to make sense of. The protagonist is fragmented both mentally 

and physically. Moreover, during his recovery, the protagonist listens to his lawyer’s 

brief about the ‘progress towards Settlement while [he] sat in plaster waiting for [his] 

bones to set’ (R 6, my emphasis). The ‘Settlement’ of compensation money is 

paralleled with the protagonist’s bodily condition. It indicates a crucial link between 

money and body, as if corporeal wholeness were exchanged for money. Indeed, as 

the protagonist meditates: ‘the Settlement was held up to me as a future strong 

enough to counterbalance my no-past, a moment that would make me better, whole, 

                                                           
153 In Remainder, London is presented as equivalent with the world-city and therefore emblematic of 

the global space. In an interview by Matthew Hart, Aaron Jaffe and Jonathan Eburne, Tom McCarthy 

talks about the setting of Remainder: ‘It could easily take place in another city. The main thing that 

characterizes the London of that novel is gentrification […] cities are the same: every city is the 

Terminal City. The Infinite City’ (664). However, the fictional places in Remainder are also full of 

realistic details and mappable street names on a real map of London. In another interview, by Mark 

Thwaite, McCarthy recalls ‘walk[ing] around Brixton with a camera and a dictaphone […] and 

capturing the details of the apartment building that would become Madlyn Mansions.’ This suggests 

the tenacity of the material presence of London, influencing artistic creations even without being 

acknowledged. Also, the novel’s treatment of London as both realistic and hyper-realistic echoes the 

tension between London as a real town and as a ‘world-city’ in Lanchester’s Capital.   
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complete’ (R 6, my emphasis). Hence, money is envisioned as a means of repairing 

the fragmented status of the protagonist and restoring to him a sense of unity and 

authenticity, which is pursued further during his numerous re-enactment projects 

enabled by his hugely profitable stock-market speculation, undertaken with the 

settlement.  

The agony of being fragmented and the longing for wholeness that 

characterise the protagonist are extrapolated onto external space. At one point, 

provoked by his friend’s rhetorical question – ‘Markets are all global; why shouldn’t 

our conscience be?’ (R 33) – the protagonist contemplates the effect of spending 

money on a charity cause in Africa:  

I tried to visualize a grid around the earth, a kind of ribbed wire 

cage like on the champagne bottle, with lines of latitude and 

longitude that ran all over, linking one place to another, weaving 

the whole terrain into one smooth, articulated network, but I lost 

this image among disjoined escalator parts, the ones I’d seen at 

Green Park earlier. I wanted to feel genuinely warm towards these 

Africans, but I couldn’t. Not that I felt cold or hostile. I just felt 

neutral. (R 36-37, my emphasis)  

What Jameson mentions – ‘the becoming abstract of land and the earth’ – finds an 

echo in the protagonist’s imagination, as the world is turned into a ‘smooth, 

articulated network’ representing the global market. Places as well as human beings 

are woven into this totalised space, through which the protagonist living in London 

can be linked to those in remote places such as Africa. Yet, it is an artificial and 

superficial link, devoid of feelings or emotions. In this image, the world is 

simultaneously joined together and broken apart, a paradox denoted in the words 

‘articulated’ and ‘disjoined’. According to the OED, ‘articulate’ originates from 

Latin articulare, meaning ‘to divide into distinct parts’ and ‘to unite or connect 

(bones) at a joint or by joints.’ These two meanings seem contradictory, but also 

logically interdependent. Connecting by joints suggests the existence of distinct parts 

prior to connection; what is connected could later be divided again, that is, 

‘disjoined’. The joint plays the double role of both dividing and connecting. In this 

sense, the image of the ‘disjoined escalator parts’ and the image of the ‘smooth, 

articulated network’ are the two sides of the same coin.  

Meanwhile, the narrator’s body is described using the same spatial terms. He 

goes through a ‘rerouting’ physiotherapy – to ‘cut and lay the new circuits […] that 

transmit commands to limbs and muscles’ (R 19). When he succeeds, the narrator 
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feels ‘all [his] muscles were articulated now’ (R 265). The neural system is 

envisioned as circuits around the whole body, connecting one body part to another, 

not unlike the global ‘grid’ or the ‘articulated smooth network’ that ‘link[s] one place 

to another.’ Marvelling at electric workers at work in a street, the narrator intuits that 

they are ‘laying down the wiring of the world, then covering it up – its routes, its 

joins’ (R 98). He then ‘walk[s] away with difficulty, really concentrating on each 

muscle, every joint’ (R 98). Anatomical terms are used interchangeably with 

mechanical ones, effecting a strong and estranging affinity. The body space and the 

external space become indifferent and homogeneous. What the protagonist speaks of 

his body – ‘muscles were articulated’, ‘every joint’ – is dissociated from the living 

organism of the human body. These body parts are frictionlessly woven into the 

image of the global space of the world. Both the body and the world are inscribed by 

the homogenising and fragmenting force of finance capital. Consequently, the novel 

uses the image of the body in pieces to mirror the world in fragments and then turn 

the abstractly homogeneous global space outside in to gloss the broken body with a 

semblance of unity and coherence.  

The practice of turning outside in takes the form of carving out a portion of 

London and constructing a total space which is hyper-sensuous and hyper-real. The 

protagonist’s re-enactment space is spatially separated from the city – ‘an insulating 

wall between the re-enactment zone and the outside’ (R 193). This boundary is worth 

noticing. It could be merely a trick like the Disneyland in Baudrillard’s simulation 

theory, which is ‘presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is 

real’ (172). Or, it might suggest the threat that the ‘realness’ of the re-enactment 

poses to the external world. In the last re-enactment, the narrator carries out the 

simulation of a bank robbery with re-enactors in a real bank in London, ‘lifting the 

re-enactment out of its demarcated zone and slotting it back into the world’ (R 244). 

The operation fails due to a fold in the carpet. An extra fold is added in the carpet of 

the simulated bank as a precaution against stumbling, yet, the absence of this in the 

real bank trips up one of the re-enactors and sabotages the whole thing. The extra 

fold literalises the nature of the simulated space – ‘more real than the real’ 

(Baudrillard 186). At the same time, it implies that the hyperreal is so excessive that 

it might simply be un-real, un-placeable within the real. Thus, the protagonist, 

despite feeling articulated in his body and gaining a sense of quasi-authenticity 

during the re-enactments, is ultimately rejected and expelled from the real city. By 
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emphasising the disjunction, the novel questions the Baudrillardian exhilaration in 

the hyper-real – the enthusiasm of the ‘early postmodernists [who] delight in the 

sheer image’ (Foster, Return of the Real 165). Instead, it shows a ‘suppressed 

despair’ – a ‘hunger for the real without any chance of achieving it’ (Groes, ‘“An 

Eternal Detour”’ 149-150). Furthermore, that the hyper-real simulated space cannot 

be smuggled back into the world suggests that the protagonist’s practice damages the 

texture of London. The body in pieces mirrors the city in pieces in an abject manner; 

the former projects outward its fragmentation and then turns outside in for a 

simulated unity, but during this circular motion, no genuine relations between the 

two are achieved.  

The technique of reversing the body image and the city image back and forth 

is employed in Angela Carter’s novel Wise Children for a markedly different 

rendering of London. The protagonist-narrator Dora Chance looks out of a window 

of her house in Brixton, South West London,  

You can see for miles, out of this window. You can see right across 

the river. There’s Westminster Abbey, see? Flying the St George’s 

cross, today. St Paul’s, the single breast. Big Ben, winking its 

golden eye. Not much else familiar, these days. This is about the 

time that comes in every century when they reach out for all that 

they can grab of dear old London, and pull it down. (WC 3) 

Unlike the neutral tone adopted by the protagonist of Remainder, Dora cordially 

invites the reader to look towards the city with her, as if embarking on an exciting 

trip. Our ‘seeing’ eyes travel ‘out of this window’, ‘across the river’, and reach 

central London, where the representative landmarks are pointed out. An ongoing 

process of looking is presented, which is different from the smooth unfolding of a 

‘vista’ in Mr Phillips or the fragmentary report of a ‘cross-hatched’ view in NW. In 

Wise Children, the vision is an active and connective tissue that binds the viewer 

with the city. Through a simple act of looking out of the window, the novel crosses 

the spatial boundaries between the individual and the urban space. 

Yet, this view shares a sense of fragmentariness with Remainder and NW. It 

recalls the opening image of the novel – London being split into two distinct halves. 

Introducing ‘the North and South divide’ as a defining feature of the metropolis, 

Dora continues, ‘Me and Nora, that’s my sister, we’ve always lived on the left-hand 

side, the side the tourist rarely sees, the bastard side of Old Father Thames’ (WC 1). 

London’s cultural geography – South London being conventionally marginal, 
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separated by the river from the centres of cultural, financial and political power – is 

effectively utilised by the novel to characterise its protagonists as illegitimate and 

marginalised. This spatial opposition is also the foundational structure of the whole 

narrative, generating a series of contrasting aspects of London life – spatial, social 

and cultural.154 Melchior Hazard, the natural father of Dora and Nora, at first arrives 

at a lodging house in South London and then becomes a famous Shakespearean actor 

in West End theatres, abandoning the twin sisters to his landlady. The change of 

Melchior’s life is expressed topographically: ‘He crossed over the river to the other 

side. The river lies between Brixton and glamour like a sword’ (WC 194). Again, the 

Thames is featured as a dividing line. In addition, as ‘a sword’, the river cuts into the 

city, vividly illustrating its entrenched dividedness and evoking the image of the city 

as a body that can be wounded. In NW, Natalie also perceives a cut in the urban body 

– ‘the bus lane was a red gash through the city’ (NW 281). The word ‘gash’ means ‘a 

long deep wound; a serious cut or slash in the flesh’ (OED). By comparing the road 

to a corporeal wound, Natalie seems to see London as a body for a moment, but soon 

dismisses it (this metaphor is never mentioned again). Thus, in Smith’s novel, the 

metaphor of ‘city as body’ is almost routinely alluded to, but left empty and inert. 

Refusing to redeem the fractured view via a body metaphor, the novel emphasises 

the character’s unwavering resistance against ‘any sense of the whole’ (NW 281).  

In Wise Children, however, we can see a group of lively images relating to 

the implicit image of an urban body in the ‘sword’ metaphor. In her view from the 

window, Dora reminisces about the ‘dear old London’. She also refers to herself as 

living on ‘the bastard side of Old Father Thames’. Both expressions are 

anthropomorphic, turning London into an endearing, aging paternal figure, and by 

association, Dora into a daughter of the city-father. With this figure of speech, Dora 

articulates her life-long craving for the recognition from her father, the lack of which 

is as painful as a wound. Furthermore, she analogises her longing for her father’s 

love with her emotional attachment to London, thereby rendering the city a person 

who is capable of responding to human feelings. Under the overarching metaphor of 

‘city as body’, the well-known buildings are displayed as constitutive parts of an 

organic urban body. Big Ben is likened to an ‘eye’ and St Paul’s Cathedral a ‘breast’. 

As synecdoche, these parts stand for the whole and flesh out the body of London. 

                                                           
154 As Dani Cavallaro points out, by mapping the cultural and social binaries onto London’s 

topography, Carter’s novel then shows ‘the adamant rejection of binary opposition’ (173).   
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Also, the ‘winking’ eye of Big Ben seems to communicate with the narrator, sending 

a secret message in a cheerful mood. Through this gesture, the body of London is 

vividly animated and turned into a living, acting and feeling person.  

Among the body metaphors, the ‘single breast’ of the Cathedral is worth 

more attention. It invokes the intimate relation between mother and child. When an 

infant is being breast-fed, it explores the mother’s breast through ‘the different senses 

of touch, smell, and taste’ (Tuan 21). The physiological function of feeding yields 

alternating states of being ‘empty’ and ‘full’, which are ‘visceral experiences of 

lasting importance to the human being’ (Tuan 21). Through the comparison of the 

Cathedral with the mother’s breast, the inevitable visual and spatial distance that 

separates the narrator in the South from the centre in the North is crossed over, and 

replaced by the visceral sensations of tasting and touching. Also, this image 

complicates the gender of city-father and endows it with a maternal trait, which is 

incarnated by Grandma Chance. She is the landlady of the lodging house and also the 

adoptive mother of the twin sisters. She is remembered thus: ‘She was our air-raid 

shelter […] she was our breast’ (WC 29). Since there is no clear distinction between 

the infant and the mother’s breast, as an image, the breast indicates an ambiguity of 

spatial boundaries. Dora’s words – ‘our breast’ – plays on this notion. It mixes the 

caring, nurturing mother figure with the breasts of the sisters who metaphorically 

incorporate Grandma Chance’s love into their corporeal bodies, as an essential part 

of their very existence. Indeed, even after her death, Grandma Chance’s presence can 

still be felt – in the soft footstep on the stairs, ‘a smell of crushed mint’ or ‘an aroma’ 

of boiled cabbages (WC 28). These sensuous experiences are rich and warm because 

of their reference to the idea of mother love.  

The dwelling place in Wise Children typifies the inhabitable place imbued 

with meanings and values. It differs significantly from the re-enactment space in 

Remainder, in which smells and sounds are coordinated and executed, but stripped of 

meanings. In McCarthy’s novel, the protagonist deliberately excludes his friend from 

re-enactments, and rationalises, ‘My project was a programme […] The relationships 

within this programme would be between me and my staff. Exclusively. Staff: not 

friends’ (R 118). Reducing all human interactions down to the professional – and 

ultimately money relation, as he pays his stuff to act according to his wish – the 

protagonist fails to make genuine connections with people in the world and 

inevitably fails to create an inhabitable place in the city, no matter how multiply 
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sensuous the space is or how his corporeal body is integrated into the space. The 

comparison of these two fictional architectural spaces shows that whereas emotions 

require us to relate to other people and to the world through our bodily senses, the 

senses alone cannot generate emotions or genuine feelings – except impersonal 

intensities and abstract sensations.  

In Wise Children, the mother’s love not only permeates the space of the 

lodging house, but also extends to the city. At another point, Grandma Chance is 

compared to a landmark building of London: ‘an old lady who looked like St Pancras 

Station, monumental, grimy, full of Gothic detail’ (WC 260). This simile makes 

manifest the implicit, reversible identification between city and body. While London 

is compared to a mother’s body through the metaphor of ‘breast’, Grandma Chance 

becomes London and turns the city into an accommodating, nurturing and 

meaningful place for the protagonists. It offsets the painful excluding and non-

belonging connoted in the image of London as a father figure. Consequently, while 

Remainder shows the body mirroring the city abstractly in a parallel space, Wise 

Children makes use of the reversible identification between the two to create genuine 

emotional ties both among the inhabitants and between the inhabitants and London. 

In Carter’s imaginary London, spatial division is not set in stone, but envisaged as a 

basic condition upon which crossings and connections can take place. Her novel ends 

in a carnivalesque and celebratory gathering of the Hazard family and the Chance 

family at Melchior’s centenary birthday party, as the narrator exclaims: ‘We’d finally 

wormed our way into the heart of the family we’d always wanted to be part of. […] 

There was a house we all had in common and it was called, the past, even though 

we’d lived in different rooms’ (WC 226). The image of a shared house emphasises 

the sense of integration and accommodation. It epitomises the novel’s optimism of 

unifying what has been fragmented.  

 

To conclude, this chapter demonstrates the ways in which fragmentation is a 

central notion in these London novels. A fractured view of London from NW is 

contrasted with a totalising one from Mr Phillips. Smith focalises her narratives 

through the localised, embodied and marginalised individuals, while John Lanchester 

satirises those in the centre of English society through his comical representation of 

the absurd cognitive mapping method and reductive and nostalgic vision. Yet, in NW, 

Zadie Smith displays some reservations about romanticising the margins. Her novel 
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reflects the risk of isolating the local from the whole and the limits of the subjective 

representation of the city. Using one specific suburban street as a microcosm for the 

metropolis, Lanchester’s Capital exhibits an objective and comprehensive image of 

contemporary London life alienated and fragmented by the effects of global finance. 

Both Smith and Lanchester question the optimism about London as a multicultural, 

global city and expose elements of social disintegration; one from ground-level and 

the other from above. The dialectic of fragmentation and unity also characterises the 

representations of London, as well as of the body, in Remainder and Wise Children. 

Tom McCarthy’s novel shows the individual body fragmented by and then coated 

over with a veneer of wholeness in the abstract space of global finance. While the 

image of the body in pieces mirrors and exacerbates the fragmentary city in 

Remainder, Angela Carter’s novel not only uses bodily terms to portray a divided 

city, but also wonderfully interchanges the body and the city to show an organically 

living London, thereby making her imaginary London into a place of belonging.  
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Chapter Six 

Re-membering the City 

 

The great city is the best organ of memory man has yet created. 

Lewis Mumford, The City in History (1961) 

 

When asked about the setting of Wise Children in an interview, Angela Carter said, 

‘I wanted to preserve the London I remember. […] Because the city we were all born 

in is vanishing, it’s like we’re all writing in this frenzy of nostalgia’ (quoted in 

Bradfield 93). As globalisation presses onto London and dissolves it into a 

succession of alienating non-places, efforts to preserve its identity and to remember 

the way it was become a mounting concern in contemporary London writing. 

Nostalgic sentiments can be detected in some of the texts discussed so far, for 

instance, Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, Gaiman’s Neverwhere, and Sinclair’s Lights Out 

for the Territory. While writers remember the capital city in their voices and words, 

London somehow grows, lives, and is grafted onto their bodies, as if becoming ‘the 

best organ of memory’, to use Lewis Mumford’s metaphor (562). In London writing, 

the relations between London and its inhabitants – fictional and actual – seem to 

have acquired a corporeal, or rather, inter-corporeal dimension.  

This chapter sets out to examine the intertwinement of individual memories 

with the collective past of London in a selection of literary texts. ‘Urban memory’ 

can be a productively ambiguous idea to conjure with. Mark Crinson has offered the 

following definition:  

Urban memory can be an anthropomorphism (the city having a 

memory) but more commonly it indicates the city as a physical 

landscape and collection of objects and practices that enable 

recollections of the past and that embody the past through traces of 

the city’s sequential building and rebuilding. (xii) 

Personification of the city as a conscious being is certainly rare, if not downright 

unrealistic. By comparison, the second definition – cities enable recollections of the 

past and embody the past – is more common-sense. Crinson’s explication of this 
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aspect of urban memory stresses the significance of space for the collective memory 

of a city.155  

In his ground-breaking work On Collective Memory (1925), Maurice 

Halbwachs argues that memories are socially constructed through collective 

frameworks – opinions and values shared by a social group – and adjusted for the 

creation of an image of the group’s past in light of the present (Coser 34).156 

Localisation is one of the important facets of the collective framework of memory. 

There are two aspects of localisation: physical landscape and mental representation 

of landscape.157 Halbwachs takes the city of Jerusalem as an example: it is both ‘a 

city built with stones’ and an imaginary ‘celestial city suspended between heaven 

and earth’ (204). Whereas people who live in Jerusalem witness material changes in 

the city and adjust their memories accordingly, those who have moved away carry 

mental images of the changeless city. The latter group remember Jerusalem 

differently, because the city in their mind is detached from the physical environment. 

‘The image [of the city] had to adjust itself to beliefs, not to real places,’ Halbwachs 

maintains (205). As discussed in the following, differences and negotiations between 

mental images of the city and the real city form a major part of literary 

representations of urban memory.158   

                                                           
155 There could be another way of defining ‘urban memory’. In her discussion on ‘memory of places’, 

Aleida Assmann points out this term could mean that we remember places, or that places retain 

memories. ‘It is evocative because it suggests the possibility that places themselves may become the 

agents and bearers of memory, endowed with a mnemonic power that far exceeds that of humans’ 

(Cultural Memory and Western Civilization 281). Likewise, urban memory (‘memory of cities’) could 

mean what we remember about cities, or what cities themselves remember. In city writing, the 

distinction is not always clear; rather, both aspects of place memories tend to overlap or mix with each 

other.   
156 In his introduction to the English translation of Halbwachs’s book, Lewis Coser writes, ‘collective 

memory is essentially a reconstruction of the past in the light of the present’ (34). The concept of 

‘collective memory’ has given rise to a large body of memory study. Whereas Halbwachs and critics 

influenced by him, such as Pierre Nora, oppose memory with history, more recently, scholars have 

argued for a dialectic of memory and history. A brief critical review of these two terms can be found 

in Assmann, ‘Transformations between History and Memory.’   
157 Halbwachs writes, ‘a collective remembrance has a double focus – a physical object, a material 

reality such as a statue, a monument, a place in space, and also a symbol, or something of spiritual 

significance, something shared by the group that adheres to and is superimposed on this physical 

reality’ (204). Nora also highlights the importance of place. He recognises a crisis of memory and 

claims, ‘There are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de 

mémoire, real environments of memory’ (7).  
158 Although city writing in itself is already an image, it can reflect the way the individuals relate to 

their cities. In his book Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (2003), Andreas 

Huyssen notes the significance of literary texts: ‘The trope of the palimpsest is inherently literary and 

tied to writing, but it can also be fruitfully used to discuss configurations of urban spaces and their 

unfolding in time without making architecture and the city simply into text’ (7). There is a close 

interrelation among literary texts, city buildings and memory.  
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Adapting Halbwachs’s concept to the urban culture, Crinson places a heavy 

emphasis on the physical aspect of the city, aligning urban memory with what the 

physical landscape of the city can enable and embody. Yet, the physical form of the 

city is often shaped by those in power and used as an instrument to impose an official 

version of the past. When urban places are recklessly changed by an authority with 

little concern for local inhabitants, a chasm opens up between what the physical city 

embodies and the images people have in mind. Local inhabitants could have lost 

their city without moving away, so to speak. This is what Angela Carter observed of 

London since the 1980s – the city was vanishing right in front of her eyes.  

Writing London, then, is a response to the acute sense of losing personal and 

emotional ties with place.159 Feeling displaced and finding their habitual connections 

with the city weakened or effaced, writers seek to re-create it in their imagination. It 

is more than a personal gesture. In the same interview, Carter recollected her London 

as a Dickensian one and said, ‘By the time my son Alexander grows up, it’ll all be 

gone. So I guess I wanted to help preserve some of it for him in a book’ (quoted in 

Bradfield 93). As an individual memory passes onto another, it helps form and enrich 

the collective memory. By writing about a vanished London in their respective ways, 

Carter and other London writers, offer idiosyncratic frameworks that would affect 

the collective memories of their readers, enabling them to reconstruct an image of 

London so as to negotiate with the present. To adopt Carter’s metaphor in Wise 

Children, various pieces of London writing form a fictional house shared by the 

inhabitants and overlaid onto the physical landscape of London. Literary London is 

indispensable for the collective memory of the city.160      

                                                           
159 In her essay on urban nostalgia in New York fiction, Tamar Katz maintains that ‘we acquire a truly 

urban identity at the moment we react to change by remembering a vanished city’ (810). 
160 Since collective memory has to do with group identity, and London is a city shared by diverse 

social groups, there is no singular, unitary collective memory of the metropolis. Rather, it is always 

heterogeneous, a notion already implicit in the term ‘urban’. I understand ‘urban’ after Louis Wirth’s 

classic essay ‘Urbanism as a Way of Life’ (1938), in which he specifies ‘heterogeneity of inhabitants 

and group life’ as a fundamental characteristic of cities (10).  In their examination of commodification 

of places, Chris Philo and Gerry Kearns also point out the role of different memories of different 

peoples lead to a ‘contestation of the past in the present’ (25). In this chapter, I will use ‘urban 

memory’ to refer to individual and group memories related to London, without assuming the existence 

of an all-encompassing and homogeneous unity. However, it is worth noticing that some literary 

representations of London memory do incline towards a unitary and homogeneous collective memory 

of London. For example, Andrew Gibson points out that Sinclair, Ackroyd and Moorcock in their 

writings ‘imagine London as substantially a white city’ (297). This strand of literary representations of 

London implicitly excludes the marginalised immigrant Londoners’ claim to the city.     
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As individual memories of London represented in literary works contribute to 

larger urban memory and in the meantime assume an existence independent of their 

creators, it is not entirely specious to regard London as a collective body – made of 

buildings, peoples, cultures, economics, and life stories, and in possession of that 

collective memory. Hence, urban memory’s first meaning (‘the city having a 

memory’), although brushed off by Crinson, is an idea worth considering. Peter 

Ackroyd’s historical London: The Biography (2000) exemplifies an anthropomorphic 

aspect of urban memory, that is, the construction of London as a living being that has 

its own character (‘genius loci’) and its own memory. Ackroyd’s celebration of the 

autonomy of an eternal city in relation to its human inhabitants is intended as a 

resistance against the homogenising, deterritorialising force of globalisation. Yet, his 

formulation of a mythical spirit of London is problematic and self-contradictory. 

Also, the antiquarian, ‘local’ vision of London offered up in his work has been co-

opted by the growing cultural heritage market which turns London’s historical depth 

into a selling point, rather than preserving the city as an inhabitable place.  

The backward-looking stance in Ackroyd’s writing could be interpreted as 

the object of criticism in Michael Moorcock’s short story ‘London Bone’ (2001). The 

morbid business of digging up and selling the bones of dead Londoners in this story 

serves as an analogy to the cultural practice of excavating the hidden urban past, 

purveying anachronisms and anecdotes, and fetishising an antique vision of London. 

More importantly, the image of the commodified bones of the dead draws attention 

to the significance of the corporeal body as a material site of connection between 

past and present.  

Penelope Lively’s novel City of the Mind (1991) presents a balanced, 

dynamic relationship between the individual and collective memories of London. 

The protagonist, who experiences the material environment of London with his 

sentient body, unconsciously evokes the stories of past Londoners through shared 

bodily senses, and also deposits his present experience as a new layer of memory in 

the urban space. Individual autonomy is partially surrendered to the city in return for 

a deeper connection with place. Stressing a strong continuity of the urban past with 

the individual present in her novel, Lively shares a similar London vision with 

Ackroyd and Moorcock. Yet, it should be noted that she shows more concern about 

those who have lost their connection with past and have been misplaced in London.   
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W.G. Sebald’s final novel Austerlitz (2001) recounts an uprooted Holocaust 

survivor’s ceaseless search for the past, in London and other European cities. The 

return of the traumatic memory lodged in material spaces reduces the flow of time to 

a static visual space with no past, present or future. It also engulfs the protagonist and 

metaphorically shreds the living body into scattered pieces. By contrast to the more 

benign form of disembodiment shown in the works of Ackroyd and Lively – 

dispersing the self into a homely place to sustain and strengthen the interconnection – 

Sebald’s novel reveals the anguish of being deprived of the familiar ties between the 

individual and the city.  
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London: The Biography and ‘London Bone’: possessed and possessing 

In the course of his career, Peter Ackroyd has published numerous 

biographical works, fictional and non-fictional, on London-based writers, including 

The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (1983), T. S. Eliot (1984), Dickens (1990), and 

Blake (1995). A striking feature common in these works, as Susana Onega points out 

in her interview of Ackroyd, is the ‘tendency to blur the boundaries between 

storytelling and history’ (208). This tendency is carried over when Ackroyd turns his 

attention to London – the city that has always been a source of inspiration for the 

writers featured in his biographies. In London: The Biography, the city itself is 

treated as a distinct personality, and its colourful life story is minutely and often 

fantastically recorded.161 

In the opening of London: The Biography, a controlling metaphor that runs 

through the whole book is presented. The prologue, entitled ‘The city as body’, 

explicitly personifies London ‘as a human shape with its own laws of life and 

growth’ (LTB 2). In the 79 chapters that follow – organised around themes such as 

theatre, fire, crimes, violence, empire and time – the book offers an expansive range 

of non-chronological stories covering almost every aspect of London. Also, in the 

prologue, the author writes, ‘London is a labyrinth, half of stone and half of flesh’ 

(LTB 2). The city is more than a collection of buildings; it is also made up of the 

numerous generations of its inhabitants. Thus, to write about the city’s life is 

inseparable from considering the life stories of its inhabitants. The living presence of 

London is vividly conveyed through a vast collection of facts, anecdotes, and 

speculation about the lives of ordinary people. With its attentiveness to the hidden 

and the arcane past, the book intends to articulate the collective unconscious of 

London.  

Ackroyd imagines London to be more than a body. It is often endowed with a 

kind of consciousness – a spirit of place, ‘genius loci’ (LTB 141).162 Speaking of 

                                                           
161 The metaphor itself is not new. As early as 1905, in his book The Soul of London, Ford Madox 

Ford already compared his writing on London to ‘paying visits of greater or less duration to a 

Personality that, whether we love it or very cordially hate it, fascinates us all’ (3).  
162 In Ackroyd’s vocabulary, the terms such as genius loci, spirit of place, topographical or territorial 

imperative, or more specifically, the spirit of London, are used more or less interchangeably. 

However, it should be noted that there are distinctions among these terms. Genius loci means ‘a 

guardian spirit or god associated with a place’ (OED). In his poem ‘An Epistle to Burlington’ (1731), 

Alexander Pope advises the architect to work with nature: ‘Consult the genius of the place in all.’ This 

observation is echoed by Christian Norberg-Schulz, who adapts Heidegger’s existentialist concept of 

‘dwelling’ to architecture and considers genius loci as ‘that “opposite” man has to come to terms with, 
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Fleet Street as a long-standing site for the newspaper industry, Ackroyd interprets 

this place-bound tradition as ‘the city’s topographical imperative whereby the same 

activity takes place over hundreds of years in the same area’ (LTB 401). He 

speculates that ‘the very earth and stones of London created their own particular 

inhabitants’ (LTB 401). The word ‘imperative’ derives from Latin imperativus, 

which means ‘command, supreme authority or power, sovereignty, dominion’ 

(OED). It is invoked here to suggest a specific relation between the place and its 

inhabitants. An enormous power to command and even create its citizens according 

to the past patterns is attributed to London. That is to say, the urban past does not 

occur once and vanish forever, but always affects or even determines the present. 

Furthermore, the author suggests that it is London itself, rather than its people, that 

upholds the tradition and maintains continuity with the past: ‘Is it too much to 

suggest that there are certain kinds of activity, or patterns of inheritance, arising from 

the streets and alleys themselves?’ (LTB 465) The deterministic influence of the 

city’s physical environment (‘streets and alleys’) upon its human activity is at one 

point presented as a source of resistance against hegemonic state control and as a 

spirit congenial to the liberal democratic ideal: ‘[London] does not respond to policy 

committees or to centralised planning. It would be easier to control the elements 

themselves’ (LTB 764).   

The notion of London as an autonomously growing entity resonates with the 

Danish architect Steen Eiler Rasmussen’s observation in his study London: The 

Unique City (1934). Rasmussen examines the history of the architecture and urban 

form of London, and praises it as an exemplar of the ‘scattered city’, in contrast to 

the ‘concentrated city’ filled with planned, monumental buildings like Paris (23). 

According to Rasmussen, the scattered and ‘wholesome’ form of London originates 

with its inhabitants and with the concept of ‘precedent’ in English Law that 

                                                           
[so as] to be able to dwell’ (10). Whereas these previous writings suggest the interaction between 

people and place is mutual and on a more or less equal footing, Ackroyd’s work endows place with an 

overwhelming power. In addition, ‘territorial imperative’ has been elaborated by the polemical social 

science writer Robert Ardrey in his book The Territorial Imperative: A Personal Inquiry into the 

Animal Origins of Property and Nations (1967). ‘A territory is an area of space, whether water or 

earth or air, which an animal or group of animals defends as an exclusive preserve’ (Ardrey 3). Like 

any other animals, human beings are born with a territorial imperative, that is, ‘an inherent drive to 

gain and defend an exclusive property’ (Ardrey 3). This animal instinct is then applied to social issues 

such as war and morality. Although Ackroyd’s work makes no reference to Ardrey, both writers share 

a belief in the strong emotional ties between human beings and inhabited place – a view that can be 

reductive and deterministic. For an exploration of Ackroyd’s representation of London in relation to 

his Catholic belief, see Niedokos.  
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recognises the authority of what has already taken place. Neither London nor English 

law ‘conform to a coherent, logical system but are organically developed out of the 

life of the people’ (Rasmussen 75). From this viewpoint, London’s seemingly chaotic 

and sprawling form has been gradually brought into existence by numerous 

generations of free-spirited Londoners. In this way, the material environment of the 

city embodies the victory of the ordinary people over the overbearing state.  

In Ackroyd’s account, however, London’s organic character tends to be 

detached from its people and its cumulative development in history. Whereas 

Rasmussen bases his argument on the built environment, which is created and shaped 

by human beings, Ackroyd mythologises the character of London as a transcendental 

spirit that commands people.163 This conception tends to conflict with the apparent 

changes happening in the metropolis, especially the ones brought about by the 

homogenising and fragmenting globalisation since the late twentieth century. To 

account for them, Ackroyd proposes another imperative in London: The Biography. 

Since Roman times, ‘the City has always been established upon the imperative of 

money and trade’ (LTB 24). Yet, the commercial imperative is incompatible with the 

topographical one, a conflict epitomised by Ackroyd’s treatment of Covent Garden.  

On the one hand, Ackroyd takes the public protest against the redevelopment 

plan of Covent Garden in the 1970s as one of the triumphs of London’s 

topographical imperative – a proof of ‘London’s democratic and egalitarian instincts’ 

(LTB 764). On the other hand, he conveniently understates the actual relocation of 

the fruit and flower market of Covent Garden, in half a sentence – ‘until in 1974 it 

was moved to a site in Battersea’ (LTB 334). The indigenous residents are likewise 

uprooted and displaced. However, the book glosses over the radical displacement of 

the local community by shifting its focus onto the general ambiance retained by the 

place:  

The spirit of Covent Garden has of course changed since that 

removal, but it is still a centre of noise and bustle; the hucksters 

and hawkers are still there, but the sounds of the basket-sellers 

                                                           
163 Ackroyd also extends this speculation to characterise his own work. In his essay ‘London 

Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries’ (1993), Ackroyd extends his spirit of London conception to 

interpret contemporary London writing as ‘a living inheritance that has everything to do with the spirit 

of place and with the nature of the city’ (346). Julian Wolfreys expands on this notion and argues that 

for Ackroyd ‘writing the city becomes an act […] of receiving the city in all its flows’ and that ‘no act 

of writing can ever control itself or its subject’ (vol. 2, 129). This kind of understanding becomes 

tautological, as it results from a wilful confusion of the city, subjective representations of the city, and 

the creators of representations of the city itself.  
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have changed into those of travelling musicians and the agile 

porters have turned into a different kind of street artist. (LTB 334) 

The spirit of Covent Garden – embodied by the inhabitants and their activity 

particular to the place – is replaced by an entirely different kind. As Peter Hall points 

out, although the original buildings in Covent Garden are conserved and kept intact 

due to the public outcry, the community was nonetheless lost, and the place has been 

gentrified into a ‘fashionable shopping and tourist area that almost the whole world 

knows today’ (318).  

To some extent, Ackroyd’s book colludes with the postmodern market in 

commodifying London. ‘Selling places’, as Chris Philo and Gerry Kearns explain, 

means ‘to “sell” the image of a particular geographically-defined “place”, usually a 

town or a city’ (3, my emphasis). This practice involves ‘a conscious and deliberate 

manipulation of culture in an effort to enhance the appeal and interest of places’ 

(Philo and Kearns 3). By concocting and promoting an appealing ‘image’ of the 

place with a distinct history or tradition, either through physical preservation, media 

representation, or literary imagination, this trend draws resources and inspirations 

from the urban past to attract customers and tourists in the present. London writers, 

knowingly or unknowingly, participate in the creation of London’s place-images. 

Ackroyd’s affirmation of the continuity of the spirit of Covent Garden – changed but 

somehow having the same ‘noise and bustle’ – is problematic in this sense. His book 

describes a supposedly local lifestyle without real local residents (‘basket sellers’ 

replaced by ‘travelling musicians’). It fabricates a superficial authenticity and a mere 

‘flavour’ consumed by tourists and up-market property buyers. Indeed, the 

indiscriminate celebration of ‘noise and bustle’ echoes the kind of ‘superficiality of 

the postmodern engagement with city’ noted by Philo and Kearns (23). Sensuous 

experiences of a place such as spectacles, sounds and smells are designed, 

orchestrated and staged, but genuine connections with the place itself, which require 

accumulated times spent at the place and with other inhabitants, are obstructed.  

Ackroyd’s indiscriminate celebration of London’s commercial imperative – 

‘a city of markets’ (LTB 328) – finds an echo in Michael Moorcock’s short story 

‘London Bone’, in which the protagonist boasts, ‘London is markets. Markets are 

London’ (108). However, unlike Ackroyd who creates myths out of the urban past 

and unreflectively considers all market forces as regenerating to London, Moorcock 
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in his story reveals the abuse of London’s past and exposes the corrosive effects of 

global capitalism to the real foundations of London.   

Moorcock’s story is set in early twenty-first-century London and narrated 

from the perspective of the protagonist Raymond Gold, a self-fashioned ‘cultural 

speculator’ profiting on foreign tourists (‘LB’ 105). Gold monopolises and 

capitalises on a special kind of bones unearthed in South London that have sparked a 

frenzied national and international trade. Initially presumed to be relics of mammoths 

in ancient times, the bones turn out to be human remains, mostly from the plague 

burial pits of the seventeenth century. Instead of aversion, this discovery spurs higher 

demand for the bones among the buyers. Its advertisement proclaims: ‘By owning a 

piece of Bone, you own London’s true history’ (‘LB’ 124). The immaterial history of 

London is turned into a tangible and purchasable object.  

In her critique on tourism and nostalgia, Susan Stewart observes, ‘In the final 

phases of late capitalism, history itself appears as a commodity’ (xiii). 

Commodification of history is described by Fredric Jameson as ‘an omnipresent, 

omnivorous, and well-nigh libidinal historicism’ (Postmodernism 18). Discussing 

film to elaborate on this point, Jameson argues, ‘the nostalgia film was never a 

matter of some old-fashioned “representation” of historical content, but instead 

approached the “past” through stylistic connotation, conveying “pastness” by the 

glossy qualities of the image’ (Postmodernism 19). The loss of a meaningful 

connection with the past is compensated by an immediate, sensuous impression 

offered by the images about the past, which is implied in Ackroyd’s emphasis on the 

‘noise and bustle’ (LTB 334).  

In Moorcock’s story, the sense of historical depth is more concrete. It is a 

sensuous quality materialised in the bones. The London Bone is highly valued and 

pursued – as the ‘hottest tourist item’ (‘LB’ 123), not because of its relation to the 

true historical events that once happened in London, namely, the suffering and deaths 

during the plague-stricken years, especially the horror of ‘still-living people thrown 

in with the dead’ (‘LB’ 127). Rather, it appeals to a feeling of ‘pastness’, which can 

be immediately experienced and possessed. Better than the nostalgia films with 

‘glossy qualities of the image’, the Bone in Moorcock’s story ‘glowed with a wealth 

of shades and drew you hypnotically into its depths’ (‘LB’ 117-118). In this way, the 

London Bone satisfies the desire for all sorts of ‘depths’ – historical, experiential and 

material.  
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Moorcock’s story, as Alex Murray points out, shows that ‘all material history, 

once exposed to the vagaries of the nostalgia hungry market, can only result in the 

destruction of London’s essence’ (‘Reading London Stone’). There is a significant 

corporeal dimension of Moorcock’s criticism of commodification. Gold reflects on 

the moral dilemma of selling dead Londoners, claiming to ‘let my subconscious […] 

think the problem through’ (‘LB’ 124). With the aid of greasy food and cannabis, 

Gold temporarily shifts from a calculating entrepreneur to a more somatic and 

emotional urban inhabitant in tune with the material environment. In other words, the 

intellectual self gives way to the corporeal body. The switch enables Gold to 

recognise the real significance of the bones. Physically, as the bones of dead 

Londoners decompose and blend into the soil and earth, they become part of the 

material basis of the city. The bones enter the ecological cycle of the urban world as 

the material connections between the city and its inhabitants, the past and the 

present; the dead and the living: ‘We are recycling our ancestors all the time, one 

way or another. We’re eating them. We’re drinking them. We’re coughing them up’ 

(‘LB’ 125). This quasi-cannibalistic description echoes Drew Leder’s explanation of 

the intertwining of body and world in a universal flesh: ‘I am not just gazing upon 

the world but one who feeds on it, drinks of it, breathes it in’ (66). From this 

standpoint, there is no need to purchase a memento, since whoever comes to the city 

inevitably becomes intertwined with the urban flesh of London; there is an ongoing, 

albeit unconscious, process of incorporating some material traces of dead Londoners 

and physiologically carrying bits of the urban past within one’s body. The intentional 

act of ‘owning’ a piece of London only serves to occlude people from experiencing 

that natural interconnection between the living human bodies and a living city. 

Driven by the desire for an imaginary historical depth, ‘the lived relation of the body 

to the phenomenological world is replaced by a nostalgic myth of contact and 

presence’ (Stewart 133). The world suffused with the ‘nostalgic myth’ is a dead 

world. In ‘London Bone’, the bones of dead Londoners not only allude to the city as 

a dying figure whose material foundation is being undermined, they also reflect the 

fossilised bodies of the present inhabitants, who have forsaken their lived relations 

with the city and become insensate whilst seeking hyper-sensuousness. The more 

they are drawn into the ‘depths’ of London Bone, into the ‘authentic’ urban past 

represented by it, the more detached they are from the city here and now.  
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Moorcock’s critique of the commodification of the urban past could be read 

against Ackroyd’s London: The Biography, particularly in light of Iain Sinclair’s 

description of the latter as ‘the last testament of the metropolitan corpse’ 

(‘Necromancer’s A to Z’). In addition to approving of Ackroyd’s great dedication to 

preserving the history of London, Sinclair implies that the very book that 

memorialises London also witnesses or even hastens its death by the same stroke. 

Like Gold, who excavates and sells dead bodies, Ackroyd delves into the cultural 

history of London, digs up archaic stories of past Londoners, and fabricates a desired 

image of an ‘authentic’ London in a book which is up for sale. Interestingly, William 

Gibson recommends the book thus: ‘If you wish to possess the world’s greatest city, 

read London: The Biography’ (39).  It is a remark strikingly similar to the 

advertisement for London Bone: ‘by owning a piece of Bone, you own London’s true 

history’ (‘LB’ 124). Both the book of urban memory and the material ruins left by 

the urban past are commodified and marketed to satisfy a desire to possess or own 

London, which is an impossible task. What is exchanged during the transaction is no 

more than a quasi-authenticity and a distraction from an actual engagement with the 

city.  

Ackroyd’s obsession with the urban past is shared by many London writers. 

Roger Luckhurst argues that there is a ‘notable revival over the past twenty years of a 

newly Gothicized apprehension of London’ and names Peter Ackroyd, Iain Sinclair, 

Michael Moorcock, Patrick Wright, Neil Gaiman, Stewart Home and other London-

based writers as examples (‘Contemporary London Gothic’ 527-528). A common 

trope in the works of this collection of writers is the return of the urban past in the 

present. For example, the medieval town in the ‘London below’ of Neil Gaiman’s 

Neverwhere. However, the ‘Gothic’ in literature is not just about the contents – the 

typically anachronistic images or uncanny elements – but more importantly denotes a 

mode of perceiving the past. Robert Mighall argues that the key to Gothic literature 

is ‘its attitude to the past and its unwelcome legacies’ (xix): ‘The Gothic cannot be an 

essence, for what is Gothicized constantly changes. This depends on how each 

culture chooses to represent itself, and where it locates progress and its necessary 

antithesis’ (Mighall 286). From this viewpoint, the past is invoked to be feared and to 

be dealt with so as to make room for the present.  

In contemporary London Gothic, however, the attitude to the urban past is 

more ambiguous. It is often mixed with a romantic nostalgia (Luckhurst, 
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‘Contemporary London Gothic’ 540). The returned past is not fearful, but desirable. 

This is certainly the case with Ackroyd, who has been criticised for portraying a 

‘backward-looking’ London and offering his book to ‘fill up the yawning leisure 

time of the new Londoners’ who look for some ‘local colour’ (Heartfield 94, 98). 

The great success of London: The Biography in the mainstream publishing market 

might be taken to prove this point.164 Ackroyd’s valorisation of the urban past almost 

inevitably slips into a commodity fetishisation of London. The negative consequence 

of unreflective urban nostalgia, as Moorock’s story shows, is the petrification of 

living relations between people and place. In a sense, the portrayal of an animate and 

autonomous London in Ackroyd’s ‘biography’ of London is generated at the cost of 

the agency of the living inhabitants. As Christopher Tayler points out, ‘Ackroyd’s 

constant characterization of the city as an actor in its own right tends to suppress the 

agency […] of London’s inhabitants throughout its long history’ (36). Indeed, in its 

representation of the city’s buried past as a source of timeless and mysterious force 

underpinning an ‘Eternal London’ (LTB 774), London: The Biography neglects 

historical reality, naturalises social changes, and represents London as a desirable 

‘authentic’ place for consumers rather than inhabitants.  

In addition to the apparent incoherence in its myth-making and image-

promoting strategy, London: The Biography is characterised by a specifically 

corporeal limitation. Unlike Gold in Moorcock’s story, who simply happens to find 

the bones already there, the process of cultural excavation in Ackroyd’s project 

requires an enormous amount of imagination. The supernatural autonomy attributed 

to the city in the book derives from the author’s creative imagination and demands 

tremendous efforts. Ackroyd almost lost his own life to the formidable mission of 

representing London in a book and of re-animating the ‘metropolitan corpse’ – a 

biographical detail often noted by reviewers.165 Although we should be careful not to 

adopt Ackroyd’s own mythologising strategy and not to read too much into this 

                                                           
164 Phil Baker traces the emergence of psychogeography in London, and writes, ‘By 2000, 

psychogeography was fully into the mainstream with Peter Ackroyd’s London: The Biography’ (328). 

The popularisation of psychogeography deprives the practice of its resistance potential, and somehow 

domesticates it. More poignantly, Barry Lewis comments on Ackroyd and his best-seller biography of 

the city: ‘He had sold his soul to the city in return for fame and considerable fortune’ (187). 
165 For example, in his review of London: The Biography, David Sexton notices: ‘It seems all too 

weirdly apt that on the day [Ackroyd] completed it, last November, he nearly died of a heart attack – 

and that publication day this Thursday should be his birthday’ (‘Dark Side of London’). The strong 

connection between the author and the subject is also noted by Sinclair, who points out: ‘London: The 

Biography very rapidly announces itself as Peter Ackroyd: The Autobiography’ (‘Necromancer’s A to 

Z’).   
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anecdote, the coincidence itself does highlight the role of the individual’s lived body 

in the task of representing and remembering the city. The representation of London 

as an anthropomorphic figure having its own memory in Ackroyd’s work depends on 

the actively imagining mind of the author, whose capacity is conditioned by his 

mortal body. The limit of his myth-making practice is in this case given a corporeal 

dimension. The following discussion turns to another novel to further explore the 

significance of the human body in relation to urban memory.  
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City of the Mind: ‘lives and breathes’ 

Penelope Lively’s novel City of the Mind (1991) prioritises the living body as 

a critical point of connection between the individual and the collective memories of 

London. The main story follows a forty-something English architect’s ramble 

through the city. The initial setting is ‘in London, on a May morning of the late 

twentieth century’ (COM 2). As the story unfolds, several other sub-narratives about 

past Londoners are invoked and woven into the main narrative. The lives of past and 

present inhabitants resonate and intersect, giving rise to the image of London as ‘a 

pulsating, palpable entity’ (Moran 112).166 The city in Lively’s novel appears to be 

more than a transcendentally organic being as depicted by Ackroyd, but a ‘palpable’ 

one – accessible and tangible to the corporeal body of the individual. It is this 

indispensable physicality that underlies the interweaving of individual experiences 

with collective memory. Specifically, the present-day inhabitants feel the city’s past 

through the physical body and its sensory contact with the city.  

As a contemporary flâneur, Matthew Halland often walks around in London, 

both to inspect various construction and renovation sites, and to satisfy his personal 

fascination with the city’s buildings. During his walks, various sensory impressions 

bombard him, which not only highlight ‘the city’s variegated, richly textured 

quality’, but also form ‘a series of hinges’ (Moran 113). For instance, while passing 

Covent Garden market, Halland feels the inexplicable urge to buy a bunch of violets 

from the flower stall. In the next paragraph – separated by a space in the text – we 

are told: ‘She can smell violets. And dung and sewage and the strong pervading 

stench of unwashed humanity’ (COM 34). ‘She’ is an orphan called Rose, living on 

the streets in Covent Garden. Rose is oblivious to her time, but the author indicates 

that she lives in the Victorian age.167 The smell of violet, as a shared sensory 

experience, becomes a ‘hinge’ that connects the past urban lives with the present 

experience of Halland. This technique is repeatedly employed in the novel to insert 

other fragmentary stories about previous Londoners from different historical periods, 

including an air raid warden named Jim Prothero during the Blitz, the nineteenth 

century biologist Sir Richard Owen, the sixteenth century privateer Martin Frobisher, 

                                                           
166 In her article on City of the Mind and other novels by Lively, Mary Moran notes the significance of 

bodily sensations, but does not specify how they contribute to an embodied urban memory.  
167 The derogatory term ‘the Great Unwashed’ is often used to refer to the working classes in the 

nineteenth century. See T. Wright. 
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as well as a nameless Eskimo captured and brought back to London by Frobisher as a 

trophy. Various time periods and historical figures are paralleled with Halland’s life 

in the contemporary city, forming a juxtaposition of present and past in the narrative.  

The unique structure of Lively’s novel recalls the idea of ‘spatial form’ 

proposed by Joseph Frank. Frank rebuts the categorisation of artistic forms in 

Gotthold Lessing’s Laocoon (1766), in which painting is characterised as an art of 

space while literature is one of time, because in painting ‘the visible aspect of objects 

can best be presented juxtaposed in an instant of time’ whereas literature is 

‘composed of a succession of words proceeding through time’ (7-8). Frank examines 

modernist works by Marcel Proust, James Joyce and T. S. Eliot, arguing that in these 

texts, synchronicity overtakes the diachronic succession of words. To be specific, 

words or word-groups referring to dissociate objects or non-consecutive events are 

often juxtaposed, which disrupts the linear reading process and requires ‘the reader to 

apprehend their work spatially, in a moment of time, rather than as a sequence’ 

(Frank 10). Yet, it is impossible to completely abolish the sequential reading process 

and what literature can achieve is a ‘tendency to spatialize’ rather than an actually 

accomplished spatial form, as Eric Rabkin observes (254). Nonetheless, the 

spatialising tendency does affect the structure of temporality, not only in terms of 

reading experience, but also within the imaginary world presented in the text.  

The spatial form is adopted by Lively in a flexible manner. The experiences 

of contemporary Londoners resonate with the past via similar sensations, but the 

present is neither a repetition nor an ephemeral incarnation of a permanent and 

eternal world.168 Instead, the novel juxtaposes the present with the past for various 

purposes. The Victorian street urchin’s destitute life forms a sharp contrast with 

Halland’s leisurely afternoon stroll and the happy life of his beloved eight-year-old 

daughter. Also, the bomb fires that severely damage London and kill the warden’s 

child during the Blitz are inserted as a critique of reckless contemporary 

redevelopment in Spitalfields. It is implied in the novel that a rogue real estate 

developer conspires in an arson attack to scare away the recalcitrant tenants in order 

to snatch a piece of land in East London. The fire kills a child in a Bengali family 

living in the local area. By paralleling the two fires, the novel makes active and 

                                                           
168 Joseph Frank associates the spatial form with myth, ‘for which historical time does not exist and 

which sees the actions and event of a particular time only as the bodying forth of eternal prototypes’ 

(63-64). 
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inventive use of the past to express its disapproval at the contemporary situation. 

Furthermore, the despair felt by the deracinated Eskimo in sixteenth-century London 

– in ‘this terrible nowhere’ (COM 175) – reverberates in the feeling of the engraving 

artist Eva, a German Jewish woman who has left home for London as a child via 

Kindertransport. Unlike the Eskimo who dies out of despair shortly after arriving in 

London, Eva manages to turn London into a ‘livable’ place and create ‘a corner of 

sanity and beauty’, as Lorna Sage points out in her review of the novel (26). Through 

these detailed and nuanced exercises of juxtaposition, the novel shows the urban past 

as a rich, but not deterministic, background. It integrates the past into the present 

urban lives in order to create new meanings, not to perpetuate the same pattern.    

What is more, Lively’s novel shows that continuity of the urban past and the 

present requires the material places. From this aspect, City of the Mind chimes with 

Crinson’s emphasis on the physical aspect of urban memory. The city as a physical 

landscape that embodies the past was perhaps first suggested by the Italian architect 

Aldo Rossi, who claims that ‘the city is the locus of collective memory’ and endorses 

the notion of ‘history seen as collective memory’ (130-131). However, Rossi’s 

equation of history with collective memory can be problematic. In her article on 

memory and history, Aleida Assmann emphasises that memory is embodied and 

rooted in the recollection of concrete spaces, gestures and objects, while history is 

disembodied and deemed to be abstract, objective and universal (‘Transformations 

between History and Memory’ 60-61). Yet, the differences are not absolute. Memory 

and history are dialectical. Un-lived history can be incorporated and turned into 

memory via external symbols and institutions such as monuments. This kind of 

memory is termed ‘top-down political memory’, forming a contrast to a ‘bottom-up 

social memory’ that relies on embodied everyday practices and lacks an endurable 

ground (Assmann, ‘Transformations between History and Memory’ 56). Rossi’s 

understanding of the collective memory of the city belongs with the ‘top-down’ 

mode. It inadvertently facilitates an official version of urban memory that suits the 

need of the dominant class and excludes or suppresses memories of other peoples. 

Given his position as a famous architect and theorist, it is no wonder that Rossi 

prioritises abstract grand urban plans over the embodied practices of ordinary urban 

dwellers. After all, it is the former that represent the interest of the urban elites, who 

hold the power of shaping the material cityscape and ‘writing’ urban history by 
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designing monumental buildings, thereby influencing the way the ordinary 

inhabitants remember their city.  

The mode of top-down urban memory is reflected in the protagonist’s 

profession in Lively’s imagined London. Halland participates in the construction of a 

skyscraper in the Docklands, and at one point, he joins his fellow architects at the 

roof of the building: ‘these three men […] are struck with wonder, lording it over the 

city […] They point out landmarks, exhilarated and possessive’ (COM 15). Unlike 

the totalising view of London presented in Mr Phillips’s floating fantasy, Halland’s 

disembodied vision can be substantiated by his actual participation in the shaping of 

the city. Nevertheless, Halland is ambivalent about his role. He criticises the 

Docklands project for its assumption of ‘bulldoz[ing] the past, replac[ing] it with 

new constructions and expect[ing] the result to be anything other than the semblance 

of a place’ (COM 90). As if atoning for his complicity in the project, Halland 

attempts to keep some memory traces. He suggests the building be named ‘Frobisher 

House’ and its main entrance decorated with a glass engraving of a ship (COM 32), 

thereby retaining the past of London through images and symbols.169 Nevertheless, 

as discussed above, despite his good intention, Halland’s efforts can be easily 

assimilated into the general commodity fetishisation of London, in which cultural 

symbols become part of an ‘authenticity’ to be marketed, to furnish ‘the semblance 

of a place’ that is lacking in the shiny new building.  

However, in terms of the structure of the novel itself, Halland’s character also 

enables a bottom-up approach, which is presented as a more meaningful way of 

configuring urban memory. Most of the stories about past Londoners are re-collected 

during Halland’s wanderings in markets and streets. These fragments of London’s 

past are rendered palpable through the lived experiences of Halland in those material 

places. Michel de Certeau proposes that inhabitable places are ‘fragmentary and 

inward-turning histories, pasts that others are not allowed to read, accumulated times 

that can be unfolded but like stories held in reserve, remaining in an enigmatic state, 

symbolizations encysted in the pain or pleasure of the body’ (PEL 108). Unlike 

Rossi’s idea of ‘history’, de Certeau’s ‘inward-turning histories’ are plural, 

fragmentary and subjective. They are memories lodged in local places, to be told in 

                                                           
169 Lively’s novel includes a fictional account from the viewpoint of Martin Frobisher during one of 

his journeys. He and his ship returned to London at the Docklands site where the new skyscraper is 

being built. 
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the form of stories and to be shared among an intimate social group, not spectacular 

monumental images to be visually registered by everyone and no one in particular. 

Also, what triggers the unfolding of memories is the experiencing and feeling body, 

in its ‘pain or pleasure’. De Certeau’s attention to the embodied and the subjective is 

echoed in M. Christine Boyer’s criticism of Rossi. She points out that Rossi’s theory 

‘privilege[s] the position of the analyst and the definer of codes over lived 

experiences and subjective conditions’ (188). From the perspective of Halland the 

urban wanderer, City of the Mind presents London as a tangible place where the lives 

of past Londoners are retained in the material traces, which are later picked up by 

Halland’s sentient body. The protagonist wandering through a wide range of places 

functions as a means of collecting past stories, which are unfolded in discrete 

passages and inserted into the main narrative of the novel.  

Halland’s double role – as architect and flâneur – signifies the top-down and 

the bottom-up aspects of the urban memory of London. Apart from revealing the 

tension between these two aspects, the novel opts for a more eclectic approach. It 

makes use of Halland’s embodied, sensuous and authentic experiences of London’s 

past to offset the sense of loss. With this reconciliation with the radical changes, the 

novel concedes that urban redevelopment and gentrification are unstoppable and 

instead suggests the best we could do is to cushion the pain of loss – remembering 

the urban past in each individual’s daily practices. Admittedly, this turn towards a 

subjective engagement with the city is politically passive. Material traces might one 

day be completely wiped out and rendered inaccessible, and then there will be no 

sensory triggers for recollection. On the other hand, the novel avoids fetishising the 

urban past. Compared to the public mania for buying a physical piece of London and 

obtaining ‘a nostalgic myth of contact and presence’ (Stewart 133), as shown in 

Moorcock’s story, what Lively proposes in City of the Mind is to engage with one’s 

immediate material environment. Yet, neither is she suggesting a touristic 

consumption of the urban past that collects constructed, hyper-sensitised experiences 

unreflectively. This delicate balance is achieved through a spatial analogy.  

Significantly, the protagonist is not always aware of the historical reference 

of his sensory experiences in London. Both main story and sub-stories are focalised 

through their respective character’s own view and narrated by an omniscient, 

impersonal narrator, which precludes intersections of the present and the past. For 

instance, the association of the violet fragrance with the Victorian child is beyond 
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Halland’s consciousness, although the sensation is registered by his body. His 

corporeal body seems to ‘remember’ more than his thinking mind does, so to speak. 

In his article on embodiment and collective memory, Rafael Narvaez remarks, ‘we 

can “naturally” carry, in our bodies, the strong presence of the past’ (59). Our 

habitual bodily practices such as gestures, pleasures and feelings are all layered with 

collective symbols and associated with a collective past. Our identity is inseparable 

from this embodied collective memory. In City of the Mind, Halland naturally, 

unconsciously, and daily carries the presence of the urban memory of London in his 

body: ‘Through him, the city lives and breathes’ (COM 3).  

 By giving the corporeal experiences a dimension of time and collectiveness 

beyond the grasp of the individual’s subjective mind, the novel demonstrates a 

peculiar relationship between the city and the individual. It can be understood 

through an analogy proposed by Freud in ‘Civilization and Its Discontents’, in which 

he compares the human mind to the ‘Eternal City’ Rome, and suggests that memory 

traces are preserved in the mind in a manner similar to the way ‘in which the past is 

preserved in historical sites like Rome’ (70).170 Buildings from different historical 

periods of Rome, although demolished and replaced in the history of the city, leave 

material ruins which are ‘still buried in the soil of the city or beneath its modern 

buildings’ (70). In this way, the city’s past co-exists with the present ‘by 

juxtaposition in space’ (Freud, ‘Civilization and Its Discontents’ 70). The material 

ruins and traces of the city correspond to the memory-traces found in the 

unconscious of the human psyche. Also, according to Freud, the mind has two kinds 

of memories. The lived experiences of an individual are either received in the 

conscious mind or turned into an unconscious memory-trace. The two processes are 

incompatible: ‘consciousness arises in place of a memory-trace’ (‘Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle’ 25). As noted by Sigrid Weigel, ‘in place of’ (original German: 

an Stelle) means both ‘instead of’ and ‘at the site of’ (115). The ambiguity of the 

                                                           
170 After entertaining the analogy, Freud soon dismisses it as mere ‘phantasy’ and an ‘idle game’, due 

to two facts. First, ‘the same space cannot have two different contents’; second, cities often suffer 

destruction or replacement and the physical buildings could be eliminated (‘Civilization and Its 

Discontents’ 71). Indeed, Lewis Mumford maintains that ‘capitalism’s role was to liquidate the 

container’: ‘For the twentieth century, unceasing destruction and replacement became the new rhythm 

of city development’ (507). It would seem unsuitable to consider the mind, which is immaterial and 

therefore usually untroubled by material changes, as a material thing. Nevertheless, the city is more 

than a material environment. ‘The city is, rather, a state of mind,’ proclaims Robert E. Park (1). 

Therefore, Freud’s dismissal is highly debatable and can be seen as based on a limited understanding 

of the city. For further discussion on this analogy, see Pile, pp. 241-243. 
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phrase an Stelle implies a spatial structure, which can be dovetailed into the mind-

city analogy. The unconscious realm containing memory-traces lies beneath the 

conscious mind, like the urban soil containing material ruins buried beneath the 

modern Rome. A shared spatial structure is found in both the topography of the mind 

and that of the city.  

While the Freudian analogy is schematic and abstract, Lively’s novel puts the 

two structurally similar but otherwise disconnected things – mind and city – together, 

and foregrounds their similarity and interconnections through the body. Halland’s 

conscious self is engaged with the contemporary activities of London, such as 

participating in the construction of new buildings and visiting markets. Meanwhile, 

his unconscious self receives visceral sensations as his body comes into contact with 

the material environment of London, which contains the material traces of the urban 

past. In this way, the protagonist – with his conscious mind and unconscious 

embodiment – represents London’s present and past. The collective urban past is 

woven into his life in the present as a latent and meaningful ground.  

 Furthermore, the depth-structure of Halland’s mental space, that is, the 

embodied experiences encoded as the unconscious ground remaining beneath and 

beyond the conscious, corresponds to a stable spatial structure of the city’s 

temporality. The novel demonstrates what might be termed as a ‘spiral time’. In his 

critique of modernity, We Have Never Been Modern (1991), Bruno Latour refutes a 

linear temporality (progressing or retrogressing) and instead proposes a spiral mode: 

‘We do have a future and a past, but the future takes the form of a circle expanding in 

all directions, and the past is not surpassed but revisited, repeated, surrounded, 

protected, recombined, reinterpreted and reshuffled’ (75). The structure of 

temporality in Lively’s novel resembles such a spiral, which renders her imaginary 

London a palimpsest – a durable parchment on which its past is written, erased, and 

rewritten in historical sequence, but some marks and traces are still traceable, 

accessible or readable in the present. More importantly, the acts of reading the past – 

recombination and reinterpretation – are carried out via the omniscient narrator and 

presented to the reader on the textual level. Within the story, the urban past is 

revisited, albeit limited to the realm of unconscious embodied experiences. This 

differentiation allows for the protagonist to be propelled forward without being 

pulled back by the past, and generates a sense of certainty and stability for the reader.  
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Besides, not only is the past revisited, but also the present constantly deposits 

its traces to form a new layer in the urban palimpsest. The novel in general shows a 

movement towards the future. In the last chapter, Halland has completed his 

Docklands project and started a new romance:  

He moves about the city, doubling back and forth, navigating time 

and space. In Covent Garden there are no violets, but he hears 

Alice Cook tell him that she is pregnant, and buys her red 

carnations. The plane trees in Lincoln’s Inn Fields rise up from the 

lake of their own leaves, but he sees an afternoon in June, 

shirtsleeves and Coke cans. […] He sees his scattered hours – 

irretrievable, enshrined. (COM 218) 

Halland’s experiences settle into the collective memory of London. They are turned 

into fragmentary life stories, as ‘scattered hours’, and dispersed in different places. 

New memories symbolised by ‘red carnations’ form a new trace, overlaying the 

‘violets’ that refer to a more remote one. Although the past is not completely absent 

– it is turned into a latent ground, it remains ‘irretrievable’. The novel dismisses the 

possibility of a full return of the past, either the collective or the individual. It shows 

an optimism for the oncoming future, which emerges from the remains of the past 

like the plane trees that ‘rise up from the lake of their own leaves’ (COM 218). It re-

affirms the celebratory tone about London’s vitality: ‘the city lifts again and again 

from its own decay, thrusting up from its own detritus’ (COM 109). Also, as the 

individual story is blended into the collective memory of London, transient mortal 

life is elevated and ‘enshrined’ as part of a grander, immortal unity. The gradual, 

almost natural accretion of a medley of individual and collective memories render 

London an organic collective body consisting of numerous living bodies and steadily 

progressing in a stable continuum.  

Lively’s novel highlights the significance of the sentient physical body in 

recollecting the urban past for the purpose of a meaningful future so that the 

fossilised collective past is revived through and integrated into the living body. 

Similar to Michael Moorcock’s short story, although from another angle, Lively’s 

novel opposes the nostalgic obsession with the urban past of London as shown in 

Peter Ackroyd’s work. At the same time, however, all three writers discussed here – 

Lively, Ackroyd, and Moorcock – base their urban imagination upon a more or less 

intact natural bond between the individual and London. Each main character in these 

texts are certain of their cultural identity as a Londoner. They have their personal 

past deeply rooted in London and share a sense of continuity with the place. Their 
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ways of encountering and negotiating with London serve to romanticise, exploit or 

strengthen that bond, but never to destroy it. Individual and collective memories are 

comingled and overlapped. Nonetheless, Lively’s novel is perhaps more 

conscientious about the possible ruptures in urban memory, as it makes space to tell 

stories about the outsiders who do not or cannot belong to London. The agony of 

losing one’s identity and natural bond with a native land is manifested in the stories 

about the captured Eskimo in the sixteenth century and the Holocaust refugee Eva. 

However, given the generally optimistic tone of her novel, Lively does not explore 

this aspect in greater detail. To further examine this facet of urban memory, the 

following discussion turns to W. G. Sebald’s final novel Austerlitz.  
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Austerlitz: ‘scattered’  

W. G. Sebald’s novel tells the story of its eponymous protagonist seeking his 

lost past and recounting his searches and observations to the nameless narrator. 

Personal memory is interwoven and overlapped by the collective past through the 

material places represented in the novel. One of the significant sites is London’s 

Liverpool Street station. In 1939, Austerlitz arrives in London from Prague on 

Kindertransport at the age of four and half.171 Upon arrival, in the train station 

waiting-room, he is immediately adopted by a childless Welsh couple. Thereafter, 

Austerlitz forgets his true origins – his early childhood spent in Prague and his 

parents who are killed in the Holocaust. Austerlitz avoids any recollection associated 

with the traumatic past, until he accidentally stumbles into the same waiting-room 

half a century later.  

After retiring from his teaching position as an architectural historian at an art 

institute in London in the early 1990s, Austerlitz suffers from dyslexia and insomnia. 

He starts habitual night wanderings in London. During one of the walks, he follows a 

mysterious porter at Liverpool Street station through a lower passageway into the 

fateful waiting-room. In this peculiar encounter with the city, all the forgotten 

memories suddenly come back to Austerlitz. He then embarks on an expansive and 

endless quest for the past in a number of European cities, such as Brussels, Prague 

and Paris.  

The waiting-room episode is a critical turning point in the novel’s 

representation of memory. Chiming with Lively’s notion of corporeal memory, 

Sebald demonstrates that memory is triggered by the sensuous engagement of the 

individual body with the material place:  

In the disused Ladies’ Waiting-Room of Liverpool Street Station, 

memories behind and within which many things much further back 

in the past seemed to lie, all interlocking like the labyrinthine 

vaults I saw in the dusty grey light, and which seemed to go on and 

on for ever. In fact I felt […] that the waiting-room where I stood 

as if dazzled contained all the hours of my past life, all the 

suppressed and extinguished fear and wishes I had ever 

entertained. (A 192-193) 

The entirety of Austerlitz’s past is suddenly revealed and externalised in this 

moment. The room, with its architectural details – ‘labyrinthine vaults’ – becomes a 

                                                           
171 Sebald’s novel is inspired by a documentary featuring Kindertransport. See Jaggi.  
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concrete container of ‘memories’ and ‘hours’, which are usually deemed immaterial 

and imperceptible. The revelation is experienced by the protagonist through his 

sentient body. His visual perception is mediated through ‘the dusty grey light’. 

Although extremely small in size, dust is a physical element that can be felt. This 

emphasis on the tactile quality of light implies the presence of the physical body, the 

central role of which is made apparent in another episode. After recalling his initial 

arrival in London as a small child, Austerlitz traces his early childhood back to 

Prague: 

As I walked through the labyrinth of alleyways, thoroughfares and 

courtyards […], and still more so when I felt the uneven paving of 

the Šporkova underfoot as step by step I climbed uphill, it was as if 

I had already been this way before and memories were revealing 

themselves to me not by means of any mental effort but through 

my senses, so long numbed and now coming back to life. (A 212-

213, my emphasis) 

Similar to the wandering protagonist in City of the Mind, Austerlitz walks through 

the urban space, albeit in more than one city, and collects the past from various 

places. In these two novels, it is the embodied sensations, such as smell of violets, 

the kinetic sense of standing in the room, and the touch of the street that enable the 

individual to recall a past that otherwise remains hidden.  

The emphasis on embodied sensory experience could be compared with 

Marcel Proust’s notion of ‘involuntary memory’. As Ann Pearson points out, 

Sebald’s depiction of the pavement is a clear textual reference to an episode in 

Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu (270).172 Proust’s narrator stumbles over 

‘some unevenly placed paving-stones’ in Paris and suddenly remembers the time he 

spent in Venice (Time Regained 210). He then associates this moment with an earlier 

one, recounted in Swann’s Way. The narrator tastes a madeleine biscuit dipped in tea 

and suddenly recalls his childhood spent in the town of Combray. Reflecting on the 

memory elicited by the taste, the narrator claims: 

The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach 

of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that 

material object will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for 

that object, it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not 

before we ourselves must die. (Proust, Swann’s Way 57-58)  

                                                           
172 Pearson’s focus is on intertextuality. She does not expand much on the corporeal dimension of 

Proust’s idea of involuntary memory. 
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There is an opposition between voluntary intellectual memory and the involuntary 

embodied memory.173 The former is a subjective cognitive process happening within 

the individual’s conscious mind, while the latter is an unconscious, embodied 

experience occasioned by interaction with material surroundings. Sebald purposely 

echoes Proust when he writes: ‘memories were revealing themselves to me not by 

means of any mental effort but through my senses’ (A 213). The contingency of the 

Proustian involuntary memory (‘it depends on chance’) is repeated by Sebald’s novel 

as well. Austerlitz maintains, ‘[It] would have remained buried in the depths of my 

mind had I not, through a series of coincidences, entered the old waiting-room in in 

Liverpool Street station […] a few weeks at the most before it vanished forever in the 

rebuilding’ (A 195, my emphasis). 

However, notwithstanding the apparent similarities, Sebald’s conception of 

memory differs significantly from Proust in that material places play an 

indispensable role in Austerlitz. Proust’s narrator recovers the past through fleeting 

moment of involuntary memory triggered by physical sensation, whereas Sebald’s 

protagonist ‘experiences an actual physical recovery of a lost place’ (Pearson 270, 

emphasis in original). 174 Proust’s main focus is on the bodily sensation caused by 

‘some material object’. As for the location of the object, it is not a matter of concern. 

In fact, in each instance of involuntary memory, the narrator recalls a place far away 

from where he actually is. The uneven paving stones are in Paris, not in Venice, and 

neither does the narrator go to Venice to look for the past. What is recalled is not the 

actual geographical place, but the narrator’s subjective apprehension of the city – ‘a 

place consisting of pure matter […] spread out before me clear and distinct from 

those common things one can see and touch’ (Time Regained 222-223). The ‘place 

consisting of pure matter’ is distinct from the material world filled with tangible 

matter. The former exists in the narrator’s mind, and could only be redeemed, or 

rather brought into being, through ‘the creation of a work of art’ (Time Regained 

225). The sensation caused by the material object is ‘extra-temporal’ (Time Regained 

                                                           
173 See Walter Benjamin’s ‘On Some Motifs in Baudelaire’ for an interpretation of Proust’s notion of 

memory.  
174 In his discussion on Austerlitz, Russell Kilbourn also points out, ‘Rather than a catalyst for 

involuntary memory, the station and waiting room operate in a more complex manner as the 

externalised, concrete representation of the structure (topos) of Austerlitz’s hitherto suppressed and/or 

displaced long-term memory […] in a description that signifies at both individual and socio-historical 

levels’ (145-146). However, apart from a discussion on visual culture, Kilbourn does not expand the 

‘individual and socio-historical levels’ in relation to the urban past.  
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216), as it has happened in the past and is happening in the present. It exists in both 

time periods and appears to be outside time altogether. The individual experiencing 

this ‘extra-temporal’ sensation also steps outside time. Hence, the sensation serves as 

a portal that leads the individual out of the mundane world into an immaterial and 

imaginary realm. It transcends the limitations of a mortal life, but also retreats into 

the innermost private sphere of the individual self.  

The idea of transcending mortal life through an extra-temporal sensation is 

also observable in Tom McCarthy’s novel Remainder. The re-enactment apartment 

block is named ‘Madlyn Mansion’ (R 98), which is an allusion to the madeleine 

biscuit in Proust.175 Sebastian Groes argues that Remainder reworks the Proustian 

memory trace and demonstrates an attempt to ‘recreate the Ideal essence of the self 

in concrete reality’ (‘“An Eternal Detour”’ 156). What the narrator of Remainder 

attempts to build appears to be ‘a place consisting of pure matter’, in the words of 

Proust. Just as the narrator of Proust’s novel withdraws from the material world into 

the realm of individual memory, the narrator of Remainder turns away from the 

social space of London, and becomes obsessed with a private realm cut off from the 

world outside. In this way, as Groes points out, Remainder reinstates the ‘divide 

between the real and the imagined’ (‘“An Eternal Detour”’ 150). This divide also 

separates the narrator’s personal memory from the collective memory of London, 

and renders his re-enactment projects both out of place and out of time in the city.  

In contrast to Proust and McCarthy, both Sebald and Lively put emphasis on 

geographical locations in the urban world in which the particular sensation is 

triggered. The sensory experiences are situated in material places – in the market, in 

the railway station, in the streets – without which the recollection would be 

impossible. Since these places are in the public realm of the city and traversed by 

other city dwellers, the memories evoked there are not enclosed within the personal, 

but overlapped with the collective memory of the city. Yet, the two novels also differ 

in two further aspects. First, the recollected past in City of the Mind is that of 

previous generations of Londoners, not Halland’s own experience in the city. What 

Lively’s novel shows is the memory of London, in the sense that London retaining 

collective memories. Austerlitz, on the contrary, shows a shift from the collective 

towards the personal past. It tells the individual memory buried or lost in urban 

                                                           
175 See McCarthy’s interview by Mark Alizart.  
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places. Second, whereas the urban past reverberates in Halland’s sentient body via 

common sensations and remains beneath his consciousness, Austerlitz is consciously 

aware of the past and keenly seeks to uncover the truth of it.  

In Sebald’s novel, Austerlitz’s uncovering of his forgotten childhood in the 

waiting room is preceded by a lengthy contemplation and exploration of the past of 

London, especially that of Liverpool Street station and the surrounding area. Before 

its rebuilding at the end of 1980s, the station is still in its Victorian form, filled with 

material traces and ruins from the past. A palimpsest of numerous past layers is 

presented, recounting the site as a frozen meadow during the Little Ice Age, then 

turned into a park, later into a hospital, and afterwards into a train station (A 182-

183). The history of the place is not told by Austerlitz in an objective manner as a 

detached observer, but shown to be incorporated as part of his own experience in the 

present. For instance, he empathises with the hospital inmates: 

I often wondered whether the pain and suffering accumulated on 

this site over the centuries had ever really ebbed away, or whether 

they might not still, as I sometimes thought when I felt a cold 

breath of air on my forehead, be sensed as we passed through them. 

(A 183)  

The distinction between history and memory in terms of embodiment breaks down in 

this episode. Austerlitz has no way of experiencing or witnessing the pains of the 

past Londoners; yet his body feels and senses the vestiges of sufferings accumulated 

in the place, as ‘a cold breath of air on [his] forehead’. During his visits to the station 

in the course of his nocturnal wanderings, Austerlitz transforms his knowledge of the 

place’s history into embodied experiences of his own, which are then narrated to the 

interlocutor as part of his memory. This process echoes his understanding of 

capitalist architectural history ‘as a substitute or compensatory memory’ (A 198). 

The non-personal architectural history of prisons, train stations and hospitals is 

studied and assimilated by Austerlitz, in order to fill the inner vacuity caused by 

repressing his early childhood memories. The spatial structure of the examined 

architecture is often closed off, mirroring the mental ramparts built up within 

Austerlitz’s mind for the purpose of keeping the traumatic past outside.176  

The recollection of the urban past in London also brings about a specific 

ambiance for individual memory. Austerlitz’s memory elicited by the waiting room 

                                                           
176 For further discussion on architecture and memory in Austerlitz, see Dilly; García-Moreno. 
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soon crystallises into a distinct image seen through his mind’s eye: himself as a four-

and-half-year-old boy sitting on the bench and meeting his foster parents for the first 

time. Recollecting this scene, Austerlitz says, ‘I cannot give any precise description 

of the state of mind this realization induced; I felt something rending within me, and 

a sense of shame and sorrow, or perhaps something quite different, something 

inexpressible because we have no words for it’ (A 193-194). Language becomes 

inadequate and fails to express Austerlitz’s feelings about being a refugee, torn away 

from his family and country. In his essay on the emergence of memory, Kerwin Lee 

Klein criticises that memory has become ‘structural’ rather than individual, and that 

at the centre of this phenomenon is the Holocaust, which is often considered as ‘a 

“limit-event” that transgresses the bounds of historical discourse’ (140).177 In 

Sebald’s novel, this historical event exceeds the bounds of the protagonist’s 

consciousness and is denied linguistic representation. Since the narrative is presented 

as the narrator retelling his conversations with Austerlitz, it is difficult to convey 

Austerlitz’s unbearable and inexpressible feelings through words. Yet, the novel 

manages to express it indirectly, by contextualising the individual’s memory in the 

station’s past. The suffering of Austerlitz is implied. It finds an echo in ‘the pain and 

suffering accumulated on this site over the centuries’ (A 183).  

The protagonist’s feeling is also illustrated visually by a black-and-white 

photograph of skulls mired in mud, which is presumably taken when dead bodies 

were excavated near the station in 1984.178 The image substantiates the foregoing 

textual description of ‘the pain and suffering’, and foreshadows the figurative 

excavating of Austerlitz’s buried past. The three seemingly unconnected elements are 

juxtaposed and overlapped with each other, generating a disturbing effect and 

compelling the reader to empathise with Austerlitz. Therefore, apart from its 

consonance with Proust’s conception of memory in its attention to bodily sensation 

and the material object of memorial value, Austerlitz does not turn away from the 

material world into the imaginary subjective realm. Instead, it demonstrates that the 

history of places and cities is experienced by the actively perceiving and 

                                                           
177 Klein criticises scholars for associating memory discourse with semi-religious language and 

therapeutic tone, which undermines critical thinking.  
178 Alexander Verdolini interprets this as an ‘artificial memory’ (630), but overlooks the way this trace 

of collective memory resonates with the protagonist’s own memory and affects his corporeal 

experiences.  
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experiencing individual, and that personal memory can be embodied by places and 

woven into the fabric of collective memory.  

Nevertheless, in Austerlitz, the extent to which individual memory is 

intertwined with the history of urban places is limited. In Lively’s novel, the 

protagonist is fully immersed in London. That Halland can feel the urban past 

without being aware of it indicates his strong claim to London. Metaphorically, the 

city has been incorporated into Halland and become part of his embodied existence 

that is not always thematised. Halland’s semi-unconscious intertwinement with the 

urban memory of London represents a kind of ‘rootedness’, which is distinct from an 

intentionally created ‘sense of place’. Tuan reminds us,  

The effort to evoke a sense of place and of the past is often 

deliberate and conscious. To the extent that the effort is conscious 

it is the mind at work, and the mind – if allowed its imperial way – 

will annul the past by making it all present knowledge. (198)  

By turning the buried past into ‘present knowledge’, such an effort also lends itself to 

‘constructed authenticity, invented traditions and a commercialized heritage culture’, 

as David Harvey points out (‘From Space to Place and Back Again’ 12). Whereas 

London: The Biography could be understood in light of Harvey’s critique, Sebald’s 

novel emphasises that conscious seeking annuls the past and renders it inaccessible. 

That Austerlitz actively makes use of the urban past and painstakingly seeks his 

forgotten memories implies an acute sense of non-belonging and displacement. 

Given the close association of consciousness with visual perception, it is apt that the 

wide chasm between the individual and the place is reflected in the photographic 

manner of describing the returned memory in the waiting-room scene. Austerlitz 

reports what he sees: 

I not only saw the minister and his wife […] I also saw the boy 

they had come to meet. He was sitting by himself on a bench over 

to one side. His legs, in white knee-length socks, did not reach the 

floor, and but for the small rucksack he was holding on his lap I 

don’t think I would have known him. (A 193) 

Everything remains static in this depiction, except for the activity of looking, as 

denoted in ‘I saw’. As Lauren Walsh suggests, ‘This moment of looking at an instant 

of past time is thus framed like the experience of looking at a photograph’ (109-110). 

That is, the recollected past appears as a memory-image in the protagonist’s mind.  

Memory and image are treated differently in these texts. Proust dismisses the 

use of photography as a means of embodying memory, claiming that ‘descriptive 
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efforts and pretended snapshots of memory had failed to recall [the past]’ (Time 

Regained 211). ‘Snapshot’ refers to a quickly taken photograph, especially on a 

hand-held camera. It is here used as a ‘synonym for a shallow, too exclusively visual, 

merely voluntary relation to the past’ (Sontag 164). Clearly, to Proust, the 

involuntary memories, triggered by the non-visual sensations, are superior to 

voluntary and visual memory. Involuntary memory reveals a lost wholeness beyond 

visualisation or cognition, and generates a desire to redeem it through future artistic 

creation – time is to be regained. Lively’s novel manifests a cognate differentiation. 

Halland involuntarily and bodily experiences sensations with historical resonance. 

Although the recalled urban memory is not visualised in Halland’s mind or regained 

in his creation, it is restored to the reader by the omniscient narrator. By contrast, in 

Austerlitz, bodily sensations are not in opposition to vision in terms of recollecting 

the past. Rather, there is a shift from the embodied and involuntary to the visual and 

voluntary. The visual clarity of Austerlitz’s memory image authenticates the 

moment, as an actual photograph would. Along with the photographs collected by 

Austerlitz and inserted in the text, the photographic memory image endows the 

narrative with a sense of authenticity.179  

The recollected moment is presented in a static visual space, which implies 

Austerlitz’s capacity of remembering is limited to certain fragments. Photography 

reveals as much as it conceals. It is always a partial and sometimes arbitrary 

representation of a singular moment of reality from a certain angle. The photographic 

description of a small boy in the waiting room indicates the protagonist himself is an 

observer standing on the other side of the image. He cannot access what lies beyond 

the image or what comes before and after that moment. In the words of Ann Pearson, 

‘The past that has been restored to [Austerlitz] has a void at the centre’ (271). The 

hollow centre signifies that the whole truth about Austerlitz’s past is ultimately 

beyond reach. At the same time, however, the distance between the viewer and the 

viewed is also necessary. Visualisation functions as an alternative ‘protective shield’ 

for Austerlitz (Duttlinger 160).180 The recalled past is too painful to be fully restored 

                                                           
179 According to Roland Barthes, the Photograph shows ‘for certain what has been’ and, while 

‘language is, by nature, fictional […] the Photograph […] is authentication itself’ (Camera Lucida 85, 

87, emphasis in original). 
180 Discussing the embedded photographs in the novel, Carolin Duttlinger re-interprets Freud’s 

memory theory and argues that the photographs distance Austerlitz ‘from the recorded experiences, 

acting as a protective shield from the stimuli it simultaneously stores, inaccessible to memory’ (160).  
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and re-experienced. The shift from an embodied kinetic sensation to vision enables 

the protagonist to extract himself from what is remembered and defend himself 

against the invading past. Thus, the protagonist both longs for the truth of his past 

and dreads its full revelation, a paradox that is further reflected in the novel’s use of 

photographic images as illustrations.  

Photography in Austerlitz also symbolises the protagonist’s way of relating to 

reality in general. Austerlitz carries a camera and often takes photographs of objects 

and landscapes. He retakes the train journey from Prague to London, according to the 

Kindertransport route in 1939. Passing the Czech city Pilsen, Austerlitz takes notice 

of an ornate column ‘covered with a puce-tinged encrustation’ at a station platform 

(A 311). He contemplates the idea that ‘this cast-iron column, which with its scaly 

surface seemed almost to approach the nature of a living being, might remember me 

and was […] a witness to what I could no longer recollect for myself’ (A 311). The 

crusts accumulated on the iron column testify to its long history, and render it a 

possible material trace of Austerlitz’s forgotten journey in 1939. That the column 

almost becomes ‘a living being’ and ‘remember[s]’ the young Austerlitz resonates 

with Ackroyd’s anthropomorphic depiction of the city having its own memory. 

Whereas in Ackroyd’s novel, the city’s inhabitants are subordinated to an 

overarching spirit of place and made passive, in Austerlitz the protagonist subjugates 

himself not to an immaterial spirit, but to the disembodied gaze of the camera.  

Immediately after looking at the column with his bodily eyes, the protagonist 

switches to the camera lens and takes a photograph. By turning his fleeting 

perception into an enduring image to be printed out on a tangible surface, the 

protagonist confirms this moment by means of material evidence. The shift from the 

bodily eyes to the camera lens implies that the protagonist is looking at his present 

life as something already in the past, not different from other photographs collected 

by him. Susan Sontag argues that ‘while old photographs fill out our mental image of 

the past, the photographs being taken now transform what is present into a mental 

image, like the past. Cameras […] provide an instantly retroactive view of 

experience’ (167). Through the ‘retroactive view’, both the past and the present are 

collapsed into a two-dimensional, depthless space. In his study on the phenomenon 

of ‘memory boom’ in contemporary culture, Andreas Huyssen argues that ‘memory 

as re-presentation, as making present, is always in danger of collapsing the 

constitutive tension between past and present, especially when the imagined past is 
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sucked into the timeless present’ (Present Pasts 10).181 In Sebald’s novel, it is not the 

past being sucked into the present, but the lived present drawn into the past. The 

protagonist’s attempt to authenticate and possess the past results in his living body 

being possessed and paralysed by it. Compared to a steady progression though a 

spiralling form of time in City of the Mind, Austerlitz demonstrates time gradually 

grinding to a halt and falling back to an inaccessible point in the past.  

Photography in Sebald’s novel bodies forth the dual features of the visual 

image discussed by W. J. T. Mitchell: ‘the visual image as instrument and agency, 

the image as a tool for manipulation, on the one hand, and as an apparently 

autonomous source of its own purposes and meanings on the other’ (‘Showing 

Seeing’ 175). For Austerlitz, the photographs function to authenticate and store 

memories, and also to guard himself against past traumas due to the visual distance 

they invoke. However, in the meantime, the photographs obtain a kind of agency 

beyond his control, which is demonstrated in a violent and disturbing image of 

corporeal fragmentation. The past recollected in the form of photographs or 

photographic descriptions is neither truth-revealing nor therapeutic. Instead, these 

images figuratively tear Austerlitz’s body apart. After the waiting-room episode, in 

Austerlitz’s death-like sleep, ‘somewhere behind his eyes, he had felt these 

overwhelmingly immediate images forcing their way out of him’ (A 197). The body 

is imagined as an object – a container or vessel full of memory-images; to release 

these images requires an act of shattering the body and demolishing spatial 

boundaries. The fragmented body is later evoked when Austerlitz describes one of 

his increasingly severe anxiety attacks: ‘I actually visualized myself being broken up 

from within, so that parts of my body were scattered over a dark and distant terrain’ 

(A 323). The memory-images seem to be finally released from the body, which is 

‘broken up from within’. In this nightmarish vision, the dis-membered body of 

Austerlitz forms an antithesis to the implied meaning of ‘remember’. Writing about 

the significance of Frantz Fanon to postcolonial studies, Homi Bhabha suggests, 

‘Remembering is never a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is a painful re-

membering, a putting together of the dismembered past to make sense of the trauma 

                                                           
181 In her analysis of the novel, Mary Wilson also points out the role of photography for the 

spatialisation of time shown in Austerlitz. She notices the novel’s ‘sense of simultaneity, of the past as 

coexisting with the present moment’ (72). However, she does not specify that the co-existing is not 

neutral in Austerlitz; it is the past encroaching upon the present.  
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of the present’ (‘Remembering Fanon’ xxiii). Austerlitz attempts to piece together 

fragmentary images of the past by travelling across the European cities in search of 

lost places and people. However, the more pieces he gathers, the greater the sense of 

uncertainty and the deeper the despair. In the end, instead of working through the 

trauma and making sense of the present, Austerlitz is overwhelmed by the returning 

past and his lived body is absorbed by it.  

 

In these texts, urban memory and the body are represented in very different 

ways. Peter Ackroyd’s historical fiction and non-fiction personify London and 

prioritise the autonomy of the city over its inhabitants. The body of the city is 

animated and endowed with a mysterious spirit of place. Ackroyd’s urban 

imagination is underpinned by a fetishisation of the urban past, which is shared by 

other contemporary London writers. Michael Moorcock criticises this literary trend 

in his short story, and points out its deadly effects through the symbolism of the 

partially-fossilised bones – a nostalgic obsession with the urban past petrifies the 

lived present and damages the genuine interconnection between the inhabitants and 

the city. Both Lively and Sebald emphasise the significance of the sentient body and 

material place in their representations of the urban past. While Lively imagines the 

collective memory of London as a fertile background for the protagonist’s conscious 

present – thereby presenting a spirally progressive narrative – Sebald demonstrates 

the hazard of being uprooted and displaced from such stable ground. During 

Austerlitz’s painful and unending search for the past, residues of memories are 

recalled transitorily through bodily sensations, but are soon transformed into static 

visual images. In visualisation, the past is spatialised and rendered stagnant, casting 

an immense shadow over the lived present and metaphorically shredding the living 

body into pieces. It demonstrates that the memory held in reserve by the city is not 

always desirable and enriching, but might also be traumatic, inaccessible and 

ultimately devastating. 
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Conclusion 

 

 ‘Is the body like a city or is the city like a body?’ 

Geoff Nicholson, Bleeding London (1997) 

 

Over the preceding chapters, this thesis has examined the interrelations between 

body and city in literary representations of contemporary London in British fiction 

since the 1990s. The focus on embodied experience and realistically rendered 

fictional cityscapes has demonstrated some of the ways that literary realism has been 

favourably re-considered and re-embraced in contemporary literature at the turn of 

the millennium. This has not been a regression to nineteenth century realism, which 

was questioned (and to some extent discredited) by modernism and postmodernism 

for its naivety in attempting to master the world and use language to represent it in its 

totality, for its complicity in maintaining the status quo of bourgeois material reality, 

and for its complacency in propounding an image of an autonomous, rational and 

unified ‘subject’ which was largely constructed upon social injustice against women 

and ethnic minorities. A critique of these aspects of realism has generated valuable 

insights that have been indispensable to contemporary literary writing. Rather, what 

has emerged has been a retrieval of literary realism, in combination with innovations 

drawn from the anti-realist criticism of the last century, as a valid way of making 

sense of human reality and literary creativity.  

In her book on literary realism, Pam Morris draws on Walter Benjamin’s 

analysis of realist novels and recognises in his writing ‘an attitude’ or ‘artistic 

impulse behind realism: a complex, ambivalent responsiveness towards, rather than 

repulsion from, the tangible stuff of reality’ (23). Similarly, Ihab Hassan refers to 

Virginia Woolf’s injunction against ‘falsity and pretense’ in writing fiction, and 

argues that in postmodernity, realism can be ‘remade, renovated and rediscovered, on 

a foundation of pragmatic trust’ (12). Trust, according to Hassan, is ‘a fidelity to 

creation, a quality of attention to experience’ (1). Both critics shift the defining 

feature of realism from content to ways of reacting to or interacting with others and 

the world. A concrete example of this argument is offered in Andrzej Gasiorek’s 

essay on the novels of E. M. Forster, Irish Murdoch and Zadie Smith. Underneath 

these writers’ various artistic techniques and forms, they share the ‘faith in realism’s 
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capacity to depict a publicly shared world and to explore characteristically human 

dilemmas’ (‘“A Renewed Sense of Difficulty”’ 182). Be it attitude, trust or faith, 

literary realism in postmodernity calls for a renewed concern with human conditions 

and a reciprocal engagement with material reality. Such a commitment is not 

intended to rebut poststructuralist claims that reality is accessible only through 

language or that there is no absolute truth, but to deal with what comes afterwards. 

The new literary realism affirms the human need to attain a sense of reality, and 

strives to create a common ground for mutual understanding and meaningful action. 

By carrying out a close textual analysis of contemporary novelists’ search for a way 

of engaging with urban reality and their attentiveness to corporeal experience, this 

thesis makes a positive contribution to the current debate over the prospect of literary 

fiction in the recent stage of postmodernity.  

The crisis of representation that has haunted literature for some time is 

especially relevant when it comes to London writing. Frequently, London is 

proclaimed to be ‘illimitable’ (Ford 15), ‘infinite’ (LTB 779), and ‘ineffable’ 

(Wolfreys, vol. 2, 236). It goes without saying that the writers discussed in this thesis 

do not profess to represent the metropolis as a whole or to articulate its ultimate truth 

in their literary works. Nevertheless, neither do they consign their London 

imaginations to the ‘unreal city’ as high modernist writers such as T. S. Eliot did – as 

a collection of ‘fleeting impressions registered by fluid states of consciousness’ 

(Timms 4). Instead, efforts have been made to render a city image characterised by 

multifarious sensuous qualities and rooted in the everyday urban experience of the 

London actually inhabited by millions of human beings. In so doing, the tangible 

reality of contemporary urban experience is foregrounded, and possibilities for 

restoring the agency of the lived body, and re-inhabiting the material city are offered 

up in contemporary London novels. 

In the texts examined in this thesis, visual perception – physical, intellectual 

and imaginary – is often represented as a vital means of relating to the city, which is 

characteristic of the ‘postmodern condition’, and of contemporary visual culture. I 

have analysed the ways in which these texts question the primacy of vision by 

exploring unreal or hyper-real urban spectacles, contrasting visual images with 

impoverished and desensitised bodily senses, and foregrounding the oppressive 

hierarchical order implied in idealised images of the body. Under the hegemony of 

vision, corporeality is suppressed, but also endowed with the potential of resisting 
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the dominant power. In their London novels, Lee Rourke, J. G. Ballard, William 

Boyd and Ian McEwan demonstrate the physical body and its sensuous activities as 

incompatible with the thinking mind, and represent corporeal agency as a temporary 

eruption to be subjugated and suppressed under the overarching order of rationally 

conceived space. These texts reveal the binary opposition of the visual-intellectual 

and the corporeal-perceptual, but they do not resolve the conflict; neither do they 

fully recognise the potential for resistance represented by the body.  

By contrast, John Lanchester, Angela Carter, China Miéville and Nicola 

Barker demonstrate ways in which visual perceptions can be incorporated into a 

more integrated experience. While Miéville and Carter include certain elements of 

fantasy in their efforts to make manifest the positive force of the embodied self, 

Lanchester and Barker take up a more realistic approach – with innovations garnered 

from modernism and postmodernism – to represent the interactions between body 

and city.  By reclaiming vision as a dimension of the multifarious and sensuous 

engagement with the city in their literary representations of London, these writers 

challenge the dichotomy between eye and body, present the thinking self to be 

embodied and embedded in the cityscape, and suggest the ways in which authentic 

experiences might be attained and represented in postmodernity. 

Nevertheless, in all of these literary imaginings of London, a certain degree 

of reservation about the ultimate accessibility of urban reality is retained. This is 

indicated in the texts’ self-questioning about the status of the ‘real’, as seen in the 

displayed sign of ‘REAL’ in Rourke’s novel. It is also shown in the writers’ 

grappling with the communicability of ‘truth’. Barker’s critique of the illusion of the 

‘transparent’ glass box of the magician in her novel serves as a self-reflexive 

questioning of the well-crafted transparency of her own text. In other words, 

although these writers commit themselves to rendering the tangible, material 

presence of the metropolis and the sensuous, corporeal experiences of the urban 

inhabitants in their texts, they are well aware of the limits of capturing reality in 

language. To some extent, the embodied and embedded subjects with partial views of 

the fictional landscape mirror London writers’ position in their negotiations with 

urban reality. The sense of uncertainty and incomplete communication are not simply 

a defect; rather, they form the necessary condition of contemporary urban 

imagination and open up the possibilities of different perspectives and ongoing 

conversations.  
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The disembodying effects of the hegemonic visual order have also been a 

major object of criticism in literary representations of the female and postcolonial 

experience of London. Sexualisation of the city as a literary trope goes through 

variations and becomes more tacit in contemporary London writing, with male 

writers such as Will Self and Iain Sinclair becoming more self-conscious of their 

privilege of walking and writing the city. Although the female body continues to be 

instrumentalised as a means of comprehending and mastering the un-representable 

metropolis, as shown in Geoff Nicholson’s novel, the body’s intertwining with the 

material environment also brings about a more ‘genuine’ interconnection with 

London and an irreducible female subjectivity.  

In a similar manner, Zadie Smith presents fragmentary but authentic images 

of London from the perspective of embodied and localised second-generation 

immigrant subjects, and poses a challenge to the monolithic conceptualisation of 

London produced by the reductive, totalising gaze of the white male subject. Self-

awareness about the limits of representing the city is also apparent in Smith’s text; 

the author’s critique of a character’s rebellious yet ultimately ineffectual counter-

mapping can be understood as a critical remark on her own practice of re-imagining 

and re-writing the metropolis. These two forms of criticism – feminist and post-

colonial – not only draw attention to the bodily differences that have been culturally 

encoded as inferior, but also remind the reader of the embodied nature of all human 

beings, and endeavour to transform this condition as a ground for creating a ‘place’ 

in the contemporary urban ‘space’.  

The analysis of the literary representations of the tensions between the visual 

and corporeal experience of the city reveals a primordial reciprocity or ‘flesh’, to use 

Merleau-Ponty’s term. On the one hand, as a being of flesh, the human subject and 

his or her senses are interrelated and overlapped with one another, which allows for a 

fuller experience of the world. In London novels, this aspect is manifested in the 

various ways in which characters alienated from their embodiment strive to reprise 

embodied experience as positive and regenerative. On the other hand, as the ‘sentient 

sensible’, human beings are intertwined with the world. The reciprocity between the 

self and the world is observable in literary urban narratives. It takes the form of an 

abstract reversibility in Tom McCarthy’s novel, which has been read in contrast with 

Angela Carter’s imagination of London as a humane character that not only responds 

to inhabitants, but also accommodates genuine and emotional ties among human 
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beings. The body of London, or the flesh of the urban world, emerges as a more-

than-human, autonomous character that calls for a non-anthropocentric approach 

from its inhabitants.  

Indeed, one of the representative instances of such reciprocity between the 

self and the city might be found in a speculative remark put forward in Bleeding 

London: ‘Is the body like a city or is the city like a body?’ (138) There is no definite 

answer to this ambiguous and ambivalent question, which perhaps serves urban 

narratives best. Singular insistence on an autonomous, independent London can be 

found in Peter Ackroyd’s fascinating biography, but its prioritising of the spirit of 

London over the agency of human inhabitants renders the metaphor a fetishising 

trope and reduces the urban body to a corpse. Ackroyd’s representation of London 

can be understood as an inversion of the approach taken up by the texts that place 

human subjects – mostly middle-class men – at the centre of the urban space and 

trace their missions of dominating the city, laying bare the truth of the urban world, 

or re-creating the city according to the one’s own wishes. Examples of the latter kind 

of narrative can be found in the works by Ian McEwan, Iain Sinclair and Tom 

McCarthy. Despite their seemingly opposite stances, both groups of writers attempt 

to remove the ambiguity and reciprocity innate to the interrelationship between body 

and city, and thereby forestall a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of 

the human condition in contemporary urban space.  

 With narrative innovations, Penelope Lively’s novel achieves a balance 

between the two sides of the metaphor, and represents the mutually beneficial 

interactions between the lived body and a living and liveable city, a motif also 

manifested in John Lanchester’s novel. In both novels, visual perceptions of the city 

oscillate between those from a totalising position high above the city, and those from 

an embodied and situated position down in the streets. More importantly, Lively’s 

work correlates the spatial dimension of urban experience with the temporal 

dimension, and offers up a meaningful, reciprocal interaction between the collective 

memory of London and the individual memory tied up with particular places in the 

city. In this way, the material body is imagined not only as a resisting force against 

the de-corporealising visual order underlying the conceived rational space, but also 

as a potential site through which the visual might be re-incorporated into the multi-

sensuous experiences and the individual be interwoven into the fabric of the city – 

both in space and in time.   
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The painful absence of reciprocity is thematised in W. G. Sebald’s novel, 

which casts a new light upon many of the themes discussed in the earlier part of this 

thesis. As the human subject is culturally and socially uprooted and displaced, 

corporeal intertwinement with the urban space becomes deeply problematic; it 

fragments rather than rejuvenates the individual. To communicate the un-

representable, traumatic break of the self from the urban world, Sebald’s text 

dissolves the dichotomy between eye and body by transforming the involuntary 

memory triggered by bodily senses into the voluntary memory characterised by 

visual perceptions. It also strategically inserts uncaptioned photographs both as an 

emotive, complementary means of expression and as a defense mechanism of the 

fragmented self. Weaving and circling the narrative around the protagonist’s search 

for an inaccessible past, the novel demonstrates the innate need to discover the truth 

hidden in postmodern city spaces, so as to make sense of the city as an inhabitable 

place, and also shows the inevitable cost of losing the autonomy of the self to the 

agency of the non-human urban body during this process.  

What is addressed in Sebald’s novel is also discernible in the other London 

novels considered in this thesis. The interactions between the individual and the city 

become increasingly significant and inter-corporeal, as my discussion proceeds from 

visual perceptions of and spatial movements in the city, to reversible metaphors of 

city as body and body as city, and towards the ways in which the city seeps into the 

individual body and becomes an ineradicable constitutive element in the embodied 

and situated self. While this intertwining significantly subverts the abstract and 

reductive binary oppositions between body and mind, and self and city, it also opens 

the individual up to the volatile and unpredictable forces of the material 

surroundings. The rational and disembodied human subject – a prestigious position 

often assigned to the European white male – is gradually displaced from its position 

at the centre of the world and deprived of its capacity to re-construct the outside 

world in totality in its thinking mind. Regression to the previous stage is revealed to 

be unproductive, as shown in McCarthy’s novel: the re-enactment projects that aim 

to create the feeling of ‘being real’ end up imprisoning the self in a cocoon of 

simulacra and simulation, severed from the urban reality outside. In contrast, writers 

such as Lanchester, Barker and Smith take the de-centred, fragmented status of the 

human being as a starting point and imagine plausible ways of mentally and 

corporeally engaging with the urban world and connecting with one another in a 
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shared, located community. The ‘real’ city, as indicated in their works, is neither 

something solely conjured up by the thinking self, nor a changeless background 

unaffected by the human inhabitants. Rather, it is one aspect of the flesh of the 

world, which is both shaped by and shapes the human flesh in ongoing, open and 

reciprocal interactions.  

 

Most of the writers discussed in this thesis have represented London in visual 

terms by referring to maps and landmark buildings, and describing the characters’ 

bird’s-eye views from above, or spatial trajectories in urban streets. Through these 

conventional images, the fictional narrative establishes its ground in the social 

context and actively engages with an external reality. However, these writers also 

dedicate great attention to the seemingly invisible, yet tangible or odorous, details in 

everyday urban life. By dramatising these sensuous aspects and highlighting them in 

the legible realm of textual space, their works not only ‘realise’ various imagined 

images of London, but also attempt to engage the reader in feeling the almost 

palpable texture of urban experience. London – imagined and real – exists for the 

reader both in the mind as visual images and in the body as multitudinous intimate 

feelings.  

Thus, the sample of contemporary London novels examined here not only 

demonstrates a renewed interest in literary realism, but also endeavours to move and 

influence readers in the practical matter of living in the city. More often than not, the 

reading experience can seep into the lived experiences in the actual city. The various 

literary images of London – spectacular, tangible, dynamic and sensuous – form a 

counterbalance to the sweeping theorisation of the contemporary world as filled with 

postmodern hyperspace (Fredric Jameson), hyper-real images (Jean Baudrillard) or 

non-places (Marc Augé). These novels thematise certain places in the city, express 

what the authors deem to be meaningful about urban life, and draw the reader’s 

attention to the material reality of London and the everyday practices that have been 

filtered out due to familiarisation. The nowhere of the northern suburb of London 

becomes somewhere important for the local inhabitants, a random bench by the canal 

is endowed with the potential for encountering mystery, and an abandoned station 

waiting room is filled with buried memories of those who pass by. These renderings 

of places do not simply satisfy our ‘yearn[ing] for the “real”’ by offering ‘something 

nonfictional against all the fabrication’, as David Shields would have it (81). Instead, 
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the representations of London in these novels function as a mediation and relate to 

the actual lived experiences in a subtle manner. When reading a London novel, the 

reader is temporarily immersed in an imagined city and offered a fresh way of 

perceiving the world. She ‘experiences’ the frustrated or successful struggles of 

making sense of the alienating postmodern urban space and of creating meaningful 

inhabitable places. Although stories always come to an end, the alternative 

perspectives and the possibilities of recovering a genuine sense of engagement with 

urban reality may be transported into the reader’s life and continue to affect her way 

of negotiating with the real city. Therefore, being reminded by the novels of our 

embodied existence and interconnections with the material world, we are compelled 

to recognise a reciprocal relationship with the urban world and therefore to 

participate in it with more self-awareness and responsiveness.  

The discussion of literary representations of London also indicates a wider 

issue, that is, the embodied condition of all human beings. In her discussion on 

bodily natures, Stacy Alaimo points out that ‘understanding the substance of one’s 

self as interconnected with the wider environment marks a profound shift in 

subjectivity’ (20). While Alaimo’s study of the ‘new subjectivity’ is mostly focused 

on the interrelation between human beings and the environment, Rosi Braidotti, in 

her book The Posthuman (2013), gives a more comprehensive account of what she 

terms as the ‘posthuman nomadic subject’ – ‘materialist and vitalist, embodied and 

embedded […] firmly located somewhere, […] multifaceted and relational’ (188). 

Both critics question what it means to be human in the contemporary world and 

criticise the heretofore predominant understanding of the human being as essentially 

a disembodied, sovereign, thinking being – an understanding crucial to the 

conventional conception of humanism.  

The shift in the concept of the human is correlated with major changes in the 

humanities in general (Braidotti 4-5). Judith Butler, for example, has reflected on the 

political and ethical implications of the embodied nature of all human beings and 

pointed out that the task of the humanities nowadays is to reveal a common 

vulnerability of all human beings and ‘to return us to the human where we do not 

expect to find it, in its frailty and at the limits of its capacity to make sense’ 

(Precarious Life 151). The ethical and political aspect of corporeality is also touched 

on at various points in my study on London novels. For instance, McEwan’s novel 

includes a disruptive moment of shared corporeal vulnerability, but dismisses it by 
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restoring the image of an invulnerable classical body and resorting to universal 

humanism with an implicit social hierarchy. Miéville’s work, on the contrary, 

embraces the materiality of the body and emphasises its generative, vital force, 

which is capable of creating the city anew and realising ‘the right to the city’ (Henri 

Lefebvre) for all. Through these concrete examples, this research has explored the 

ways in which urban spatial politics exploits corporeality for the purpose of 

maintaining an oppressive hierarchical order and perpetuating social exclusion. At 

the same time, by bringing the city into the foreground of the discussion about 

human conditions and experiences, it has joined the emergent study on new 

subjectivity and underlined urban space as one of the important environments to be 

closely examined in these terms.  

 However, in terms of selecting the primary literary texts, there is perhaps an 

imbalance in this thesis, which appears to confirm a form of cultural hierarchy. The 

novelists included here are predominantly white, middle-class, heterosexual and 

male. This is partly because of the male privilege of walking and writing the city in a 

society where gender inequality is being actively challenged but not yet overcome. 

The persistent cultural imperialism after de-colonisation also limits the ethnic 

minorities’ opportunity to turn their versions of London into published literary 

works. Hence, it is expected that there are more white male writers writing about 

London than any other social groups. Due to the purpose of establishing a dominant 

framework for examining the interrelations between body and city in contemporary 

London novels, this thesis has not been able to accommodate a more diverse range of 

literary texts. This is a limitation, but also a potential direction in further research. It 

is clear that since the new millennium, an increasing number of female and/or ethnic 

minority writers have claimed a ‘piece’ of London. To name a few examples, Monica 

Ali’s Brick Lane (2003), Naomi Alderman’s  Disobedience (2006), Xiaolu Guo’s A 

Concise Chinese-English Dictionary for Lovers (2007), and Chloe Aridjis’s Asunder 

(2013). A focused study on these new ‘voices’ and ‘faces’ of London will greatly 

extend the scope of the current research, and generate fresh insights into the 

intertwining of body and city in urban imaginations.  

Another potentially fruitful area of research would be a comparative study 

between the literature of London and that of Chinese cities, in particular Beijing 

literature, informed by the differences and connections between Western and Chinese 

philosophies, especially their respective understandings of the human body and 
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space.  While my current research is entirely focused on London novels, one of my 

motives for carrying out this study is to draw out a method of enquiry into the 

relations between the imagined cities and the actual urban experiences, and to expand 

the scope of this research in the future to include a reflection on the role of literature 

in the rapid urbanisation of modern China. During my study, it has become 

increasingly apparent that the main theoretical model in this thesis – Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of ‘flesh’ – shares an affinity with some aspects of Chinese philosophy, a 

further examination of which is likely to bring something new to our understanding 

of the representations of body and city.  

In his book on the lived body, Drew Leder concludes his critique of Cartesian 

dualism and furthers his interpretation of Merleau-Ponty by borrowing a concept 

from Chinese culture, namely, the Neo-Confucianist idea of ‘forming one body with 

the universe’ (156). As a synthesis of several major philosophic schools in ancient 

China, Neo-Confucianism maintains that ‘there is an embodied unity of all things 

and, more particularly, of all things with the enlightened self’ (Leder 156). Similarly, 

in his introductory book to Chinese philosophy, Yu-Lan Fung points out that most 

Chinese philosophers concur on the highest achievement of being human, that is, ‘the 

identification of the individual with the universe’ (6). This embodied unity of the 

human being and the universe is also reflected in the perception of space. Yi-Fu 

Tuan, for example, demonstrates in his book Space and Place the ways in which the 

posture and shape of the human body informs the values and meanings of the spatial 

layout of ancient Beijing (39-40). Tuan then compares the similarities and 

differences of the world views of the ancient Chinese and the Greeks about mythical 

spaces in relation to the human body (85-100). Several points of connection between 

Chinese and Western philosophies are also pointed out by Fung. He associates the 

non-dualistic way of thinking in Chinese philosophy with the monistic philosophy of 

Spinoza (114-115).  

Based on these brief but important initial examinations of Western and 

Chinese understandings of body and space, I believe that the study of literary 

representations of London and the changes in human subjectivity in Western culture 

could benefit from incorporating some oriental philosophical reflections. Also, it is 

my hope that the mode of enquiry that I have established in my reading of London 

novels will one day help shed some light on the problems and possibilities faced by 

Chinese cities.   
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