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Abstract 
 
The new artistic modalities of twentieth-century European modernism were 
critically influenced and driven by revolutionary developments in other fields—
especially the sciences—which offered novel ways to experience and understand 
the world. Modernist literature of this period reflected the scientific drive towards 
new ways of seeing and knowing, with modernist writers exploiting alternative 
modes of narrative perspective to present unconventional and unusual forms of 
perspective and focalisation within their fiction.  
 This thesis argues that the twentieth-century European modernist 
representation of narrative perspective was influenced by the movement’s 
engagement with science and technology. This thesis examines the work of four 
of the most influential figures in Anglo-Irish modernist literature: Ford Madox 
Ford, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and Samuel Beckett. Each chapter is 
dedicated to a single text—The Good Soldier, Mrs. Dalloway, Ulysses, and 
Molloy, respectively—and connects each author’s engagement with perspective 
to concomitant discoveries in science and technology, including photography, 
quantum physics, Freudian psychoanalysis/sexology, and mathematics.  
 The thesis offers a broad view of the homologies between science and 
aesthetic movements within twentieth-century European modernism, and 
between science and modernist formal techniques. In addition, the thesis raises 
specific questions of knowledge production and the attribution of meaning, and 
shows the way in which modernist authors reacted to epistemological questions 
through experimentation with narrative perspectives influenced by science and 
technology. The thesis also offers a contribution to research on the relationship 
between science and modernist literary form by showing how scientific 
discoveries alter our perception of the world, and demand formally novel modes 
of expression—such as those offered by modernism itself.   
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his thesis is centrally concerned with the influence of contemporary science and developments in 

technology on narrative form, specifically on narrative perspective, in twentieth century Anglo-Irish 

modernist novels.1 Twentieth century modernism as an aesthetic movement implicitly challenged 

classical conventions of perspective, both in the context of prose narrative and in visual art: indeed, 

as Richard Lehan notes, modernism ‘could be considered as a movement involving new ways of 

seeing’, with an emphasis on the representation of ‘perspectives that involved a combination of new 

literary ideas’.2 This thesis takes as its input spaces a broadly narratological analysis of narrative 

perspective in the modernist novel on the one hand, and an overarching concept or theory drawn from 

modern science and technology on the other: through an integration of these two spaces, I will show 

how radical new forms of narrative presentation developed by modernist writers allowed for implicit 

commentary on the epistemological issues brought up by paradigm shifts in modern science. 

 The first chapter establishes the theoretical boundaries and historical context of the thesis. I 

give a working definition of narrative perspective and contrast perspective with conceptually distinct 

critical terms such as point of view and focalisation; I suggest that narrative perspective refers to the 

focus of perception of a fictive entity (character or narrator) and the subsequent selection and 

interpretation of meaningful data from the field of perceptual processes, in contrast to focalisation, 

which refers to a transfer of information from author to reader, and point of view, which refers to the 

 
1 From this point on the phrase ‘modernism’ will be used to refer specifically to this period and geographical 
context unless otherwise mentioned. 
2 Richard Lehan, Literary Modernism and Beyond: The Extended Vision and the Realms of the 
Text (Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 2009), p. 32. 
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position of the narrator relative to the events of the story.3 The chapter then offers a survey of radical 

changes in science and technology in Europe during the 19th and 20th century. I note developments 

in the field of visual imaging technologies, Freudian psychoanalysis, quantum theory, and new 

mathematics. I point out that developments in these fields provided new epistemological perspectives 

on the world, and I note that modernist authors frequently engaged with the questions and concepts 

raised by these kinds of paradigm shifts in science and technology in their novels; this engagement 

with science and technology, I argue, manifests in the appearance of formal traits evocative of 

concepts drawn from science and technology in modernist narrative perspective.  

 My second chapter analyses some of the homologies between photography, photographic 

perspective, and the literary impressionism of Ford Madox Ford: beginning with a discussion of 

Ford’s literary impressionism as delineated by the author in his 1914 essay, ‘On Impressionism’, the 

chapter emphasises the centrality of visual perspective to Ford's literary impressionism, and notes the 

homologies between photographic technologies and aesthetics and the stylistic techniques Ford 

employed while writing The Good Soldier. The chapter provides an analysis of specific instances in 

which photography is mentioned in The Good Soldier, and suggests that these moments are key to 

one of the central problems of the novel’s plot: the vexed distinction between appearance and reality. 

I argue that Dowell’s inability to distinguish between appearance and reality is a result of a kind of 

photographic logic that governs his way of perceiving the world. The chapter discusses the 

importance of temporality to Ford's narrative, and compares the way he arrests and manipulates 

temporal events to events captured through the use of photographic technologies; I argue that Ford’s 

method of liberating time from linear chronology profoundly influences the reader’s sense of the 

meaning of the narrative as a whole. The chapter then moves to an investigation of photographic 

serialisation, and argues that Ford’s repetition of certain images—in this case, the heart—in different 

 
3 Tatjana Jesch and Malte Stein, ‘Perspectivization and Focalization: Two Concepts—One Meaning? An 
Attempt at Conceptual Differentiation’, Point of View, Perspective, and Focalization: Modeling Mediation 
in Narrative, eds. Peter Hühn, et al., trans. Tracey N. Graves and Katherine McNeill (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
Inc., 2009), p. 60. 
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contexts allows him to force his reader to assume a generative role in the creation and assignation of 

meaning in The Good Soldier. 

 Chapter three considers James Joyce’s Ulysses in the context of the contemporary science of 

sexology, and in particular through Freudian psychoanalysis. I suggest that by constructing a narrative 

primarily around Leopold Bloom, who is able to assume numerous epistemic and affective 

perspectives with intuitive ease, Joyce is able to move narrative perspective away from attachment to 

any one point of view. I link this untethering of narrative perspective to Leopold Bloom’s 

polymorphous perversity, and point out that, on the one hand, Bloom’s capacity to countenance a 

wide variety of (mostly taboo) sexual acts, proclivities, desires, and orientations gives him the power 

to more easily assume the perspective of other people; on the other hand, Bloom’s natural capacity 

to see things from another perspective imbues him with a liberal, exploratory, and notably perverse 

attitude towards sexual desire. In this sense, polymorphousness of sexual desire and a 

polyperspectival mode of perceiving the world are linked in a circular and reciprocal relationship 

within the character of Bloom; following from this point, I suggest that Bloom’s binocularity—his 

capacity to see simultaneously from his own and another’s perspective—is linked to Joyce’s 

incorporation of parallax as a formal principle in Ulysses. I also point to moments in Ulysses in which 

the human capacity to see from another point of view fails, and connect the fragmentation of Molly 

Bloom’s internal monologue and her contradictory perspective of both herself and her husband with 

her experience of unresolved psychosexual trauma stemming from maternal abandonment. I point 

out that Molly and Leopold’s relationship seems to suggest that, in a reversal of the 

polymorphousness of sexual desire and perspective demonstrated by Bloom at other points in the 

text, sexual dysfunction and the incapacity to perceive from another perspective are also intrinsically 

linked. Finally, I argue that, through repeated linking of polymorphousness of sexual desire and 

openness of perspective, Joyce allows for a juxtaposition of many different views on the world, and, 

in doing so, allows his readers to reconstruct their own perspectives of the world outside of the text 
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through a modification of their own ethical categories, which is made possible by Joyce’s repeated 

immersion of the reader in a nexus of interwoven, yet distinct, perspectives. 

 In chapter four, I connect the observer-relative condition of quantum states to Virginia 

Woolf’s employment of free-indirect discourse and intersubjective narrative perspectives, focusing 

on Mrs. Dalloway. I begin with a brief introduction to quantum theory, in which I discuss the capacity 

of atoms to simultaneously occupy contradictory physical states (wave/particle duality), and discuss 

how quantum superpositions are resolved into probabilistically determinate states that depend upon 

how, when, and where they are observed. I also introduce the idea of entanglement, which shows 

how pairs of particles can interact in ways such that the quantum state of each particle cannot be 

described independently of the state of the others. I suggest that through her association with 

Bloomsbury Woolf was likely exposed to concepts from quantum theory. I argue that Woolf’s interest 

in the concepts of unity and communality between subjective agents (concepts implied by quantum 

theory), as well as the structural unity between science and art posited by Roger Fry, explains the 

presence of concepts drawn from quantum in Mrs. Dalloway. I then give a sustained investigation of 

the way in which Woolf’s description of narrative events differs depending on the epistemic 

perspective of the character through which these events are relayed; I argue that this perspectival 

mode of narration is formally suggestive of the way in which quantum superpositions resolve into 

different physical states when observed through different measuring equipment. I then show how 

certain characters register imprints of the activities and perspectives of other characters in a way that 

defies the principle of local causality, as in quantum entanglement. Finally, I connect Woolf’s interest 

in alternate states of consciousness to quantum theory. I talk specifically about Woolf’s conception 

of ‘party consciousness’, a form of consciousness conditioned and receptive to the heterogenous 

forms of discourse that make up the social milieu of the modernist party. I suggest that, because of 

the perspectival ambiguity generated by Woolf’s use of free-indirect narration, the various discourses 

and consciousnesses that come together to form the party scene at the denouement of Mrs. Dalloway 

seem to flow into each other, creating a sense of continuity and interconnection reminiscent of the 
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unity of matter posited by quantum; I also point out moments in which this sense of continuity breaks 

down, and posit that moments of structural opposition between inclusion and exclusion, unity and 

division, communality and individuality, and continuity and discontinuity in the context of Clarissa’s 

party are evocative of the concept in quantum that every entangled pair of particles embody equal 

and opposite states. 

 The final chapter of the thesis concerns Samuel Beckett’s invocation of modern mathematics 

in the first novel of his Trilogy, Molloy, and builds on a number of the ideas expressed in previous 

chapters through an exploration of Beckett’s subversion of mathematical logic. I explore the ways in 

which Beckett’s protagonists often use mathematics in an attempt to rationalise and understand the 

world around them, and suggest that, through the repeated undercutting of mathematical logic, such 

attempts are rendered ineffective. Through an exploration of the work of Geulincx and Schopenhauer 

(in particular their concepts of humilitas and will), I show how this persistent subversion of 

mathematical logic has the ultimate effect of causing a radical shift in Molloy’s epistemological and 

philosophical perspective of the world, as claims to rationality, will, power, and symmetry, are 

relinquished in favour of irrationality, impotence and, in the final instance, spiritual rapture. 

 This thesis participates in and expands on research into the relationship between modernism 

and science. In Einstein's Wake: Relativity, Metaphor, and Modernist Literature (2001), Michael H. 

Whitworth argues that the interaction between modernist literature and physics is best understood in 

terms of the widely disseminated metaphors of popular science writing, and examines in great detail 

the modernist appropriation of these metaphors in the work of Virginia Woolf, D. H. Lawrence, 

Wyndham Lewis, and T. S. Eliot. Mark Morrisson's Modernism, Science, and Technology (2016), 

constitutes a materialist investigation of the way in which modernist writers responded to 

developments in the fields of quantum physics, genetics, psychology and the social sciences,  

attending particularly to the influence of print culture on the modernist engagement with science. 

Other texts have touched more specifically on the intersection of perception, consciousness and 

science in modernist writing: in Beckett, Technology and the Body (2009), for example, Ulrika Maude 
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explores Beckett’s interest in medical science and prosthetic technologies in order to show how 

themes of subjectivity and experience were developed within his writing, with particular reference to 

perceptual processes such as vision, hearing, and touch. These scholars show how different modes of 

science produce different understandings or perceptions of the world, and examine the ways in which 

modernist writers responded to these new models of scientific understanding in their work, often with 

particular reference to epistemological questions. This thesis continues the project of showing the 

many ways in which modernist writers registered and responded to paradigm shifts in science; 

however, this thesis specifically frames its argument with particular reference to narrative 

perspective, which is defined as the way in which a fictive agent perceives the world from a particular 

cognitive or affective standpoint, interprets their perceptions through mental functions such as 

abstraction and conceptualisation, and then relays these perceptions to the reader via textual 

discourse. This thesis also expands on the modernist interest in epistemological uncertainty, and notes 

how the integration of narrative perspective with scientific and technological concepts often serves 

to highlight the ambiguous modernist attitude towards issues of knowledge and meaning. 

 The questions I pose in this thesis are about prose fiction, and specifically the modernist novel. 

It is important to acknowledge that this focus is partly an arbitrary decision, as to distinguish between 

the novel and other literary genres solely on the basis of their engagement with narrative perspective 

as defined in chapter one (as the way in which a fictive agent perceives, interprets, and relays the 

events of a narrative from a particular epistemic or affective standpoint) would be contentious. This 

is because theorists have pointed out that, while frequently associated with prose fiction, narrative 

perspective is not an exclusive feature of the novel. In ‘Point of View in Drama: Diegetic Monologue, 

Unreliable Narrators, and the Author's Voice on Stage’ (1988) Brian Richardson notes the idea of 

narrative perspective as a feature of drama ‘is certain to strike many as a strange or even contradictory 

notion’ because, as a supposedly mimetic genre, plays are assumed to be fundamentally ‘non-
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narrative’, ‘objective, unmediated, devoid of subjectivity, and […] monological’.4 However, 

Richardson argues, drama, like the novel, ‘is and always has been a mixture of mimetic and diegetic 

representation’, and therefore any ‘theory of narration that ignores stage narration may be considered 

needlessly limited’.5 Similarly, if we understand narrative perspective to be the way in which 

narrative events are interpreted and relayed through the mind of a perceiving and subjective fictive 

agent (whether narrator or character), then narrative perspective may be said to be a central feature 

of many kinds of poetry. As Brian McHale writes, there is an ‘enormous range’ of narrative poetry, 

including ‘the entire epic tradition’, ‘medieval and early-modern verse romances’, ‘narrative verse 

autobiographies’, ‘novels-in-verse’ and more.6 All of these poetic genres incorporate some form of 

perspective through which the narrative events of the poem are relayed to the reader. I contend that 

the modernist novel as a genre, in accordance with what Stephen Kern calls ‘the pluralistic and 

perspectivist spirit of the age’, is particularly concerned with the implications of perspective as it 

relates to knowledge and meaning.7 As such, this thesis analyses four novels—The Good Soldier, 

Ulysses, Mrs. Dalloway, and Molloy—written by four significant modernist authors: Ford Madox 

Ford, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Samuel Beckett. Aside from their importance in the context 

of the modernist canon, these authors and their respective novels have been chosen because of the 

way in which they engage specifically with perspective as an element of narrative form centrally 

concerned with knowing.  

 I believe this special interest in perspective as it pertains to knowledge and meaning may also 

be successfully mapped onto my chosen authors’ engagement with concepts drawn from modern 

science and technology, which are often foregrounded in their writing. Perhaps the most simple 

homology between science and narrative perspective is that they both represent perspectival ways of 

 
4  Brian Richardson, ‘Point of View in Drama: Diegetic Monologue, Unreliable Narrators, and the Author's 
Voice on Stage’, Comparative Drama, Vol. 22, No. 3 (1988), 193-214 (194-204). 
5 Ibid., 193-214 (212). 
6 Brian McHale, ‘Beginning to Think about Narrative in Poetry’, Narrative, Vol. 17, No. 1 (2009), 11-30 
(12). 
7 Stephen Kern, The Modernist Novel: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), p. 183. 
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knowing. Science provides us with theories and technology that, as David Merrit writes, seem to 

‘embody deep and established truths about the physical universe’, and which are the basis for ‘the 

spectacular material progress of the modern world’.8 And, indeed, Ronald N. Giere concurs that 

‘specific models constructed in accordance with [scientific] principles’ can be used to make certain 

restricted claims about ‘specific aspects of the world’.9 However, Giere also points out that the 

theoretical claims made by science only ever ‘apply […] to aspects of the world’ and ‘never with 

complete precision’ thanks to the contribution of the observing instrument or agent used to gather 

data.10 Giere’s perspectival model of scientific epistemology in which claims about truth are always 

relative to the observer is very similar to the model of epistemology implied by literary modernism, 

which, as Richard Lehan writes, fundamentally assumed that ‘reality was a matter of the way it was 

perceived’.11 As such, this thesis also shows the way in which narrative perspective may be integrated 

with ideas originating in scientific and technological disciplines in the context of the modernist novel, 

and, in doing so, will provide a grounded examination of modernist aesthetics and theories of 

knowledge. 

 As pointed out above, scholars such as Whitworth, Morrisson, Maude and Rachel Crossland 

have already contributed significant research to the field of modernism and science studies; this thesis 

extends such work through its focus on subjectivity, its limits, and its uncertainties. Much of the 

originality of this thesis’ contribution to knowledge lies in the way I think about modernism, science, 

and narrative perspective with reference to issues of narrative and perspectival ambiguity, 

subjectivity, and, in particular, contingency. Contingency recurs in this thesis as a secondary framing 

concept because, according to Andrews, it allows us to ‘encounter phenomena, language and the 

structure of experience, from a (nonanthropocentric) perspective’ and thus ‘enables an encounter with 

the unforeseen’.12 Such encounters with unforeseen events, which by their nature disrupt the horizons 

 
8 David Merrit, A Philosophical Approach to MOND (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), p. 1. 
9 Ronald N. Giere, Scientific Perspectivism (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 15. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Lehan, p. 21. 
12 Ian Andrews, Chance, Phenomenology and Aesthetics: Heidegger, Derrida, and Contingency in Twentieth 
Century Art (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), p. 1. 
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of human expectation, shatter our ‘predelineatory frameworks’ and force us to ‘reconfigure our 

relation to the real’.13 The experience of contingency, therefore, is one in which one has the 

opportunity to remake and reorient one’s perspective of the world. 

 Luhmann writes that contingency  

signifies something given (experienced, expected, thought, imagined) 
with regard to the observation that it may possibly be different; it 
signifies objects in the horizon of possible alterations. Because it 
presupposes the given world, it does not signify the possible in general 
but that which, seen from the point of view of reality, may possibly be 
different.14 
 

Luhmann’s definition of contingency, while undoubtedly lucid and useful in its own right, is 

somewhat limited: it expresses only one aspect of contingency, namely the epistemological 

implication of what Ingo Berensmeyer calls ‘alternative possibilities to a given reality’, or, to borrow 

DS Mayfield’s colourful expression, the quality of ontological ‘otherwiseness’.15 16 Michael Jay 

Lewis helpfully expands on these definitions with specific reference to contingency as a framing 

concept in the context of fictional narratives, conceptualising narrative contingency as the 

‘intersection of its three most common denotations’: as an ‘accident or chance occurrence’ that 

‘effects other events or upon which other things depend’; as the ‘thing or condition of things 

contingent or dependent upon’ such an event; and, finally, as a ‘conjuncture of events occurring  

[apparently] without design’.17 Lewis goes so far as to suggest that the ‘social order most readily 

expressed’ by narrative fiction is contingency itself; however, in a seemingly paradoxical 

formulation, Lewis suggests that the presence of contingency in the context of narrative serves not to 

emphasise the real-world qualities of chance, formlessness or asymmetry, but rather points towards 

 
13 Andrews, p. 1. 
14 Niklas Luhmann, Soziale Systeme. Grundriß einer allgemeinen Theorie (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
1984) p. 152. 
15 Ingo Berensmeyer, Literary Culture in Early Modern England, 1630–1700: Angles of Contingency 
(Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2020), p. 16. 
16 DS Mayfield, Rhetoric and Contingency: Aristotle, Machiavelli, Shakespeare, Blumenberg (Berlin, 
Boston: De Gruyter, 2020), pp. 34-35. 
17 Michael Jay Lewis, ‘Contingency, Narrative, Fiction: Vogler, Brenkman, Poe’, SubStance, Vol. 41, No. 2, 
(2012), 99-118 (103). 
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the highly wrought structural self-consciousness of narrative fiction, which allows us to read 

contingency ‘via symbols that conflate "all of a sudden" with "God's plan”’.18 

 Much work has been conducted on the engagement of modernist fiction with contingency as 

both an explanatory model of human existence and as a structural/aesthetic principle. John Fletcher 

and Malcolm Bradbury write that it is in the delicate intersection between ‘claims of formal wholeness 

and human contingency that we find some of the central aesthetics and tactics of [modernist] 

fiction’.19 Indeed, Fletcher and Bradbury characterise the ‘famous irony’ of modernism as the implicit 

recognition that both ‘chaos and the abyss […] underlie and condition artistic perfection’; the 

contingencies of reality and history insistently assert themselves in the modernist novel, even as 

modernist aesthetics often seems to ‘[set] form over life, pattern and myth over the contingencies of 

history’.20 Fletcher and Bradbury conclude that a fundamental awareness of the ‘emphermerality and 

discontinuity of modern reality’ is omnipresent in the modernist novel, which sits poised between the 

‘countervailing claims’ of aesthetic wholeness and historical contingency.21 More recently, Tina 

Young Choi has suggested that the primary structural and aesthetic elements characterising the 

twentieth-century modernist novel’s engagement with ‘contingency and causality’ are the ‘rejection 

of determinism, acknowledgment of causal complexity, temporal manipulations, and multiplication 

of possibility’.22 However, contingency is engaged with across a whole spectrum of fields outside of 

the domain of modernist artistic production in the early 20th century, and especially within fields of 

science and technology. The fields and technologies I have chosen to explore in this thesis, which in 

the cases of photography and psychoanalysis are sited ambiguously in relation to science itself, can 

be profitably linked through their shared exploration of subjectivity, uncertainty, and contingency. 

Indeed, these ideas also manifest in the work of my chosen authors, and the trajectory of this strand 

 
18 Lewis, 99-118 (103-114). 
19 John Fletcher and Malcolm Bradubury, ‘The Introverted Novel’, Modernism: A Guide to European 
Literature, 1890-1930, eds. Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane (London: Penguin, 1991), p. 398. 
20 Fletcher and Bradbury, eds. Bradbury and McFarlane, pp. 406-407. 
21 Ibid., pp. 411-412. 
22 Tina Young Choi, Victorian Contingencies: Experiments in Literature, Science, and Play (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2021), pp-7-8. 
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of thought regarding subjectivity, (epistemological) uncertainty, and contingency in modernist 

literature will be elucidated through the case studies of modernist fiction that form the bulk of this 

thesis.  
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This chapter is devoted to laying down the theoretical and contextual foundations upon which my 

subsequent investigation of modernist narrative perspective and modern science will be built. The 

chapter begins with an extended discussion of the concept of narrative perspective with specific 

reference to the modernist aesthetics and theories of knowledge; after I have pinned down my 

interpretation of narrative perspective, the chapter brings this interpretation into dialogue with the 

question of science through a general survey of the field of scientific discovery in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, and with particular reference to several domains of specific relevance to my case 

studies (visual imaging technologies, quantum theory, psychoanalysis, and mathematics).  

 The modernist engagement with knowledge and meaning production as they relate to narrative 

perspective differs noticeably from their realist predecessors. Realist literature is centrally concerned 

with the visual as its pre-eminent mode of engaging with and understanding the world; while the other 

senses are often invoked in realist literature, realist writers, as Peter Brooks writes, tend ‘to deal in 

‘‘first impressions ’’of all sorts, and they are impressions on the retina first of all—the way things 

look’.23 Visual descriptions, often in the form of precise itemisations of material attributes such as 

physical characteristics, clothing, objects, and setting are ubiquitous in the realist novel: such 

descriptions are given, as Stephen Kern writes, either by third-person narrators in the style of Eliot or 

Thackeray, who imbued their narrators with ‘broad vision, a singular authoritative voice, and 

seemingly unlimited knowledge’, or, as in Brontë and Collins, through multiple perspectives that 

preserved ‘the same kind of interpretive stability created by single, authoritative third-person 

 
23 Peter Brooks, Realist Vision (New Haven, C.T.: Yale University Press, 2005), p. 3. 
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narrators’.24 In contrast to modernist aesthetics, the depiction of a multiplicity of narrative 

perspectives in pre-modernist realist literature does not imply the possibility of multiple readings of 

a text: as D. A Miller writes, in realist literature ‘different points of view, degrees of information, 

[and] tendencies of suspicion are never allowed to tamper with […] basic interpretive securities’ 

regarding both ‘character and language’.25 

 Consider, for example, the following description of Sir Leicester from Dickens’ Bleak House 

(1853). 

Sir Leicester is twenty years, full measure, older than my Lady. He will 
never see sixty-five again, nor perhaps sixty-six, nor yet sixty-seven. 
He has a twist of the gout now and then, and walks a little stiffly. He is 
of worthy presence, with his light grey hair and whiskers, his fine shirt-
frill, his pure white waistcoat, and his blue coat with bright buttons 
always buttoned. He is ceremonious, stately, most polite on every 
occasion to my Lady, and holds her personal attractions in the highest 
estimation.26 
 

Brooks suggests that realist literature may be seen as a form of art ‘that uses carefully wrought and 

detailed toys’, in an attempt to reproduce as far as possible ‘the look and feel of the real thing’.27 In 

addition, Brooks suggests, realist literature also uses visual description as a way to make characters 

and settings recognisable to us in terms of visual appearance, ‘social function and, beyond that, 

motive [and] psychology’.28 There is, then, often a symbolic and metonymic quality to realist 

depictions of visual attributes and scenes, which often gives hints about a character’s personality and 

motives, or the mood or atmosphere of a particular setting. In the case of Sir Leicester, his whole 

physical appearance, from his ‘light grey hair and whiskers’ to his ‘pure white waistcoat’ are visual 

indicators of his ‘worthy presence’, and stand as symbols for his ‘ceremonious’, ‘stately’ and ‘polite’ 

character. Sir Leicester’s ‘light grey hair’ symbolises age (and by extension wisdom), as well as 

elegance and regality; the fact that his ‘bright buttons’ are always done up may suggest a degree of 

 
24 Kern, p. 179. 
25 D. A. Miller, The Novel and the Police (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 52–54. 
26 Charles Dickens, Bleak House (London: Penguin Classics, 2003), p. 22. 
27 Brooks, p. 5. 
28 Ibid. 
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decorum, or, less charitably, priggishness. The implicit premise of realist art, then, is that through 

precise representations of people and the material world, we gain actual, meaningful insight into 

questions that face us in real life: indeed, as Philip M. Weinstein points out, the ‘master stroke’ of 

realist art is found within its proposition that the ‘representational field of space and time’ through 

which the realist protagonist moves ‘corresponds to the objective world itself’.29 

 Both realist and modernist novels may equally be defined through their shared interest in the 

nature of knowledge and the processes of meaning-production; however, modernism typically refuses 

the epistemological certainty of realism. Indeed, Brian McHale argues that modernism actually 

operates in contradistinction to such certainty, and functions as an aesthetic movement centred around 

the dominant concept of ‘absolute epistemological uncertainty’, which foregrounds questions such 

as:  

What is there to be known?; Who knows it?; How do they know it, and 
with what degree of certainty?; How is knowledge transmitted from 
one knower to another, and with what degree of reliability?; How does 
the object of knowledge change as it passes from knower to knower?; 
What are the limits of the knowable?30  
 

Weinstein, by contrast, argues that modernist literature consists of repeated and ‘strenuous’ acts of 

‘unknowing’ that are formed in opposition to the ‘Enlightenment premise of rational correspondence 

between the individual and the world’.31 Through the subversion of this premise, Weinstein writes, 

modernism dramatises the disruption of the subject’s capacity to orientate itself relative to ‘props that 

enable knowing’ such as space and time; this disruption causes the subject to ‘lose its orientational 

grasp’ and, in doing so, to simultaneously lose its ‘own coherent identity’.32  

 McHale and Weinstein’s negative critical terms—‘epistemological uncertainty’ and 

‘unknowing’—imply that modernist literature is fundamentally sceptical of any form of 

epistemological certainty. However, Kern suggests that such scepticism ‘is not the dominant focus of 

 
29 Philip M. Weinstein, Unknowing: The Work of Modernist Fiction (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 
2005), p. 2. 
30 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London: Methuen, Inc., 1987), p. 18. 
31 Weinstein, pp. 1-2.  
32 Weinstein, p. 2.  
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the modernist novel'.33 Kern argues that, while modernist literature did indeed closely interrogate the 

uncritical epistemological confidences of realist art, it did so in such a way as to magnify the 

‘possibilities of knowing by side-stepping scientific standards of certitude’ and, in turn, expanded 

sources of meaning and knowledge to include both ‘speculation and imagination’.34 The modernist 

engagement and experimentation with narrative perspective and voice played a critical role in this 

process. Using the example of Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom! (1936), McHale suggests that modernist 

literature foregrounds the questions posed by the dominant concept of epistemological uncertainty 

(‘What is there to be known?; Who knows it?; How do they know it, and with what degree of 

certainty?’, and so on) through the ‘multiplication and juxtaposition of perspectives’, ‘the focalization 

of […] evidence through a single “center of consciousness”’, ‘variants on interior monologue’, and, 

in the final instance, the transferral of the ‘epistemological difficulties of its characters to its 

readers’.35 This transferral, McHale argues, simulates for the reader ‘the very same problems of 

accessibility, reliability, and limitation of knowledge’ that plague Faulkner’s protagonists Quentin 

and Shreve.36 As Weinstein writes, this simulation is a critical part of the affirmative project of 

modernist writing, in the sense that it aims to provide readers with ‘a resonant take upon troubles’, 

rather than a naive ‘fantasy solution to them’.37 Through its refusal of a singular perspective as a sole 

basis for knowledge or meaning, modernist literature foregrounds the manifold possibilities inherent 

in multiple ways of seeing, being in, and knowing the world. Each of the authors discussed in this 

thesis—Ford, Joyce, Woolf, and Beckett—have been chosen as topics of discussion because they 

exemplify the modernist interest in the proliferation and contingency of meaning and multiplication 

of sources of knowledge; I argue that their questioning and expansion of sources of knowledge and 

meaning can be tied to their unique exploration of narrative perspective, an exploration that was 

 
33 Kern, p. 200. 
34 Ibid. 
35 McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, p. 9. 
36 Ibid., p. 10. 
37 Weinstein, p. 7. 
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profoundly inflected by their simultaneous engagement with concepts from modern scientific 

discourses and technological discoveries.   
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1.1 Defining Narrative Perspective 

As Richard Lehan points out, ‘[m]uch in the modernist doctrine’ in general ‘came back to a belief in 

perspective’.38 However, ‘perspective’ is a slippery and ambiguous phrase that must be carefully 

defined in order to prevent confusion between its meaning and the meaning of other, closely related 

critical terms, and to delimit the critical boundaries of this thesis. In the visual sense, perspective 

refers to the appearance of objects relative to their position in space and their distance from the 

viewer; the phrase also denotes the aesthetic practice of representing three-dimensional objects on a 

two-dimensional plane, so as to give the appearance of depth. One’s perspective is also one’s 

particular attitude towards, or way of regarding, a given object or concept. In addition, as Carl F. 

Graumann and Werner Kallmeyer note in their introduction to Perspective and Perspectivation in 

Discourse (2002), humans communicate with other humans and, in doing so, ‘learn what others see 

from their vantage-points’; through this process humans can also come to adopt the perspectives of 

others through coexistence and communication.39 Philip Kitcher’s definition of the term encompasses 

a number of understandings of perspective, which, he argues, may broadly be understood as 

a way of organizing the world of experience. It demarcates objects 
through understanding different experiences as encounters with the 
same thing. It groups objects as relevantly similar to one another, as 
making up a type or species or kind. It picks out processes with 
beginnings and endings, it makes particular causal relations salient, it 
sets standards for normal functioning, and it treats selected outcomes 
as valuable or worthwhile. We live our lives within perspectives, and 
the world—or worlds—we experience are structured by them.40 
 

We should note that in Kitcher’s definition perspective is not restricted to the visual realm: it is also 

concerned with cognitive functions such as abstraction, conceptualisation, and interpretation, and to 

our representation of these personal experience to others. Graumann and Kallmeyer suggest that all 

of these definitions of perspective are ‘interrelated […] as elements of a perspectival structure’; as 

 
38 Lehan, p. 30. 
39 Carl F. Graumann and Werner Kallmeyer, Perspective and Perspectivation in Discourse (John Benjamins 
Publishing Company, 2002), p. 1. 
40 Philip Kitcher, ‘Something Rich and Strange: Joyce’s Perspectivism’, Joyce’s Ulysses: Philosophical 
Perspectives, ed. Philip Kitcher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 207-252 (p. 209).  
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such, any study that deals closely with perspective—such as this thesis—cannot dwell solely on the 

representation of perceptual effects as they appear to a fictive entity, but must also connect narrative 

perspective to the generation, interpretation and representation of meaning between fictive agents and 

readers. I suggest, then, the following definition of narrative perspective: narrative perspective refers 

to the focus of perception of a fictive entity (character or narrator) and the subsequent selection and 

interpretation of meaningful data from the field of perceptual processes. 

 As mentioned above, narrative perspective has also often been confused or conflated with 

similar, but conceptually distinct, technical terms such as ‘focalisation’ and ‘point of view’. In On 

Narrative Discourse (1980) Gerard Genette rejected the term ‘point of view’ to avoid the ‘specifically 

visual connotations’ of the phrase, instead offering the ‘more abstract’ term ‘focalisation’, which was 

meant to include perceptual structures outside of vision, such as sound, touch, and smell, in the 

analysis of perspectival structures.41 Uri Margolin develops Genette’s concept of focalisation in 

‘Focalization: Where Do We Go From Here?’ (2009), and offers the definition of focalisation as  

the textual representation of specific (pre)existing sensory elements of 
the text’s story world as perceived and registered (recorded, 
represented, encoded, modeled and stored) by some mind or recording 
device which is a member of this world. 41F

42 
 

In Margolin’s definition, focalisation may be ‘described […] informally’ as a ‘view of a thing as it 

presents itself from the personal subjective point of view of a character or narrator’.43 This definition 

feels very similar to Buckhard Niederhoff’s interpretation of narrative perspective, which, he writes, 

may be defined as the way ‘the representation of the story is influenced by the position, personality 

and values of the narrator [and] characters […] in the storyworld’.44 

 
41 Gerard Genette, On Narrative Discourse, trans. Jane E. Lewin (New York: Cornell University Press, 
1980), p. 189. 
42 Uri Margolin, ‘Focalization: Where Do We Go From Here?’, Point of View, Perspective, and 
Focalization: Modeling Mediation in Narrative, eds. Peter Hühn, et al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, Inc., 2009), p. 
42. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Burkhard Niederhoff, ‘Perspective—Point of View’, Handbook of Narratology, eds. Peter Hühn, Jan 
Christoph Meister, John Pier and Wolf Schmid (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), p. 692. 
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 However, Tatjana Jesch and Malte Stein draw a conceptual distinction between focalisation 

and perspective, arguing that Genette implicitly redefined focalisation in Narrative Discourse 

Revisited based on wholly different criteria: instead of Genette’s prior definition of focalisation, 

which was centred around the question of ‘who perceives?’, in Narrative Discourse Revisited Genette 

argues that focalisation refers to ‘a restriction of “field”’ or ‘a selection of narrative information with 

respect to what was traditionally called omniscience’. 44F

45 Jesch and Stein argue that this redefinition of 

focalisation shifts emphasis from ‘the mode of perception of a fictive entity’ to ‘the transfer of 

information between author and reader’; as such, Jesch and Stein argue, one must draw a conceptual 

distinction between perspective, which refers strictly to the focus of perception, and focalisation, 

which refers specifically to the selection of narrative information. 45F

46 Jesch and Stein reinforce their 

argument through the suggestion that it is always possible that the ‘fictional perceiving subject does 

not see […] something of which the reader is made fully aware’: as we will see in chapter two, which 

deals with the severely restricted narrative perspective of the protagonist of Ford Madox Ford’s The 

Good Soldier, Dowell, the limitations of a narrator or figural perspective do not rule out the possibility 

of the author communicating information to the reader, which, Jesch and Stein argue, ‘leads to the 

conclusion that perspective and focalization are independent of one another’.46F

47 Despite their careful 

conceptual differentiation between focalisation and perspective, Jesch and Stein also point out that 

the perspective of a ‘fictive entity (narrator or character)’ is ‘always a part of that which the author 

depicts for the reader’; because narrative perspective is always ultimately governed by the author, a 

connection between focalisation and perspective exists to the extent that perspectivisation—‘the 

representation of something from the subjective view of a fictive entity’—can in itself ‘become a way 

to achieve focalization’, or the deliberate revelation of information concerning the world of the 

narrative by the author to the reader. 47F

48 Because narrative perspective and narrative focalisation are to 

 
45 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, trans. Jane E. Lewin (New York: Cornell University Press, 
1988), p. 74. [italics author’s own] 
46 Jesch and Stein, eds. Hühn, et al., trans. Graves and McNeill, p. 60. 
47 Ibid., p. 61. 
48 Jesch and Stein, eds. Hühn, et al., trans. Graves and McNeill, p. 65. 
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some extent interlinked, this thesis also touches on issues of focalisation in its investigation of 

narrative perspective, and particularly in chapter two. 
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1.2 Science and Modernism in the Twentieth Century 

This thesis takes as its inputs an analysis of narrative perspective in the modernist novel on the one 

hand, and an overarching concept or theory drawn from modern science and technology 

(photographic technologies, Freudian psychoanalysis, quantum theory, and new mathematics 

respectively) on the other. It is the central contention of this thesis that there are analogous elements 

between modernist narrative perspective and modern science that, when integrated together through 

conceptual analysis, can provide new understandings of the modernist approach to narrative form 

(specifically with regards to perspective) and the modernist engagement with modern science and 

technology. Through its integration of concepts drawn from science and technology and modernist 

narrative perspective, this thesis represents a demonstration of novel possibilities and methodologies 

in the field of modernist studies, and particularly in fields of research that deal with the modernist 

engagement with science and technology and modernist form.  

 As Thomas J. Misa writes in Modernity and Technology (2003), rapid scientific and 

technological advancement and a marked increase in the presence and importance of scientific and 

technological discourse in daily life ‘may be the truly distinctive [features] of modernity’.49 Paradigm 

shifts across the disciplines of mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, as well as the newly 

popularised social sciences, occurred with particularly high frequency in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Mark Morrisson, writing in Modernism, Science, and Technology (2016), notes some of 

the many ways in which conventional scientific knowledge was undergoing rapid and radical change:  

Non-Euclidian geometries revolutionized mathematics, and 
differential geometry contributed to Einstein’s theory of general 
relativity. Relativity undermined Newtonian and ether physics. 
Chemistry discovered that its fundamental particles, atoms, were not 
indivisible (or stable) after all […]. Perhaps the most compelling sign 
of the newly complex understanding of the psyche, even within 
scientific circles, was the birth of psychoanalysis and sexology. This 
age of scientific rationality paradoxically envisioned the mind itself as 

 
49 Thomas J. Misa, ‘The Compelling Tangle of Modernity and Technology’ in Modernity and Technology, 
eds. Thomas J. Misa, Andrew Feenberg and Philip Brey (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2003), pp. 
1-30 (p. 8). 
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an arena of primitive and largely unconscious forces and provided 
controversial accounts of human sexuality[…].50 
 

In a sense, science during the period in which modernist aesthetics were ascendant in the West was 

undergoing its own radical fragmentation and reconstitution with regard to traditional epistemological 

perspectives, which were constantly being challenged, reconsidered, dissolved, and reformulated.  

 Conventional understandings of scientific thought immediately prior to the period most 

closely associated with modernism in Europe and Britain were essentially predicated on a kind of 

empirical realism, or the notion that, in the words of Steven Weinberg, ‘truths are out there to be 

discovered’.51 Weinberg here implies the existence of objective truths that simply await discovery by 

the pioneering scientist so that they may become part of the sum-total of human knowledge. Critics 

of science such as Ronald N. Giere, however, have posited that scientific knowledge does not refer 

unproblematically to objective fact; rather, such critics write that scientific facts are, at best, a 

consensus about a specific interpretation of data, which may or may not be complete, in the scientific 

community. Indeed, in his monograph on the subject, Giere writes that it is now ‘almost taken for 

granted [in humanities subjects] that scientific knowledge is some sort of “social construct”’.52 Giere 

goes on to posit ‘perspectivism’ as an alternative to the putative dichotomy of constructivist and 

realist theories of science. In Giere’s view, science is undoubtably realist in that it aims to provide us 

with ‘highly confirmed [theories]’ that can reliably tell us about the world; but, because science is at 

least in part determined by social circumstances, scientific realism can only ever claim to exist in a 

qualified and conditional form.  

 As such, Giere argues that the practice of science itself ‘supports a perspectival rather than 

objectivist understanding of scientific realism’, in the sense that one’s engagement with scientific 

‘fact’ is always relative to one’s position in the world in terms of culture, society, and historical 

period.53 In effect, Giere argues that science and scientific understanding are constantly in the process 

 
50 Mark S. Morrisson, Modernism, Science, and Technology (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), pp. 7-8. 
51 Steven Weinberg, ‘The Revolution that didn’t happen’, New York Review of Books, Vol. 45 (1998), 48-52. 
52 Giere, p. 2. 
53 Giere, p. 6. 
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of being modified through their relationship to culture and history. This interplay between culture 

and science is bidirectional in terms of effect: for example, Morrisson suggests artistic expression 

was fundamentally changed by its exposure to the cultural shifts in epistemological perspective 

brought about by the revolution in science occurring in Europe and Britain at the beginning of the 

twentieth century; he also argues that the artistic expression of modernists in both visual and literary 

fields actually ‘contributed to the construction of this brave new technoscientific world’.54 There is 

undoubtedly a deep connection between the conceptualisations of modern science and the creative 

productions of European and Anglo-Irish modernist artists: indeed, there are many ways in which 

these movements register and reflect the work and discoveries of the other. For example, Bruce Clarke 

describes early modernism’s move away from naturalism’s ‘empiricist and deterministic literary 

scientism’ and emphasis on ‘the detached description of discrete items’, toward an ‘immaterial and 

energic scientism’ patterned after the ‘force fields and energy transformations of late nineteenth-

century electromagnetic and atomic physics’.54F

55 Morrisson also draws attention to the mutual usage 

of metaphors of porosity, solidity and permeability in science and modernism. 55F

56 Such metaphors were 

used in scientific contexts to interpret the phenomena of radiation; the very same metaphors were 

also used as a method to explain the properties of the various rays given off by radioactive elements. 

These discoveries, as Henderson notes, would eventually ‘contribute to the determination of the 

substructure of the atom’ and, in doing so, would confirm the ‘discontinuous nature of matter’; 

however, at the time of its discovery, radioactivity ‘augmented the view of the physical world as fluid 

and continuous interaction between matter and ether, form and space’. 56F

57 Indeed, as Morrisson points 

out, it seemed that many of the discoveries of modern science and technology, from the ‘wireless 

telegraph’ to ‘X-rays’, all pointed towards a general ‘permeability of matter’ and the ‘powers of 

 
54 Morrisson, p. 8. 
55 Bruce Clarke, Dora Marsden and Early Modernism: Gender, Individualism, Science (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1996), p. 5. 
56 Morrisson, p. 62. 
57 Linda Dalrymple Henderson, Duchamp in Context: Science and Technology in the Large Glass and 
Related Works (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 7. 
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unseen’, even un-visualisable, ‘energies’.58 The concept of a universal continuity and fluidity of 

matter, in addition to the presence and potency of unseen energy, is reflected in many modernist 

artworks; modernist writers such as Ford, Joyce, Woolf and Beckett all employed formal 

experimentation specifically as a means of creating a sense of narratological and perspectival fluidity, 

with the writing of Woolf in particular strongly exemplifying the modernist turn towards formal flux, 

fluidity, permeability, porosity and instability. 

 The development of technologies capable of visualising conventionally imperceptible 

phenomena in the field of modern visual and imaging technologies would forever after complicate 

the Cartesian association of reason, knowledge and understanding with what Sara Danius calls a 

‘noncorporeal and transcendental model of vision’.59 These technologies, including the camera, 

stereoscope, kaleidoscope, phenakistoscope, kinora, and cinema, as well as the imaging technology 

for registering rays given off by radioactive elements such as cathode rays, X-rays, and alpha, beta, 

and gamma rays all provided, in the most literal sense, new ways to view the world, and, as Danius 

writes, gave humanity the opportunity to ‘explore and articulate physiological domains otherwise 

inaccessible to the human eye’.60 The emergence of photographic and imaging technologies was 

coextensive with a significant change in the way optics and vision were studied and experimented 

with: as Jonathon Crary writes in Techniques of the Observer (1991), vision and visual technologies 

prior to the nineteenth century were essentially conceived in metaphoric terms, with the eye and visual 

technology being ‘allied by a conceptual similarity, in which the authority of an ideal eye remained 

unchallenged’.61 However, with the advent of modern imaging technologies in the nineteenth century, 

the relationship between human vision and visual technology changed: both were now, Crary writes, 

‘contiguous instruments’ on the ‘same plane of operation’, with varying capabilities and features.62 

 
58 Morrisson, p. 53. 
59 Sara Danius, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics (Cornell: Cornell 
University Press, 2002), p. 56 
60 Ibid., p. 56. 
61 Jonathon Crary, Techniques of the Observer (London: MIT Press, 1991), p. 129. 
62 Ibid. 
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Thus, by the time of the modernist period, according to Danius, there was a ‘reinvention’ of the human 

observer: the human eye, Danius suggests, ‘embedded as it is in the physical and anatomical 

functioning of the empirical body’, and revealed by visual technology to be severely limited in both 

function and range, was exposed as ‘a poor substitute’ for ‘the infallible, transcendental eye’ of God.63 

In the context of the modernist era, then, seeing is not necessarily associated with knowing, and this 

recalibration of the relationship between vision and knowledge should be seen, as Danius writes, as 

coextensive with a ‘radical epistemological crisis’.64 Indeed, as Crary notes, the ‘break with classic 

models of vision in the early nineteenth century […] was inseperable from a massive reorganization 

of knowledge and social practices’; this rupture and reorganisation was also responsible, Crary 

suggests, for the sharp modification of the ‘productive, cognitive, and desiring capacities of the 

human subject’.65 Crary and Danius’ assertions signal a kind of inversion of Walter Benjamin’s 

suggestion in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ (1935) that, ‘[w]ithin major 

historical periods, along with changes in the overall mode of being of the human collective, there are 

also changes in the manner of its sense perception’; by contrast, for Crary and Danius, it was the 

changes in sense perception wrought by modern visual technologies that ultimately precipitated a 

radical shift in both our modes of knowing and being.65F

66 

 Technological advances in the fields of photography and imaging brought about a literal 

expansion of sense perception, and through this expansion a more general broadening of human 

perspective: Sara Danius writes that the 19th and 20th centuries saw the development of a number of 

modern technologies designed to ‘chart, explore, and record’ previously imperceptible ‘sensory 

phenomena’.67 Technologies such as the X-ray literally provided new ways to see the world by 

revealing previously inaccessible views of, for example, the human body and skeletal system. In 

 
63 Danius, p. 64. 
64 Ibid., p. 56. 
65 Crary, p. 3. 
66 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, One-Way Street and Other 
Writings, trans. J. A. Underwood (London: Penguin, 2009), p. 234. 
67 Danius, p. 19. 
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doing so, visual technologies like X-rays redefined the parameters of observable reality and 

contributed to the steady modification of understandings of visual perspective. Such modifications 

were not limited to scientific fields: as Ulrika Maude points out in Beckett, Technology and the Body 

(2009), modernist visual, narrative and epistemological perspectives were also greatly affected by the 

‘advent of new technologies, and in particular […] technologies of perception’ such as X-rays.68 

Benjamin particularly identified the invention of the camera and subsequent proliferation of 

photography as a cultural practice as the impetus for a revolution in art and aesthetics because, as 

Heinz W. Puppe writes, photography was putatively responsible for the destruction of the ‘bond that 

had tied art to cult and ritual’.69 Photography, Benjamin suggests, complicated the realist convention 

of mimetic authenticity and challenged the longstanding epistemological relationship between seeing 

and knowing through its capacity to reproduce images otherwise imperceptible to the human eye: in 

fact, Benjamin felt that photography, through this capacity to depict the imperceptible, had literally 

altered the human experience of perception and, in doing so, had radically restructured artistic 

engagement with the sensuous experience of vision.70 As a result of these alterations, developments 

in optical technologies, most notably those in photography, had a noticeable impact on modernist art, 

which grew alongside and in contact with some of the major developments in photographic 

technology. Despite its association with the broadening of human sense perception, however, critics 

have also noted that the camera eye or photographic model of perspective and vision occupies an 

ambiguous symbolic and conceptual space within the context of both modernity and modernism: in 

Camera Works: Photography and the Twentieth-Century Word (2005), Michael North suggests that 

‘the camera, celebrated […] as objectivity incarnate, also came to serve as one of modernity’s most 

powerful emblems of the subjectivity of perception and knowledge’. 70F

71 As such, Christian Quendler 

 
68 Ulrika Maude, Beckett, Technology and the Body (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 115. 
69 Heinz W. Puppe, ‘Walter Benjamin on Photography’, Colloquia Germanica, Vol. 12, No. 3 (1979), 273-
291 (274). 
70 Benjamin, p. 232. 
71 Michael North, Camera Works: Photography and the Twentieth-Century Word (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005) p. 11.  
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notes, depending on its alignment within the spectrum of conceptions of what the camera represents—

on the one hand, ‘a source of sensory display or a technique of visibility that reproduces the 

impassioned recoding of a mechanical device’, and on the other, ‘a means of expression’ and an 

‘instrument of writing and narrative fabrication’—modernist art has ‘lent [itself] to both mimetic and 

diegetic conceptualizations’ of the camera eye, the implications of which will be further explored in 

the second chapter of this thesis.72 

 Aside from epistemological issues precipitated by the broadening of human sense perception 

brought about by imaging and photographic technologies, many of the central issues of 19th century 

science and technology revolved around the twin concepts of transmission and reception: of forces, 

of information, of energy. Questions regarding how forces were transmitted from one body to another 

were at the heart, as Alice Jenkins writes, of numerous scientific debates: such debates included 

investigations into ‘the nature of heat, light, electricity, gravity, and magnetism’; arguments ‘about 

the forces holding together atoms and molecules’; physiological accounts of the ‘connection between 

mind and body;’ and ‘materialist explanations of natural phenomena’ in philosophies of science.73 

Indeed, new concepts of space and matter originating in experiments on thermodynamics and 

electromagnetic fields pointed increasingly towards an understanding of reality that was founded on 

surprising, paradoxical, or conventionally inexplicable phenomena.74  

 Jenkins also notes the surprising tendency for the hard sciences of the 19th century to describe 

the universe in terms that were fundamentally immaterial; in the context of a Western European 

culture in which scientific knowledge was very much accessible to members of the public via popular 

literary publications, it is unsurprising that various types of discourse converged on this shift towards 

immateriality in the latter part of the 1800s in Britain. As Pamela Thurschwell writes, ‘occult, literary, 

scientific, psychological, and technological’ discourses all began to reflect a general trend towards 

 
72 Christian Quendler, ‘The Conceptual Integration of Intermediality: Literary and Cinematic Camera-Eye 
Narratives’, Blending and the Study of Narrative: Approaches and Applications, eds. Ralf Schneider and 
Marcus Hartner (Berlin: De Gruyter, Inc., 2012), p. 203. 
73 Alice Jenkins, Space and the ‘March of Mind’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 176. 
74 Ibid., pp. 6-8. 
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‘permeability and suggestibility’, diffusion, indeterminacy, and even spiritualism: teletechnologies 

such as the telephone, for instance, seemed to ‘hold out the promise of previously unimaginable 

contact between people’ based on the putative annihilation of the distance that separated distant minds 

and bodies from each other, minds and bodies conceived as both alive and even, in the views of 

spiritualist mediums, deceased. 74F

75 Such discourses reached the height of their cultural power in the 

formation of the Society for Psychical Research in 1882, a Cambridge-based organisation responsible 

for the scientific investigation of ‘claims of spiritualism and other paranormal phenomena’. 75F

76 The 

founding members of the society included the journalist Edmund Rogers and physicist William F. 

Barrett, as well as Stainton Moses, Charles Massey, Edmund Gurney, Hensleigh Wedgwood and 

Frederic W. H. Myers, and areas of study ranged from hypnotism, dissociation, and thought-

transference, into mediumship, and the physical phenomena associated with séances. 76F

77 As 

Thurschwell notes, Myers was actually responsible for coining the word ‘telepathy’, a term 

‘[g]enealogically linked to the older concept of sympathy and the newer word of empathy’ that 

challenged the borders of individual and discrete consciousnesses by positing the possibility of a 

‘complete sympathetic union with the mind of another’. 77F

78 

 Such ideas of sympathy and union seem to stand in stark contrast to the cultural ideology of 

a rapidly secularizing Western capitalist Britain in which, as John G. McEvoy writes, ‘autonomy and 

differentiation’ were becoming social norms. This world—the world of British modernism—made, 

as McEvoy notes, ‘the autonomous individual the subject of knowledge, the source of values, the 

possessor of rights, and the focus of utility’. 78F

79 Within this social milieu of divergence, demarcation, 
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and individualisation, there occurred, as Habermas writes, a ‘relentless development of the 

objectivating sciences’.80 These ‘objectivating sciences’ of Victorian physics and chemistry aimed to 

provide rational and grounded knowledge, free from subjective bias, dogmatic tradition, or influence 

from external authority; however, while not necessarily retaining the spiritual and occult associations 

of late 1800s, the hard sciences of the early twentieth century (physics in particular) seemed to show 

a progressive immersion in the ambiguity, immateriality, and latent connectivity that characterised 

earlier phantasmic discourses on telepathy. These ideas reached a zenith in the first quarter of the 

20th century with the development of modern physics. Quantum's conception of the world as what 

Werner Heisenberg called ‘a complicated tissue of events’, in which ‘connections of different kinds 

alternate or overlap or combine and thereby determine the texture of the whole’, may seem to touch 

off a kind of epistemological crisis, in which the human subject is forced to accept that there are 

things we simply cannot predict or know, and, more worryingly, that the things we think we 

understand we actually have very little comprehension of.81 However, quantum also suggests a kind 

of ontological positivity: through quantum physics, all matter was revealed to be essentially mutable, 

and, by extension, unified, suggesting a fundamental and universal connection between the human 

subject and the very elementary particles of the universe.82 This continuity of matter extends into 

consciousness itself, which, as David Bohm writes, ‘is no longer to be fundamentally separated from 

matter’ post-quantum. 82F

83 

 The concept of the continuity of matter and consciousness found in quantum theory may be 

extended into the polyperspectival structures of certain modernist novels. Ansgar Nünning writes that 

our understanding of a character’s perspective is constructed through the generation of holistic 

semantic concepts including the ‘totality of an individual’s knowledge and belief sets, intentions, 
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psychological traits, attitudes, ideological stance, and system of values and norms that have been 

internalized’.84 Through the attribution of a personal position and worldview to each perspective, we 

construct ‘the semantic domain of a narrative text’ through the selection, configuration, and 

arrangement of ‘a plurality of subjective-world models’ into a ‘perspective structure’.85 Expanding 

on Nünning’s argument, Hartner suggests that the concept of perspective structures in narrative—and 

particularly, I would suggest, the modernist novel—thus calls attention to the ‘potential narratological 

significance’ of the interaction of perspectives between ‘individualized fictional minds’.86 For 

Hartner, the narrative strategy of forcing the reader to engage with a ‘[constellation] of fictional 

agents and their individual viewpoints’ has a number of narratological effects: the reader may have 

to ‘continuously contextualize and evaluate the sources of […] incoming information’ against one 

another to determine their relative significance; the reader may also be forced to engage in ‘mental 

simulation’ in order to circumvent the deliberate ‘withholding [of] information central to the story’ 

by synthesising ‘different […] accounts […] in order to arrive at an understanding of what has 

happened’.87 The third and fourth chapters of this thesis, which deal with Joyce’s Ulysses and Woolf’s 

Mrs. Dalloway respectively, dedicate space to further explorations of the narratological implications 

of polyperspectival structures in the modernist novel.88 

 Paradigm shifts in other scientific discourses contributed to shifts in perspective in other 

significant ways: sexology—the so-called scientia sexualis—numbered amongst these discourses. 

The OED defines sexology simply as the ‘study of human sexual life or relationships’, and attributes 

the origin of the phrase to a 1902 publication of W. H. Walling, an American physician and professor 

of gynaecology at Eastern University. 88F

89 Sigmund Freud, who built on the emerging discourses of 

sexology, attempted to provide human sexuality with a sustained and open treatment in 
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psychoanalytic discourse; before this, Michel Foucault contends, ‘the discourse on sex […] never 

ceased to hide the thing it was speaking about’, erecting instead a screen-discourse made up of 

‘painstaking precautions and detailed analyses ’of pathological, perverse, or aberrant forms of erotic 

desire in order to protect polite society from the supposedly corrupting influences of unfettered 

sexuality.90 Nevertheless, the mere fact that the sexologists and psychotherapists of the early 

twentieth century seriously studied these aberrant, illicit, and perverse forms of sexuality—many of 

which were illegal at the time—contributed to a marked shift in the Western perspective of sex, which 

began to more openly explore the implications of alternative forms of sexual desire.  

 While these explorations were sometimes conducted under the umbrella of broadly scientific 

disciplines and discourses, they were also carried out within the cultural spheres of art, with many 

modernist artists depicting unconventional sexual desire and sexual difference in both writing and 

visual art. Indeed, the worlds of British modernist literature and Freudian psychoanalysis were 

intimately bound together through their mutual association with the Hogarth Press, founded by 

Virginia and Leonard Woolf, and, by extension, the Bloomsbury group. The Hogarth Press was 

responsible for the publication of the English translation of Freud's writing in Britain from 1924, and, 

by extension, the dissemination of psychoanalytic theory to the British public; Leonard Woolf 

considered this to be of great significance, reporting in 1964 that he was ‘rather proud in having in 

1914 recognized and understood the greatness of Freud and the importance of what he was doing’.91 

Virginia Woolf, by contrast, was more sceptical of Freud's work than her enthusiast husband: in a 

review of J. D. Beresford's novel An Imperfect Mother (1920) entitled ‘Freudian Fictions’, Woolf 

complains that psychoanalysis, in its pursuit of scientific objectivity, ‘simplifies’ and ‘detracts’ from 

the ‘complex[ity]’ of ‘artistic’ endeavour.92 Nevertheless, by 1939 Woolf had begun to show a 
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willingness to engage with psychoanalytic discourse: in her diary entries from December of that year 

she records ‘reading’ and ‘gulping up’ Freud.93 As Nicky Platt notes, by the end of 1940 Woolf ‘had 

read and recorded brief responses to […] Civilization and Its Discontents, Group Psychology and the 

Analysis of the Ego, ‘Thoughts for the Time on War and Death’, and ‘Why War?'.94  

 In modernist literature one can often sense the presence of what John Farrell identifies as 

Freud’s ‘primary message’: the idea that ‘we never leave the past behind; both in personal and in 

historical terms, we are haunted by it’.95 Indeed, H. D. explicitly notes this aspect of the human 

condition in her Tribute to Freud (1956), writing that ‘we are all haunted houses’. However, although 

the notion of being ‘haunted’ by the past is tacitly present in all of his work, Freud is most well known 

for his theories of human sexuality, which upended received notions about the structure and object of 

human desire. In his ‘Three Essays on the Theory of Human Sexuality ’(1905), Freud equates the 

‘popular view of the sexual instinct’—one which typically assumes the primacy of heterosexual, 

monogamous, penetrative sex within the confines of marriage—with the ‘poetic fable ’of Genesis, in 

which a man and woman, once parts of a single, ‘original’ human being, were ‘cut up into two halves’, 

and are now constantly ‘striving to unite again in love’.96 Freud directly contradicts the popular 

twentieth century view of sexual desire when he states that there are, in fact, a very considerable‘ 

number of people who possess ‘contrary sexual feelings’’, before describing various behaviours or 

types of ‘invert’: ‘absolute’, ‘amphigenic’ and ‘contingent’. 96F

97 Freud points out the importance of 

considering sexual desire as a ‘connected series’ with ‘numerous intermediate examples of every 
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type’.98 As we can see, then, through his central claim that not everyone is heterosexual, Freud’s 

writing at this time refuses a fundamental distinction between different types of sexuality, and instead 

emphasises a more perspectival and contingent view of sexual desire, which is capable of taking more 

than one form. Through this fairly straightforward assertion, Freud implicitly argues for the cultural 

validity of forms of sexual desire outside of heterosexuality. The third chapter of this thesis links the 

Freudian concept of polymorphous perversity to the capacity to assume different perspectives in 

James Joyce’s Ulysses; in addition, sexual dysfunction arising from psychosexual trauma is linked to 

an incapacity for the traumatised subject to see themselves as others do. 

 Photography, film, television, the atom, quantum, sexology and Freudian psychoanalysis: 

these topics are material and conceptual manifestations of some of the most notable ‘wrenching 

transitions ’in modern science as described by Frank Quinn.99 However, another series of radical and 

powerful changes occurred at a similar time to those in the physical sciences, changes that often go 

largely unrecognised in terms of their cultural and philosophical impact on the humanities. These 

changes were to be found in the field of modern mathematics. The Western view of mathematics as 

a fundamental language of truth constituted of axiomatic symbols and expressions has roots in 

Ancient Greece. The Pythagorean brotherhood, as Nina Engelhardt writes, ‘held that numbers exist 

independently of the natural world’; indeed, Pythagoreans suggested that number ruled the 

universe.100 They had good reason to make this suggestion; numbers, it seemed, lay behind all 

observable phenomena. One of Pythagoras ’earliest discoveries, for example, was the set of ratios 

that formed the basis of acoustic harmony: he discovered that the pitch of vibrating strings was 

inversely proportional to their length. Using this knowledge, he found that ratios of length could be 

used precisely to quantify the basic harmonic intervals in music that we still use today (for example, 

a length ratio of 1:2 constitutes an octave). As Eli Maor writes, this was a highly significant discovery 
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for a couple of reasons: firstly, it was the first time on record that ‘a natural phenomenon was 

described in terms of a precise quantitative expression’, and secondly, it allowed Pythagoras and his 

followers to conclude that ‘numerical ratios rule the laws of musical harmony—and by extension, the 

entire universe’. 100F

101  

 This assertion, that numbers and proportional ratios dictated the fundamental laws of the 

universe, was based not just on observation, but also in an instrumental belief in the Ancient Greek 

aesthetic principles of beauty, symmetry, and harmony in all things. This belief had a lasting effect 

on the physical sciences: phenomena that appeared outrageous on an intuitive level could not be 

reconciled with the Pythagoreans’ uncompromising belief in the supremacy of harmony and 

proportion. The Pythagoreans’ response was not to refine their system, but to subjugate natural 

phenomena (such as the movement of the planets) to the law of number.102 The breakthrough of 

modern mathematics as Quinn writes, was the ‘the development of a system of rules and procedures 

that really worked’; it became possible, Quinn suggests, to completely and reliably validate analysis 

with no recourse to either the external world or experience.103 It became possible to see that some 

intuitively outrageous things were simply true, which naturally caused tension on the conception of 

mathematics as an intuitive and internally harmonious system. As Henri Poincaré wrote, modern 

mathematicians, ‘instead of endeavouring to reconcile intuition and analysis’, had to be ‘content to 

sacrifice one of them’—and, ‘as analysis must be flawless’, intuition was forced to ‘go to the wall’.104 

 The traditional view of mathematics as a perfect science persisted until well into the 

nineteenth century: in a book aimed at the general reader and first published in French in 1902, 

Poincaré summarised this perspective by saying that, to the ‘superficial observer’, mathematical 
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truths appear to be ‘derived from a few self-evident propositions, by a chain of flawless reasonings’; 

as such, the laws of mathematics are ‘imposed not only on us, but on Nature itself’.105 Again, 

mathematics appears to supersede God: as Poincaré writes, it is by the laws of mathematics that ‘the 

Creator is fettered’.106 Belief in the technical perfection and flawless theory of classical mathematics 

was reinforced by the longevity and resilience of certain mathematical theorems: Euclid’s Elements, 

for example (written roughly three hundred years before the time of Christ), was foundational in the 

development of modern logical and mathematical systems, and some of its axioms are still taught in 

maths classes today. It is a testament to its dazzling brilliance that for centuries Euclid’s system 

blinded us, as Graham Nerlich writes, to ‘any model for an established branch of knowledge but the 

deductive system based on a few self-evident axioms’.107 The genius of modern mathematics rests in 

its implicit rejection of these empirical or deductive systems of knowledge, and in its revelatory 

violation of supposedly axiomatic mathematical logic, actions which enabled new epistemological 

perspectives of mathematical logic to be generated. 

 One of the supposed axioms interrogated by modern mathematicians was the parallel 

postulate, which caused an enormous amount of activity in both mathematical and philosophical 

spheres during the 19th-century. Euclid defines parallel lines as straight lines, which, being in the 

same plane and being produced indefinitely in both directions, do not meet one another in either 

direction; his parallel postulate states that  

If a straight line falling on two straight lines makes the interior angles 
on the same side less than two right angles, the two straight lines, if 
produced indefinitely, will meet on that side on which the angles are 
less than the two right angles.  
 

Such a statement, based on a common-sense interpretation of the empirical qualities of straight lines, 

seems to be validated by its recourse to the material world. However, at the time of Poincaré’s writing 

in 1902, new discoveries had already been made that had touched off a radical reassessment of the 
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relationship between nature and mathematics. One such discovery, made independently around 1830 

by János Bolyai and Nicolai Lobachevskii, was non-Euclidean geometry. By violating Euclid’s 

parallel postulate, these mathematicians were able to show that there existed geometries (hyperbolic 

and elliptic) in which no pair of straight lines is at a constant distance from each other, and in which 

intersections between lines oscillate from zero to infinity.108 As Engelhardt notes, however, the mere 

existence of other valid systems outside of traditional Euclidean geometry does not imply that one 

system is more true than other; instead, it simply suggests that the definition of Euclid’s axioms was 

more convenient at the time.109 These notions—that mathematics does not necessarily possess a direct 

representational relationship with reality, and that there are, in fact, multiple systems of 

mathematics—were some of the central features of the discipline’s modern development.110 

 The discovery of non-Euclidean geometries also ‘gave rise to questioning mathematics as the 

language of nature that arrives at certain truths about the world’.111 Many mathematicians saw this as 

a kind of revelation, or release: mathematics, no longer constrained by the limitations of empirical 

realism, was free to explore the wild possibilities of abstraction; indeed, as Jeremy Gray writes, ‘once 

liberated, mathematics soon found that it was barely constrained at all’.112 But, by sundering the 

bonds that tied it to the world and to nature, mathematics created for itself a crisis: how could a 

science with no necessary relation to reality guarantee its own meaning? As Engelhardt writes, this 

question proved to be so divisive that it had a serious impact on the discipline of mathematics itself: 

from the 1880s to roughly 1930, mathematics was split into foundational schools of logicism (the 

idea that mathematics is an extension of, or reducible to, logic), formalism (the idea that mathematics 

is reducible to the self-contained set of rules that govern the manipulation of ‘strings’, or 

alphanumeric sequences of symbols), and intuitionism (the idea that mathematics is an exclusive 

creation of the mind).113 These schools were foundational in the Cartesian sense: they each sought to 
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supply mathematics with a solid theoretical foundation from which to base all subsequent assertions. 

The rupture of modern mathematics was a source of hotly contested debate between the various 

proponents of each foundational school, who engaged in protracted disputes about the validity of their 

respective approaches. As Engelhardt notes, these debates, marked as they were by ‘notions of truth, 

meaning and existence’, were not purely mathematical, but also deeply philosophical.114 Despite the 

fractious relationship between the various foundational schools of modern mathematics, there was a 

central characteristic of their appraisal of the nature of maths that remained broadly consistent in all 

of their approaches. All of the foundational schools—logicism, formalism, and intuitionism—

conceded that mathematics did not necessarily bear a direct representational relationship to nature.115  

 Engelhardt suggests that mathematics is best seen not as ‘incontrovertible truth’ but instead 

‘as a field that evolves and changes in accordance with the spirit of the time and differs between 

cultures’: in this sense, it is best to adopt a perspectival view of mathematics, a view that takes into 

account the relative historical and cultural context of the field when integrating mathematical logic 

into literary analysis.116 The influence of space and time on mathematics is not unidirectional, 

however: mathematics itself has a bearing on the way we engage with the world. Indeed, Engelhardt 

suggests that the modern transformation of mathematics ‘shows the necessity of a fundamentally 

changed understanding’ towards ‘reality’ itself.117 It is perhaps no coincidence, then, that some of the 

central principles of modern mathematics—abstraction, multiplicity, and complexity of form—can 

be felt in the modernist literature that engages with mathematical concepts, and particularly in the 

work of Samuel Beckett. The integration of modern mathematics’ tendency towards abstraction, 

multiplicity, and complexity with modernist form is explored in chapter five of this thesis. The 

chapter shows how putatively objective mathematical logic may be seen as perspectival, 
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intersubjective, and subject to cultural change. As will be shown, the implicit contingency of 

mathematical logic collides with the disordered and restricted narrative perspectives of Molloy and 

Moran, the protagonists of Samuel Beckett’s Molloy, who unsuccessfully seek to use mathematics as 

a method of understanding the world around them. Through subtle and repeated undercutting of 

mathematical logic, Beckett expresses a distinctly modernist critique of the fundamental irrationality 

at the heart of all logical systems. 

 The matter of perspective runs equally strongly, it seems, through the modernist novel and 

modern science. Everywhere in these fields the influence, even the centrality, of perspective—the 

way in which our unique cognitive and affective engagement with the world of perception is 

conditioned by various contexts (historical, cultural, personal) and inflected by the specific 

circumstances surrounding perceptual processes, and how this conditioning and inflection literally 

affects what we ‘see’—crops up again and again. Of all the novels this thesis examines, perhaps no 

other explores more assiduously the limitations of human perspective and understanding than Ford 

Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier (1915). Through his exploitation of Dowell’s photographic narrative 

perspective, Ford’s text explores the radical contingency of perception and knowledge and shows the 

way in which our erroneous interpretations of perception may lead to the formulation of a perspective 

hugely at odds with the actual ‘truth’ of circumstances.  
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n Still Modernism: Photography, Literature, Film (2017), Louise Hornby argues convincingly for a 

critical reassessment of the relationship between photography and modernist literature, suggesting 

that, in the ‘history of technological progress’, photography’s influence on modernist art has often 

been overlooked in favour of film, which is generally considered a ‘more expansive and more modern 

medium’.118 Hornby suggests that the quality of photographic stillness, with its attendant conditions 

of ‘arrest, instantaneity, duration’ and ‘suspension’, was used extensively by modernist artists to 

‘negotiate the shifting coordinates of the visual world’, to ‘shore up the terms of a modernist 

epistemology that wants both stilling and stillness to see and to render the world visible’.119 

Photography is an art predicated on the depiction of an instantaneous moment: in contrast with the 

technologies symbolic of what Hornby calls the ‘kinetic currents of modernity’ , which tended to 

focus on the experience of objects in motion or transition—for example, the motorcar of Italian 

Futurism—photography was notable for its stillness, its capacity to completely freeze its subject.120 

In doing so, Hornby writes, photography ‘casts beyond the limits of human animation or vivacity to 

the world of inanimate things and invisible timescales’.121 But, photographic stillness was not the 

only quality of photography to register an influence on modernist art. This chapter, then, is concerned 

with exploring some of the connections between the aesthetic qualities of photography, including its 

capacity for proliferation, reification, arrest, and hermeneutic ambiguity, and Ford Madox Ford’s 

literary impressionism. Specifically, the chapter will be dedicated to a close reading of Ford’s The 
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Good Soldier (1915). I have chosen this text because, even amidst the canon of modernist art, it 

represents a work of art centrally, even obsessively, focused on vision and perspective: as we will 

see, The Good Soldier’s entire narrative is built on the sharp disjunct between fact and fiction that 

grows out of a disordered, restricted, and photographic perspective. 
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2.1 Fordian Literary Impressionism, Visuality, and Photography 

‘On Impressionism’ (1913), written while Ford was still working on The Good Soldier, provides an 

illuminating insight into Ford’s literary impressionism; in a sense, it is a critical accompanying text 

to his 1915 novel, as it is in this essay that Ford attempts to codify some of the governing stylistic 

traits of the literary impressionism used in the creation of The Good Soldier. Ford chooses to 

demonstrate the principles of impressionist writing in the essay through what he describes as a 

‘concrete instance’ of impressionist writing.122 This ‘concrete instance’—one of several practical 

examples of impressionism given throughout the piece—takes the form of narrative in which Ford 

imagines a scene at lunch at a club. Ford imagines the character of an ‘irascible member’ of the club 

‘making a long speech about the fish’, and, through the use of indirect discourse and second-person 

narration, creates an impression of this character's speech and mannerisms in the mind of the 

reader.123 Ford argues that, even if one tries to recall in the mind ‘long speeches […] heard yesterday, 

this afternoon, or five years ago’, such as the one given by his gentleman character, ‘what you 

remember will not be […] exact words’; rather, one remembers snapshots, or impressions, of the 

‘gentleman’s staring eyes, his grunts between words’, and a vague outline of his tirade which one 

‘cannot remember’.124  

 As Max Saunders writes, Ford’s writing in ‘On Impressionism’ can feel uneasy, even 

problematic, not just because of Ford's ‘conversational and common-sensical’ tone, but because his 

observations on the nature of impressionism ‘seem to bristle with suggestions that pull away in 

different directions, making us uncertain what to do with them’.125 Saunders suggests, for example, 

that there is an implicit lack of rigour in Ford’s suggestion that the impressionist writer must ‘[a]lways 

consider the impressions that you are making upon the mind of the reader’.126 This sentence is highly 
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ambiguous: is Ford suggesting that writers should make an impression on a reader? How does this sit 

with the idea that Ford wants writers to efface themselves from their writing, to ‘write always to 

satisfy that other fellow’?127 Or, as Saunders writes, is Ford’s idea here to imply that ‘instead of trying 

to make an impression yourself, you should be making impressions: doing Impressionism’?128 Indeed, 

there seems to be a degree of self-consciousness, or even meta-referentiality, in Ford’s writing about 

literary impressionism: the writing he uses to demonstrate literary impressionism is itself 

impressionist, in the sense that it is formed of impressions, and is therefore perspectival and 

contingent upon the interpretation of a subjective reader. Literary impressionism forces the reader, in 

Ford’s words, to ‘draw deductions ’from the ‘ravelled skein’ of disorientating impressions (chiefly 

those visual and auditory in nature) presented by the narrative; only by the end of the novel, when the 

‘master string of that seeming confusion’ is finally drawn, does the ‘whole design of the net-work 

[become] apparent’. 128F

129 

 ‘On Impressionism’ is also replete with references to sight and seeing, and is written in vivid 

and evocative prose that, to paraphrase Joseph Conrad, is designed to ‘make the reader see’.130 In this 

sense, it is clear that the Fordian impressionist aesthetic sensibility is based around an intensely 

subjective and visual perspective: ‘the Impressionist gives you, as a rule, the fruits of his own 

observations and the fruits of his own observations alone’; in this, Ford writes, the impressionist artist 

should be ‘as severe and as solitary as any monk’.131 Fordian impressionism, in short, aims to render 

the subjective view of an impersonal beholder, a view which, in Ford’s writing, simultaneously 

 
127 Ibid. pp. 271-288 (p. 288). 
128 Saunders, ‘Ford and Impressionism’, 151-166 (151). [My italics] 
129 Ford, ‘On Impressionism’, Ford, ed. Stannard, pp. 271-288 (pp. 271-282). Michael Levenson suggests 
that, although ‘Ford never denied that we ascend from perception to knowledge and from sensation to 
understanding […] he regarded these as distinctly secondary activities’. For Ford, as Levenson writes, the 
consolidation of the ‘patches of color', and ‘fields of light’, which comprise normal sensory experience into 
‘solid objects and coherent events’ is ‘subsequent and often spurious’; one should not mistake that solid, 
apparently coherent world for the ‘noise, dust, and confusion out of which it arose’. Perhaps this is why Ford 
remarks that literary impressionism produces in writing ‘something very like a Futurist picture’; and, sure 
enough, if we pass our eyes over a Futurist painting—for example, Umberto Boccioni’s Simultaneous 
Visions (1912)—we can see an immediate resemblance to the fields of light and colour described by 
Levenson and referred to by Ford. 
130 Joseph Conrad, The Nigger of the Narcissus (London: ElecBook, 2000), p. 8. 
131 Ford, ‘On Impressionism’, Ford, ed. Stannard, pp. 271-288 (p. 274). 
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encapsulates the experience of sensory stimuli (especially visual and auditory phenomena), and the 

mental states evoked by these stimuli in a tightly interlinked and codependent way. Impressionism 

thus manifests the ‘queer effects of real life that are like so many views seen through bright glass’, 

an uncanny conflation of visual perspective and mental state into one, overarching narrative point of 

view.132  

 The stylistic traits of visual perspective in Fordian impressionism recalls other visual 

techniques common in visual media such as painting and photography. The Pictorialist movement, 

which ran from roughly 1885 to 1915 (and is therefore contemporaneous with the writing and 

publication of The Good Soldier itself), emulated the soft focus, blurred effects, and emphasis on the 

contrast between light and shadow typical of impressionist paintings and, indeed, of Ford’s writing.133 

Conversely, Dowell’s vision, while obviously imitative of impressionist painting, also sometimes 

resembles the perspectival and optical effects of photographic distortion employed by Pictorialist 

photographers, such as bokeh (which refers to the aesthetic quality of blur), long exposure, use of 

contre-jour (or silhouette photography), and dramatic lighting: for example, Dowell recalls in his 

mind’s eye jumbled snapshots of ‘towns with the blinding white sun upon them’ and ‘stone pines’ 

silhouetted ‘against the blue of the sky’, images which recall Pictorialist landscape photography such 

as Stieglitz’s Spring Showers, New York (1900) or Clarence H. White's Morning (1908).134 Dowell 

also experiences moments of extreme, even photographic, visual clarity: he remembers seeing the 

‘perfect clearness’ and ‘smoothness’ of Florence’s complexion with a sharpness and precision that 

more closely resembles the machine accuracy of photographic portraiture than impressionist painting 

(GS 23); with the camera’s capacity to slice infinitesimally short durations of time from linear 

chronology, Dowell also sees the ‘quick sharp motion’ Leonora makes just before sitting down at his 

 
132 Ibid., pp. 271-288 (pp. 276-277). 
133 While I have been unable to establish a first point of contact between the two men, we know that Ford 
knew Alfred Stieglitz (one of the progenitors of the Pictorialist movement) through his creation of the ‘Les 
Amis de William Carlos Williams ’society in 1939, of which Stieglitz was a part—it is likely, therefore, that 
Ford and Stieglitz were aware of each other’s work and shared some mutual influence prior to this date. 
134 Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, ed. Martin Stannard (London: Norton, 2012), p. 17. All other 
references are to this edition, and will be given in parentheses in the body of the essay. 
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table at the Hotel Excelsior (GS 29), and recalls the ‘perfectly clear, sharp and defined’ image of 

Leonora’s face after a horrific moment of distention and distortion at Marburg (GS 39). 
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2.2 Photography, Standardisation, Representation, and Value in The Good Soldier 

Photography is mentioned explicitly on several occasions in The Good Soldier. One instance occurs 

in the scene when Dowell relays the circumstances of Edward and Leonora Ashburnham’s courtship. 

Dowell, in order to better convey the circumstances which led to the gradual dissolution of Edward 

and Leonora’s marriage, relays the story of their first meeting. Leonora, one of ‘seven daughters’ 

living in a ‘bare, untidy Irish manor-house’ was, having ‘recently returned from the convent’, 

‘married off’ to Edward in a union covertly arranged between her father, Colonel Powys, and 

Edward’s, Colonel Ashburnham (GS 95). Laura Colombino notes that the courtship between Edward 

and Leonora takes the form of a ‘financial transaction’, in which goods—in this case, Colonel Powys’ 

seven daughters, turned into ‘objects of consumption’—are exchanged for financial gain.135 The 

reader is told that Colonel Powys’ daughters considered it a ‘singular extravagance when, one day, a 

photographer was brought over from the county town and photographed them standing, all seven, in 

the shadow of an old apple tree’ (GS 96). This sentence draws an explicit link between photography 

and economies of social and fiscal currency: photography is ‘extravagant’, which implies it is 

expensive, exclusive, and rare; as Martin Hand writes, ‘to have one’s family represented, to have the 

means to obtain private images […] for collecting and displaying purposes, were all conditions of 

privilege and, to a certain degree, wealth’.136 In a characteristic reversal, however, Dowell then goes 

on to suggest that Powys’ decision to take photographs of his daughters ‘wasn’t an extravagance ’(GS 

96). Dowell’s assertion implies the photograph taken of Powys ’daughters is not the result of an 

idiosyncratic and expensive whim, but part of a calculated plot. This is, in fact, the case: Powys has 

the photograph produced as a way to market his daughters to Colonel Ashburnham, Edward’s father. 

 
135 Laura Colombino, Ford Madox Ford: Vision, Visuality and Writing (Bern: Peter Lang AG, 2008), p. 104.  
136 Martin Hand, Ubiquitous Photography (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), p. 6. These traits—cost, 
exclusivity, and rarity—are, in systems of consumption, considered indicative of high value and, thus, 
desirability. Thorstein Veblen wrote extensively about the conspicuous consumption of extravagant goods in 
his 1899 text The Theory of the Leisure Class. In brief, Veblen argued that a costly and rare object carries 
more social currency than a widely available, cheap object. To be able to afford an object inaccessible to 
others implies that a consumer is in possession of significant material wealth; therefore, according to Veblen, 
the kind of goods we consume can therefore be used to determine our social status: since the consumption of 
extravagant goods ‘is an evidence of wealth, it becomes honorific’; conversely, ‘failure to consume in due 
quantity and quality becomes a mark of inferiority and demerit’. 
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In economic systems of consumption, a photograph provides an easy method to visualise goods 

before one makes a costly purchase; indeed, Colonel Ashburnham, in his reply to Colonel Powys ’

‘half humorous, half longing ’letter, suggests that Powys ‘ought to give them some idea of the goods 

that he was marketing’; ‘[t]hat’, Dowell notes, ‘was the cause of the photograph ’(GS 97).  

 In the context of The Good Soldier, photographic images of the human body produce an 

uncanny effect of undifferentiated visual appearance: through the production and proliferation of 

photographic images, the curiously identical bodies of ‘seven girls, all in white dresses, all very much 

alike in feature’, are transformed from independent human subjects into consumable, exchangeable, 

and interchangeable objects (GS 97). Jonathan Crary suggests that, in the nineteenth century, money 

and photography were bound together as ‘homologous forms of social power’, and operated as 

‘equally totalizing systems for binding and unifying all subjects within a single global network of 

valuation’.137 Even in 1911, several years before the publication of The Good Soldier, Ford had 

voiced anxiety about systems of reproduction, homogeneity and standardisation in Ancient Lights, 

his autobiographical reminiscences of his relationships with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. In 

Ancient Lights, Ford suggests that Western culture was caught up in a process of ‘unifying and 

unifying and unifying’; this, by extension, lead Western Europeans, and artists in particular, to 

‘[standardize] ourselves and [do] away with everything that is outstanding’. 137F

138 

 This section of the novel points to several different, but interlinked, points being made by 

Ford on the topic of photography. The first is that photography produces a problem with respect to 

standardisation and mechanical reproduction. As shown above, photography allows for the 

standardisation of subjective human agents into objectified, undifferentiated, and consumable 

images: Colonel Powys’ daughters are transformed through photography into homogeneous and 

interchangeable goods to be marketed to Colonel Ashburnham in return for financial gain and social 

status. This then leads into the second point Ford seems to be making about photography: that it 

 
137 Crary, p. 13. 
138 Ford Madox Hueffer, Ancient Lights and Certain New Reflections Being the Memories of a Young Man 
(London: Chapman and Hall, Ltd., 1911), p. 269. 
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produces a problem with respect to the question of representation. Photography’s reification of human 

subjects into consumable objects forms a schism between the visual record of the subject contained 

within the photograph—in this case, Colonel Powys’ daughters—and the actual conditions of that 

subject’s existence in the world.139 This leads into the final point Ford seems to be making in this 

passage, which is that photography produces a problem with respect to financial and cultural value. 

For Ford, photography and money are both ways of unifying humans under the signs and systems of 

exchange: this idea is particularly prevalent in the context of The Good Soldier, which depicts systems 

of production and consumption founded on the human body. Colonel Powys’ daughters and their 

photographic likenesses are interchangeable forms of fiscal and social currency: they provide the 

promise of access to money and social status in exchange for access to their physical bodies through 

the institution of marriage. 

  

   

 
139 Roger Scruton, ‘Photography and Representation’, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 7, No. 3 (1981), pp. 577-603 
(587). The photograph of Powys’ daughters is, in fact, the reverse of what Scruton defines as the ‘ideal 
photograph’ in terms of representation: this is because, instead of giving the observer an idea of how 
something actually looks, Powys’ photograph homogenises and flattens the appearance of all its subjects into 
a pure undifferentiated image. 
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2.3 Photographic Reproduction, Differentiation, and Authenticity in The Good Soldier 

This issue of photographic reproduction is again referred to in a characteristically oblique manner by 

Dowell in the immediate aftermath of his apocalyptic nighttime vision of Edward, Leonora, and 

Florence. In a characteristically Fordian instance of temporal manipulation, Dowell’s dream occurs 

just under a third of the way through the narrative, immediately after Dowell’s extended digression 

into the circumstance of Edward and Leonora’s relationship after Leonora’s outburst at Marburg; 

however, Dowell is actually experiencing the dream after the events of the novel: 

It is almost too terrible, the picture of that Judgement, as it appears to 
me sometimes, at nights. It is probably the suggestion of some picture 
that I have seen somewhere. Upon an immense plain, suspended in mid 
air, I seem to see three figures, two of them clasped close in an intense 
embrace, and one intolerably solitary. It is in black and white, my 
picture of that judgement, an etching, perhaps; only I cannot tell an 
etching from a photographic reproduction. (GS 55) 
 

Dowell’s dream—or nightmare—revolves around the frozen image of Leonora, Edward, and 

Florence as they are judged ‘in the sight of God’ (GS 55). There is a tantalisingly unanswered question 

at the core of this passage, however: what is the precise nature of the ‘picture of that Judgement’ to 

which Dowell refers? Is the ‘black and white’ picture a painting, an etching (‘an old and still tangible 

form of reproduction’, as Colombino writes), or a photograph?140 Colombino suggests Dowell is 

trying to ‘mitigate the horror’ of his vision by engaging it in ‘a series of reproductions which 

progressively reduce its amount of authenticity’; as he progresses through this series of reproductions, 

Dowell’s vision gradually gets less ‘pure and pictorial’, and instead becomes ‘muddled and dulled by 

the […] circulation and juxtaposition of more or less accurate copies of reality’.141  

 As pointed out above, in the context of industrial modernity, boundaries between authenticity 

and inauthenticity can often become blurred due to mass reproduction of objects and images. 

Colombino seems to suggest that photographs are in some way less authentic than the ‘pure and 

pictorial’ forms of etching and painting. However, it should be pointed out that photographic images, 

 
140 Colombino, p. 95. 
141 Ibid., pp. 95-96. 
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in particular, are easily attributed the quality of authenticity or ‘real’-ness because of their direct 

material relationship to the outside world: as Susan Sontag writes, ‘a photograph is never less than 

the registering of an emanation’ of light, and is thus ‘a material vestige of its subject in a way no 

painting can be’.142 The confusion between image and reality results, Hand argues, in a ‘culture of 

depthlessness, where images have no necessary relationship to objects but can refer simply to other 

images and ideas’; such a lack of relationship between images and objects creates a situation in which 

a photograph—an image—can achieve a state of authenticity comparable to reality itself.143 As Hand 

notes, ‘the shifting ground of what counts as ‘authentic’s eems to undermine any normative claims 

for the relationship between photograph and reality’; this lack of necessary identity between a 

photograph and reality also prevents the viewer of a photographic image from decisively 

discriminating between truth and illusion. 143F

144  

 Dowell is, as noted above, incapable of distinguishing between the various forms of image to 

which he refers when describing his vision. The focalisation of sense-making is a retroactive process, 

one that occurs after the moment of sensuous experience: in Dowell’s case, sense-making does not 

occur until after a significant period of time has elapsed from the occurrence of the initial experience; 

consider how long it takes Dowell to realise that Florence has committed suicide, as opposed to dying 

from an accidental overdose. Indeed, one might persuasively argue that the entire text of The Good 

Soldier is a prolonged instance of Dowell’s attempt to retroactively make sense of his experiences. 

One of the consequences of Dowell’s inability to determine what sort of image his vision represents 

is that the several types of image he lists become indistinguishable and homogenous. For Dowell, 

there appears to be no practical difference between a painting and an etching, or an etching and a 

photograph, despite the fundamentally different modalities and techniques which separate these forms 

of representation. As Eugene Goodheart writes,‘ Dowell’s narration confounds the distinction on 

which knowledge is based—the distinction between illusion and reality’; in addition to being unable 

 
142 Susan Sontag, On Photography (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979),  p. 154. 
143 Hand, p. 44. 
144 Ibid., p. 78. 
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to tell apart various types of image, Dowell is fundamentally unable to differentiate between an image 

and reality.145 Indeed, from Dowell’s perspective, everything is a kind of image; as such, there is no 

way for him to distinguish between types of image or to establish which of these images is, in fact, 

reality.  

 This inability is evident in the way Dowell talks about his and Florence’s relationship with 

the Ashburnhams. At one point, for example, he swears their ‘intimacy was like a minuet’, with the 

implication of a mutual and tacit internal harmony, complementarity, and synchronicity between the 

two couples: the couples, ‘without a signal from any one of [them]’ know ‘on every possible occasion 

and in every possible circumstance […] where to go, where to sit’; they are, in Dowell’s mind, ‘all 

four together’ (GS 11). In the very next instant, however, Dowell exclaims that the whole appearance 

of the relationship between the Ashburnhams and the Dowells was ‘false’—‘it wasn’t a minuet that 

we stepped’, as Dowell says, but ‘a prison full of screaming hysterics’ (GS 12). This reversal leads 

Dowell to ponder on the unclear distinction between fact and fiction, appearance and reality, image 

and truth: for, as Dowell says, ‘if for me we were four people with the same tastes, with the same 

desires, acting—or no not acting— sitting here and there unanimously, isn’t that the truth’ (GS 12)? 

To paraphrase Mark Schorer, appearances have their own reality, a reality that, from the perspective 

of Dowell, is both ‘less’ and ‘more’ than the actual state of affairs.146   

 
145 Eugene Goodheart, ‘What Dowell Knew’ in Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, ed. Martin Stannard 
(London: Norton, 2012), pp. 382-391 (p. 384). 
146 Mark Schorer, ‘The Good Soldier as Comedy’, in Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, ed. Martin 
Stannard (London: Norton, 2012), pp. 321-326 (p. 323). 
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2.4 Photographic Logic in The Good Soldier 

The confusion between reality and illusion may be seen as symptomatic of a kind of photographic 

logic or way of seeing the world, and the protagonist of the novel, Dowell, possesses a psychology 

and perspective of the world that aligns with this photographic form of narrative perspective: he 

perceives events, and is capable of relaying these events in the form of a narrative, but has difficulty 

distinguishing between what he sees and the actual state of affairs. This also occurs with photography: 

with its mechanical reproduction of photographic analogons of material reality, and the subsequent 

proliferation of these images across intersecting cultural and social spheres, the photograph presents 

a superficial reproduction of reality that possesses no necessary relationship to the actual state of 

affairs in the world outside of the image.  

 For an example of this kind of photographic logic at work, we should consider Dowell’s 

declaration towards the beginning of the novel that ‘[n]o smoking-room will ever be other than 

peopled with incalculable simulacra amidst smoke wreaths’ (GS 12): Dowell’s world is populated 

solely by reproductions of human figures, which resemble actual humans in a purely formal sense; 

the human subjects who cross paths with Dowell are, like Colonel Powys’ daughters, more closely 

related to the interchangeable and consumable images of photography than to actual people. The issue 

with this—or, as Dowell would have it, ‘the damnable nuisance of the whole thing’ (GS 32)—is that 

one can ‘never really get an inch deeper’ than the presentation of surface characteristics (GS 32). 

People become impossible to know (or interpret) on anything more than a superficial level, just as 

photographs are uninterpretable on anything more than a superficial level. For Dowell, people, just 

like mass-reproduced photographs, are interchangeable simulacra: it doesn’t matter whether they are 

‘Germans, Austrians, French, Spanish, or even Brazilians—they will be the Germans or Brazilians 

who take a cold bath every morning and who move, roughly speaking, in diplomatic circles’ (GS 32). 

In a vertiginous moment precipitated by this radical interchangeability of subjective agents, Dowell 

suggests ‘the whole collection of rules’ he identifies as the central feature of polite society can 

suddenly ‘apply to anybody’ (GS 32). 
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2.5 Dowell’s Photographic/Problematic Recall of Visual Events 

In another example of Dowell’s narrative perspective imitating photographic logic, we often see 

Ford’s protagonist display a highly accurate recall of visual form, supposedly free of ‘attachments’ 

and ‘accumulations’ (GS 22); as Ann Barr Snitow writes, Dowell is able to ‘reenter events like a 

halluciné’ and shows a capacity to recapture the ‘very shape and taste of his original mistakes’.147 

However, as shown above, Dowell’s narrative often presents the reader with an incomplete or limited 

perspective of actual events (a technique often employed by impressionist writers), and his eidetic 

snapshots or vignettes are just as easily misinterpreted by the reader as by Dowell himself. As Janet 

Harris argues, ‘like a camera Dowell ‘sees’ events, but has no knowledge of them’; the camera, like 

Dowell, is a witness, but a witness dispossessed of both ‘context’ and ‘history, both personal and 

general’: as such, the events recorded in photography (and seen by Dowell) are ‘just pictures’ with 

no necessary or meaningful relationship to reality.148 As Dowell complains, it is thus impossible to 

‘get an inch deeper than the things I have catalogued’(GS 32); it is impossible to penetrate the 

photographic surface (or appearance of a given situation) and comprehend the significance of images 

beyond a purely superficial visual level. In this mode of thought, the truth of reality does not inhere 

in the mere experience of visual perception, which does not necessarily provide the subjective viewer 

with meaningful insight, but in the hermeneutic focalisation later undertaken by the perceieving 

subject. This is why, perhaps, Dowell is capable of making such egregious errors regarding his 

understanding of the events of the story, and why we as readers struggle with his relation of the 

narrative: Dowell is, by his own admission, capable of ‘unintentionally [misleading]’ the reader with 

his interpretation of the erroneous ‘impression[s]’ of circumstances that he believes he ‘really had’ 

(GS 66). To paraphrase Maude, the knowledge rendered by Dowell’s eye is not really knowledge at 

 
147 Ann Barr Snitow, ‘The Tragedy of Desire’ in Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, ed. Martin Stannard 
(London: Norton, 2012), pp. 378-379 (p. 380). 
148 Janet Harris, ‘Screening The Good Soldier’, Ford Madox Ford's The Good Soldier: Centenary Essays, ed. 
Max Saunders and Sara Haslam (Leiden: Brill, 2015), pp. 103-116 (p. 106). 
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all, as the information it renders is ‘perspectival’; this is exacerbated by the fact that Dowell’s 

‘perception, memory and imagination [often] exchange functions and merge into one’.149 

   

 
149 Maude, p. 118. 
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2.6 Photography, Temporality, and Narrative in The Good Soldier 

Another characteristic feature of photographic technology exploited constantly by Ford throughout 

the narrative of The Good Soldier is the arrest of time and, by extension, the manipulation of linear 

chronology. Amir Lowell Abou-Jaoude writes that French impressionist painters like Monet, 

‘reacting in part to the industrialization of Europe and the rise of photography’, and perhaps also to 

the temporal instantaneity of photography itself, became deeply interested in ‘capturing how light 

interacted with a certain object at a given moment in time’.150 Impressionist works such as those by 

Monet, Degas, and Cezanne attempt to relay the particular quality of sensuous apprehension at a 

particular time, and in a particular place; Ford shared this view of the centrality of mediated 

subjectivity to impressionist art, and argued that impressionism is ‘a thing altogether momentary’. 150F

151 

Literary impressionism, like visual impressionism and photography, is focused on the depiction of 

the human sensuous experience of temporally infinitesimal events: as Todd Bender writes, the literary 

impressionist, ‘imagines that art captures the fleeting moment of intersection when the exterior world 

impinges on a sensitive consciousness’. 151F

152  

 As mentioned above, photography is, like impressionism, an art predicated on the centrality 

of the transient moment; however, the capacity to capture an image of a rapidly moving object eluded 

modern photographers for some time, as lengthy exposure times were required for any photograph to 

be taken, which necessitated long periods of posing for photographic subjects. As Chitra Ramalingam 

writes, in the 1830s one of the ‘central problems’ of photography was  

how to take the flickering spectacle of moving reality and turn it into a 
static record for sober and steady analysis; that is, how to take a 
movement and turn it into an image.153  
 

 
150 Amir Lowell Abou-Jaoude, ‘A Pure Invention: Japan, Impressionism, and the West, 1853-1906’, The 
History Teacher, Vol. 50, No. 1 (2016), 57-82 (57). 
151 Ford, ‘On Impressionism’, Ford, ed. Stannard, pp. 271-288 (p. 276). 
152 Bender, pp. 5-6. Bender’s description of the impressionist imagination recalls the technical procedure of 
photography itself, in which a material emanation of exterior world of reality—light—creates an impression 
on photographic paper. 
153 Chitra Ramalingam, ‘Fixing Transience: Photography and other Images of Time in 1830s London’, Time 
and Photography, eds. Jan Baetens, Alexander Streitburger and Hilde Van Gelder (Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 2010), pp. 3-26 (p. 3). 
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Photography did not manage to instantaneously capture an image of a rapidly moving object until 

1851, when William Fox Talbot successfully photographed an image of text printed onto a rotating 

disc at Michael Faraday’s basement laboratory at the Royal Institution.154 Writing about the work of 

Alfred Stieglitz, one of the most influential modern photographers active at the time of the production 

of The Good Soldier, F. Richard Thomas suggests that, through ‘the ability of his camera to capture 

and preserve time and motion, [Stieglitz] also revealed the possibilities of the moment’: with the use 

of photography, it was now possible to capture ‘physical attitudes that had never before been 

observed’, and to shuffled discrete ‘photographic moments’, effectively releasing ‘time from its 

chronological and linear boundaries’.155 

 By the 1880s, new forms of photographic technologies (such as the dry plate development 

process developed in France by Lumière) transformed photography’s relationship to time and the 

spectator: such processes, notes Joanna Lowry, ‘allowed for greatly reduced exposure times and 

enabled the photographer to capture the moving object in full flight’. 155F

156 These technologies were the 

beginning of the development of the notion of ‘photographic instantaneity’, and of photographic 

technology which, as Ramalingam writes, was seemingly able to ‘mechanically slice invisible instants 

from the continuous flow of time, overcoming the essential durational quality of the photographic 

surface’. 156F

157 The representation of a frozen moment in time is highly significant in that such a 

representation imbues the photograph with narratological significance by allowing the viewer to 

imaginatively infer relations between the figures and events depicted within the context of the photo. 

Indeed, Paul Ricouer suggests that the quality of narratological significance is an indispensable 

 
154 Ibid., pp. 3-26 (p. 19). 
155 F. Richard Thomas ‘Hart Crane, Alfred Stieglitz, and Camera Photography’, The Centennial Review, Vol. 
21, No. 3 (1977), 294-310 (294). 
156 Joanna Lowry, ‘Modern Time: Revisiting the Tableau’, Time and Photography, eds. Jan Baetens, Alexander 
Streitburger and Hilde Van Gelder (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010), pp. 47-64 (p. 53). 
157 Ramalingam, eds. Baetens, Streitburger, Van Gelder, pp. 3-26 (p. 20). Carole McNamara’s 2010 exhibition, 
‘The Lens of Impressionism: Photography and Painting Along the Normandy Coast, 1850-1874’, was 
dedicated to the exploration of the symbiotic relationship between photography and impressionism, presenting 
work by lesser known nineteenth century photographers such as Gustave Le Gray and Henri Le Secq alongside 
works by Monet or Courbet; McNamara suggests that photography’s capacity to immediately capture motion 
attracted the attention of impressionist artists, and influenced some of their greatest works. 
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characteristic of human time: ‘time becomes human time to the extent that it is organised after the 

manner of a narrative’.158 It is only by organising time into a succession of interrelated chronological 

events, Ricouer suggests, that time acquires any significance at all, as these relations can be 

interpreted by human agents as signifying a causal logic which underpins the seemingly arbitrary 

movement of history. Narrativising time—imbuing time with the teleological and temporal 

dimensions of a narrative—provides human beings with the capacity to render history intelligible, to 

infer information about the present from the past, and even to project their minds forward into future 

possibilities: as Stephen Cheeke (paraphrasing Ephraim Lessing’s phrase from Laocöon) notes, the 

‘pregnant moment has meaning only within the sequence of what-happened-before and what-

happens-next’. 158F

159 

 Perhaps as a result of this interrelationship between temporality and narrative, Ricouer 

continues, ‘narrative […] is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of temporal 

experience’.160 In a way, Ricouer’s inversion signals a tautology, as all narratives necessarily operate 

under the structural aegis of temporality (writing and telling a narrative takes time, narrative events 

signify the progress of time both inside and outside the context of the narrative); however, I believe 

Ricouer is making a subtle qualitative judgement about the formal features of literary narratives. 

Given that narratives are inevitably connected in some way to temporality, what becomes interesting 

in the context of a narrative is how the author exploits the linear human perception of time. Narratives 

make hermeneutic demands of us with their depictions of time, whether linear, teleological, and 

causative, or fragmentary, disjointed, and arbitrary. The reader is compelled to interpret the events of 

a story relative to the temporal dimension of the narrative; as such, the deployment of time as a formal 

and structural motif affects our perspective of the events of a narrative, and, as such, impacts the 

interpretations we ultimately make. In the case of Dowell’s temporally disorientating narration (the 

 
158 Paul Ricouer, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen Maclaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago: University 
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same Dowell who, by his own admission, ‘doesn’t know how we put our time’) our interpretation of 

events becomes—like the protagonist himself—disoriented and confused (GS 31). 

 As Max Saunders writes, ‘temporal paradox is central to impressionist art, which freezes time 

in order to suggest its processes’, a statement which chimes with Ricouer’s assertion that narrative 

becomes meaningful when it depicts temporal experience.161 As a writer, Ford is particularly alive to 

the aesthetic possibilities achievable by the manipulation of temporality in narrative. Ford exploits a 

conception of chronology very similar to that of Stieglitz’s photographic series, in which sequences 

can be jumbled and put out of time, affecting the interpretation of all subsequent and prior images. 

Consider, for example, the description of one of the climactic scenes of the text, when Edward, Nancy 

and Leonora have had the conversation in which Edward intends to send Nancy to her father in India. 

This scene is described by Dowell at the beginning of the narrative, (GS 21), and recalled slightly 

later (GS 26), when Dowell describes the way Ashburnham talks, ‘like quite a good book’; 

chronologically, however, this event occurs near the end of Dowell’s tale, slightly before Edward’s 

suicide and Nancy’s subsequent insanity (GS 26). The decision to place the description of such an 

important and emotionally charged scene near the beginning of the narrative has a couple of effects: 

the first is to strip the scene of its climactic energy, imbuing the event with a subversive and bathetic 

quality; the second is, paradoxically, to increase the tension of the narrative. This is because, as 

readers, we now know a climax has occurred; however, we lack the contextual knowledge required 

to work out the significance of the event described. Our only choice is to read on, in an attempt to 

widen our perspective of events and, by extension, work out the importance of this moment.  

 This point, that the photographic method of liberating time from linear chronology necessarily 

affects the reader’s perspective, and thus the meaning of a narrative, is of great significance to Fordian 

literary impressionism. Aside from its jumbled chronology, the momentary quality of Ford’s literary 

impressionism is often predicated around moments of temporal arrest; these moments take the form 
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of visual scenes highly reminiscent of photographic tableau vivant. In The Good Soldier, sensuous 

experience, specifically vision, is constituted in a series of snapshots or vignettes which pass before 

the eyes of Dowell, who subsequently struggles to work out the significance of each passing moment. 

It seems that Dowell’s eidetic or photographic visual memory is formulated at these moments, which 

are often also moments of high stress or significance; to paraphrase Susan Sontag, it is as if Dowell 

must ‘[imprison] reality’ and make it ‘stand still’ in order to gradually process the trauma of these 

events.162  

 Consider, for example, some of Dowell’s observations of Edward at the Hotel Excelsior: 

And, there he was, standing by the table. I was looking at him, with my 
back to the screen. And, suddenly, I saw two distinct expressions 
flicker across his immobile eyes. How the deuce did they do it, those 
unflinching blue eyes with the direct gaze? For the eyes themselves 
never moved, hazing over my shoulder towards the screen. And the 
gaze was perfectly level and perfectly direct and perfectly unchanging. 
I suppose that the lids really must have rounded themselves a little and 
perhaps the lips moved a little too, as if he should be saying: “There 
you are my dear.” At any rate the expression was that of pride, of 
satisfaction, of the possessor. (GS 27). 
 

Colombino suggests that ‘Ashburnham’s disquieting expression is not exactly revealed in slow-

motion: it is nothing more than a blur, barely captured by Dowell’s eye and too fast for his 

consciousness to fully and wittingly register’.163 In fact, it seems Dowell experiences a distinct  

moment of latency between the incidence of his perception of sensory data, and the inauguration of 

conscious thought. It is as though Dowell’s train of thought struggles to keep up with the images 

passing before his eyes: notice, for example, the slight gap which occurs between Dowell seeing ‘two 

distinct expressions flicker’ across Ashburnham’s face, and Dowell’s conclusions regarding the 

content of these expressions. Nevertheless, as Colombino writes, ‘Dowell’s camera-eye is 

surprisingly fast enough’ to register all the shifting contours and distinct expressions of 

Ashburnham’s face.164 This might remind us of Walter Benjamin’s ‘Little History of Photography’, 

in which he writes that ‘Photography, with its devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals the 
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secret’ of ‘what happens during the fraction of a second’ when an expression changes, or a person 

moves.165 It is as though photography, and Dowell’s photographic mode of vision, reveals the 

existence of an ‘optical unconscious’, through which the contradictory intentions and motivations of 

human beings might be fleetingly glimpsed, ‘just as we discover the instinctual unconscious through 

psychoanalysis’.166 On the one hand, then, Ashburnham’s gaze appears as ‘perfectly level and 

perfectly direct and perfectly unchanging’; on the other, his ‘expression was that of pride, of 

satisfaction, of the possessor’ (GS 27). 

 Yet, despite registering temporal moments which would otherwise go unnoticed, Dowell is 

almost always unable to work out the significance of these moments in relation to the environment 

and social context which surrounds him until a later time. Dowell actually recognises the ‘measuring’ 

and ‘challenging’ look which passes over Ashburnham’s face, having seen it before at a polo match 

in Wiesbaden; it is a look, Dowell realises, which is implicitly concerned with ‘balancing the 

possibilities’ of a situation (GS 27). Despite this, Dowell fails to perceive the intent behind 

Ashburnham’s gaze: he mistakes the direction of Edward’s stare (directly towards Florence), and 

thinks instead that Edward is looking at a ‘screen’, which Dowell knows to be behind him (p. GS). 

The use of the word ‘screen’ here is ambiguous. On the one hand, a screen is used to provide 

concealment or protection, so, on one level, the screen signifies the concealed passion which Edward 

has for Florence, and his concealed intention to seduce her without Dowell’s knowledge. There is 

also an interesting comparison to be made between Ford’s invocation of the screen as a metaphor for 

both concealment and clarification, and screen memories, a theory attributed to the writings of 

Sigmund Freud. In Freud’s writings, screen memories are characterised as a construction of the mind 

that exists in order to defend the psyche from the memory of an unpleasant event; the memory of a 

harmless, but related, object is substituted for the memory of trauma, serving as a kind of screen 

through which the memory of trauma cannot be perceived. Something similar seems to be happening 
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in the extract given above. Dowell recalls the scene from the present, at a time when he already knows 

about the illicit relationship between Ashburnham and Florence; however, Dowell seems to be 

(wilfully?) ignorant of the erotic focus of Ashburnham’s stare, despite his full comprehension of the 

significance of Ashburnham’s expression. This ignorance is, perhaps, Dowell’s subconscious acting 

to defend his psyche against the traumatic memory of his wife’s affairs and subsequent suicide, and 

the revelation that Edward, a supposedly close friend, has cuckolded him; Dowell’s memory of 

Edward gazing at a screen, therefore, is itself a kind of protective screen. But, in photography, a 

‘screen ’also denotes a flat piece of ground glass on which the image formed by a camera lens is 

focused; this moment of temporal arrest is also the photographic screen through which the reader’s 

understanding of the relation between Edward, Florence, and Dowell becomes focused and clarified. 

In a metaphor that recalls Dowell’s mechanistic, dispassionate mode of perspective—his ‘cold eye’—

Eugene Goodheart writes that Dowell is a kind of ‘[d]evice who makes possible the exploration of 

the passionate lives of others’.166F

167 Peering through Dowell’s strangely dispassionate perspective at this 

frozen scene, we suddenly understand the significance of Edward’s stare, even if Dowell misses it 

completely; we are able to infer all the complex social, sexual, and emotional tensions at work 

between the characters as Dowell’s eidetic focus shifts from minute expressive detail to minute 

expressive detail. 

 We might also consider the repetition and serialization of visual events perceived by Dowell 

as symbolic of the temporal manipulations of photographic perspective; in this context, repetition 

refers to the recurrent presentation of certain images, and serialization to the the repetition of single 

images under new conditions and different contexts. As J. Hillis Miller notes, like a photographic 

series, narrative perspective is interpreted ‘in part through the identification of recurrences and of 

meanings generated through recurrences’.168 Ford makes use of the kind of repetition described above 

in The Good Soldier. We might consider the numerous references to the image of the human heart, 
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which recurs time and time again: the image of the heart is one that contains multiple significances 

within the context of Ford’s narrative, and each repetition contributes to an overarching series in 

which it refers variously to a literal, physical organ (susceptible to disease or fatigue); a figurative 

symbol of courage, enthusiasm, sentimentality, pity, love, and debilitatingly passionate emotion; and, 

finally, a metaphor for the central essence of a person or situation. Consider, for example, the multiple 

references Dowell makes in the first three paragraphs of the novel to hearts: 

Six months ago I had never been to England and, certainly, I had never 
sounded the depths of an English heart (GS 9). 
 
You will gather from this statement that one of us had, as the saying is, 
a “heart”, and, from the statement that my wife is dead, that she was 
the sufferer (GS 9). 
 
Captain Ashburnham also had a heart (GS 10). 
 

Here we see three repetitions of the same word, three repetitions which connote interlinked yet subtly 

different meanings on the first reading, and three repetitions which, upon being read for a second or 

third time, assume an entirely new set of implications. The first reference to the heart given above 

links most closely to the idea of the heart as core or essence. Hence, when Dowell says he has never 

‘sounded the depths of an English heart’, he means he has never come close to understanding the 

idiosyncrasies and contradictions of the English national identity; he has only ‘known the shallows’ 

(GS 9), meaning he has not been able to penetrate the superficial exterior of English people in order 

to understand their true nature. In the context of a narrative in which so much is made of 

epistemological uncertainty (consider the endless repetition of Dowell’s mantra, ‘I don’t know’), this 

evocation of the heart—the symbolic seat of emotion—as the core essence of a person acquires a 

poignant magnitude. As readers, we know that, in The Good Soldier, true knowledge of a person is 

almost impossible to achieve; if we consider this a result of a reading which centres the emotional 

heart as the core of a person’s identity, we have to imagine that Ford is making a social comment on 

the unreliability and contingency of knowledge in relation to even the most average of a person’s 

passions, emotions, and motivations (a comment which, given Ford’s own various and ill-fated 

romantic affairs, one may be tempted to read biographically). And, sure enough, the volatile emotions 
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we can ascribe to the heart—especially love, desire, and pity—are, ultimately, what touch off several 

of the most chaotic and tragic events of the text. 

 The latter two references to the heart in the opening paragraphs of the novel primarily refer, 

on initial readings, to the heart as a literal, physical, and defective organ. However, in the first of the 

two quotations, we are alerted to the deployment of figurative language by Dowell’s use of quotation 

marks. On the first reading, the word ‘heart’ is used here as a general synecdoche for an unspecified 

form of heart disease, while simultaneously referring specifically to Florence’s apparently defective 

organ. The repeated references to Florence’s heart also come to function ironically. The reader is 

initially lead to believe that Florence suffered from a literal, medical heart condition, which ultimately 

caused her death. However, as the narrative progresses, it is revealed that Florence’s suicide was more 

likely caused by a figurative disease of the heart: uncontrollable passion. The allusion to Edward 

Ashburnham’s heart, while not accompanied by quotation marks, functions in a similar way to the 

reference to Florence’s heart, and putatively alerts us to Edward’s heart condition. Both of these 

allusions to illnesses of the heart are supposedly confirmed through Dowells’ description of the 

various medical diagnoses and prescriptions given to Florence and Edward by medical practitioners: 

the ‘doctor’s orders’ given to Florence confine the Dowell’s to Europe, precipitating their meeting 

with the Ashburnham’s (GS 10); the repetitive motions of the Dowell’s and Ashburnham’s annual 

trips to Nauheim for ‘nine years of uninterrupted tranquility’ (GS 30), which, like the dinners thrown 

for the Grand Duke of Nassau Schwerin, gradually assume ‘the aspect of a yearly function’ (GS 31), 

and which tune Edward up to ‘exactly the right pitch’ (GS 10) (a phrase which could, perhaps, be 

understood as Dowell making an unwitting euphemism about Edward’s sexual activity). All of these 

phrases are evocative, yet vague and evasive: the details of the doctor’s orders are never given, and 

the events which occur in the nine years of acquaintance between the Dowell’s and Ashburnham’s 

are never properly explained. The evasive quality of Ford’s meaning—the vacillation between 

various kinds of significance when referring to the image of the heart, the spaces of narrative left 

suggestively unfilled—generates one of the novel’s central themes: uncertainty. 
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 On a different level, however, these references to Florence and Edward’s hearts may be 

understood in the light of one of The Good Soldier’s central themes: desire. Hearts, understood in this 

instance as the symbolic centre of desire, emotion, passion, drive the pathos of the text: The Good 

Soldier is a tragedy of desire, one in which the heart (in the sense of the seat of the passions) plays a 

central role. Having a diseased heart, in this case, means to be susceptible to the violent exigencies 

of love, desire, and passion: hence Florence’s repeated infidelities, hence Edward’s unmanageable 

and self-destructive proclivity for adultery (which arises, perhaps, out of a misguided sense of pity, 

sentimentality, and obligation, feelings that are all connected to the notion of the emotional heart), 

hence, even, Leonora and Dowell’s lack of, as Eugene Goodheart calls it, ‘the full-hearted passion of 

love’ which arises from their lack of emotions—a lack which could be attributed to a non-functional 

or inert heart.169 As we progress through the text, then, our readerly perspective of the repeated image 

of the heart is tinged with our knowledge of the various allegorical significances of this particular 

symbol, imbuing the text with deep layers of intersecting and complementary semantic values. 

 The tension between the initial reading of the heart as a defective organ and subsequent 

readings of the heart as a volatile emotional core creates a sharp juxtaposition between these two 

meanings. This process of juxtaposition and serialisation creates a new perspective of Dowell's 

narrative, one synthesised from the disparate meanings attached to the image of the heart: as Bender 

notes, ‘Ford […] is keen to point out that the juxtaposition of (a) and (b) increments their meaning, 

making (c) a new and unexpected impression in the observing intelligence which is not found in (a) 

and (b) if they are taken separately’. 169F

170 This synthesis of meanings suffuses each reference to the heart 

with an ironic, ambiguous tone which vacillates between the serious, literal, and physical, and the 

comedic, ironic, and metaphorical depending on the context of its invocation, never quite settling on 

one meaning or the other. The effect is to implicate readers in the assignation of meaning, and to 

create a text which demands a constructive effort on the part of the reader, similar to the constructive 
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effort required from the viewer of a photograph. Indeed, modernism may be interpreted as an 

expression of the impressionist’s imperative to read constructively: such constructive reading 

introduces readers into the creative process, and allows them to participate in forming an open-ended 

and unbounded impression of the text.170F

171 In this sense, then, the repetitive series of photographs 

encourages viewers to form their own perspective on the visual text and, in doing so, dissolves the 

putative boundaries which separate photographer from viewer.171F

172 The Good Soldier encourages this 

sort of reading as well: as Paul B Armstrong points out, just like Dowell, our reflections on our 

previous experiences with the text put us in a ‘better situation for future understanding’. 172F

173 But, 

ultimately, the image of the heart, like The Good Soldier itself, cannot be completed in the sense of a 

full decoding of semantic value, much like a photograph or a painting: ‘who in the world’, bemoans 

Dowell, ‘knows anything of any other heart—or of his own?’ (GS 104). All we can do is to try to 

form as complete a perspective of the narrative as possible from the various, occasionally 

contradictory viewpoints available to us. In this sense, then, the series yearns for its final, unreachable 

step. 

 The dramatised visual scenes, tableaux and repeated images deployed by Ford throughout The 

Good Soldier constitute, as Todd Bender writes, ‘dreamlike [condensations] encapsulating a chunk 

of the plot’; in fact, as Bender continues, ‘[m]ost of Dowell’s story in […] The Good Soldier can be 

imagined in a series of vignettes making up a gallery of pictures […]. At each climax in the story, the 

narrative explodes from a visual, condensed image’.174 Taken together, this series of vignettes or 

tableaux marks out allusions to the major narrative beats of the text: Edward planning his seduction 

of Florence; Florence’s erotically charged touch of Edward’s wrist; the discovery of Maisie Maidan’s 

body; Florence’s suicide and subsequent discovery; Edward’s suicide; Nancy’s insanity. Bender 

suggests that, in impressionist painting,  

 
171 Bender, p. 11. 
172 Ibid., p. 13. 
173 Paul B. Armstrong, ‘Dowell As Trustworthy Narrator’ in Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, ed. Martin 
Stannard (London: Norton, 2012), pp. 396-399 (p. 399). 
174 Bender, pp. 13-149. 



 

 66 

‘[t]he serialization of artifacts […] like Claude Monet’s (1840-1926) 
series of haystacks, his various renderings of the facade of Rouen 
Cathedral, or his many canvases of water lilies, establishes that […] 
works of art capture only ephemeral and fleeting impressions of an 
object, changing under varieties of lighting and weather conditions’.175  
 

Bender emphasises the fact that impressions are contingent upon the context of their perception: a 

change in context (especially temporal context) produces a new impression, even if the event or object 

witnessed is technically the same. Consider a photograph taken at dawn, and another photograph 

depicting the same vista, taken from the same position, at dusk; consider a series of portraits of an 

object taken under the exact same studio conditions except for a change in lighting. All of these 

photos, while ostensibly of the same subject, would appear distinct in terms of visual appearance. 

This is because our perspective of the content of the photograph is affected by changes in external 

conditions, which implies that our perceptions of other external objects and events are similarly 

conditioned. 
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2.7 Dowell’s Unmediated Photographic Perspective 

Unlike paintings, photographs do not strictly rely on an intermediary human subject to be directly 

involved in their creation. This complicates the interpretation of photographs, as photographs cannot 

be said to possess significance in the same way as painting; photographs are, as Barthes writes in 

Camera Lucida, images without codes which cannot be scrutinised for iconographic meaning in the 

same way as paintings. And, as Mackin writes, because the camera can at least in principle produce 

images of the world without the intervention of human beings, ‘photography is a means of creating 

images of the world without reference to human consciousness’.176 Mackin suggests that ‘[t]o 

imagine oneself as a camera would be to imagine a relation to the world untouched by consciousness, 

to become something that merely registers the presence of the world without the filter of 

subjectivity’.177 As shown above, Dowell often displays this mode of unmediated, photographic 

perspective. Reality, for Dowell, is experienced immediately: as we have seen, he recalls the exact 

experience of sensuous perception without any intermediary interpretive action, with ‘no attachments, 

no accumulations’ (GS 22), without encoding what he sees with an externally applied meaning, 

sometimes seemingly without any conscious thought at all. As Grover Smiths writes, Dowell 

perceives reality‘ at a distance from his past and treats it as a series’. 177F

178 Because of this, shifts in 

meaning precipitated by shifts in Dowell (and the reader’s) epistemological perspective only become 

apparent at later points in the narrative, when more information surrounding the context of Dowell’s 

experience is revealed, and Dowell is able to shuffle the series of events of the narrative and replay 

his past experiences with the benefit of new contextual knowledge. Dowell's repetition of past 

sensuous experience gives access to fresh meaning in the present, meaning which is derived from the 

gradual and incremental revelation of new contextual information about his past; this effect is greatly 

amplified by the novel’s achronological ordering. As Samuel Hynes writes, upon reaching the end of 
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the narrative of The Good Soldier we realise that, far from one version of events being ‘right’ and 

another ‘wrong’, there are in fact ‘an irresolvable pluralism of truths, in a world that remains 

essentially dark’.179 
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2.8 Conclusion 

In Ford’s mind, photography symbolises one of the many ways in which humanity desires ‘to render 

itself’; the mimetic realism of photography creates the sense that photography is indeed ‘the last word 

of human expression’.180 However, Ford critiques this perspective when he suggests in The Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood. A Critical Monograph (1907) that there is no such thing as ‘the last word of 

human expression’. Rather, there are only ever ‘new problems’—historical, social, cultural—which 

force humanity to reimagine its representational conventions: ‘there never is’, Ford writes, ‘and never 

can be, a finality’.181 For Ford, there will never be a final representational convention which presents 

us with a unfiltered perspective of reality; as Colombino writes, Ford ‘asserts the need for an ever-

new representation which, departing from old styles and amazing the beholder with its novelty, may, 

each time, produce in the observer the feeling of a more truthful and innocent perception’. 181F

182. In a 

paradox typical of modernism, perhaps, the birth of photography—a highly mimetic mode of visual 

reproduction—provided the impetus for the generation of many new, non-representational modes of 

art; indeed, the inception of photographic technologies were behind a plethora of new perspectives 

regarding aesthetic practice. 

 It is likely that Ford, with his deep appreciation of modern visual culture, was aware of the 

aesthetic potential of photographs. As Laura Colombino notes, ‘there are patent affinities between 

Ford’s gaze and photography’, which is always searching ‘for the immediate impression’ and which 

deals in the fragmentation, arrest and serialisation of the scopic field.183 But the scopic field in The 

Good Soldier is restricted, as in photography, to a single narrative perspective: that of Dowell himself. 

The following chapters on James Joyce’s Ulysses and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, then, explore 

the influence of scientific disciplines—Freudian psychoanalysis and quantum physics, respectively—
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on Joycean and Woolfian narrative modes, which allow for the untethered assumption of multiple 

distinct narrative perspectives.  
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n Sade, Fourier, and Loyola (1971), Roland Barthes rhetorically asks ‘What is a ‘party’? before 

supplying his own interpretation of the phrase: 

‘(1) a partitioning, isolating one group from another, (2) an orgy, or 
partouze, as we say in French, wherein the participants are linked 
erotically, and (3) a hand, or partie, the regulated moment in a game, a 
collective diversion’.184 
 

For Barthes, the party is not merely a communal event: ‘it is a worldly ceremony, an erotic practice, 

a social act’.185 In the ‘Hades’ section of James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), while riding in the carriage 

to Paddy Dignam’s funeral in Glasnevin, Leopold Bloom and his travelling companions notice tell-

tale signs of what Mr Power calls a ‘picnic party’ that seems to have occurred in their rented carriage: 

Martin Cunningham finds crumbs on his seat, and, following this discovery, Simon Dedalus, 

frowning and ‘twisting his nose’, has the following dialogue with Cunningham: ‘—Unless I am 

greatly mistaken . . . What do you think, Martin? —It struck me too, Martin Cunningham said’.186 

Mr Dedalus sighs ‘resignedly’, before remarking ‘—After all, he said, it’s the most natural thing in 

the world’ (U 111). As Jean-Michel Rabaté points out, Mr Dedalus’ ‘unexpressed thought’ is that the 

funeral carriage has previously been rented by ‘party-goers intent upon sexual pleasure’.187 This 

thought is picked up and developed by Bloom several pages later when he internally muses on ‘[l]ove 

among the tombstones. Romeo. Spice of pleasure. In the midst of death we are in life. Both ends 

meet. Tantalizing for the poor dead’ (U ). Bloom’s train of thought implicitly, and perversely, links 
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sexual pleasure to death: and indeed, Rabaté suggests that for Joyce, like Barthes, the phrase ‘party’ 

always ‘connotes sexual satisfaction’ and also ‘entails a consideration of the organic opposites, since 

it tends to move from life to death and from death to life’.188 Rabaté suggests that Joyce’s parties all 

entail ‘an embrace of death captured by a festive life teetering on the brink of excess’ wherein the 

opposing concepts of life and death define and run through each other.189 Joyce shows the way in 

which ‘merriment subsists through testimonies of bereavement, whereas sadness and discordant strife 

interfere in the midst of family gatherings’; this is, Rabaté suggests, Joyce’s way of coming as close 

as possible to ‘Freud’s death drive, a Thanatos without which one cannot be sure of feeling fully 

alive’.190  

 Freud famously writes about sexual acts that deviate from the reproductive norm of 

copulation, such as those that are insinuated to have recently occurred in the mourners’ hired carriage. 

Freud categorises these behaviours, which include ‘intermediate relations to the sexual object ’such 

as kissing, touching, and even simply looking at the object of desire, as ‘perversities’.191 The word 

‘perversity’ is typically associated with socially unacceptable or taboo modes of behaviour; Freud 

uses the German phrase pervertiert in his writings, which in normal parlance is roughly equivalent in 

meaning to the English. In Freud, however, perversities are strictly defined as sexual activities which 

either ‘extend, in an anatomical sense, beyond the regions of the body that are designed for sexual 

union’, or ‘linger over the intermediate relations to the sexual object which should normally be 

traversed rapidly on the path towards the final sexual aim’. 191F

192 Freud's notion of the connected series 

of sexual desire and his broad definition of perversity opens up the possibility that sexuality assumes 

many different guises; that any act, no matter how innocuous, can have an implicitly sexual aim; and 

that one can derive sexual pleasure from any part of the body. In fact, in an essay on Joyce and 

sexuality Joseph Valente goes so far as to argue that Freud in ‘Three Essays on the Theory of 
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Sexuality’ succeeds in completely detaching ‘the libidinal drive from any proper bodily aim’, and 

instead pronounces human sexuality as subject to ‘an innate ‘polymorphous’ perversity, concentrated 

in infancy, and imperfectly amenable to civilizing discipline’.193 In effect, polymorphous perversity 

denotes a form of sexuality that is capable of receiving sexual gratification from acts outside of social 

norms and in or from areas of the body not typically associated with sexual pleasure. 

 This chapter argues that polymorphous perversity maps directly onto multiplicity of 

perspective. Through their accommodation of and immersion in many different manifestations of 

sexual desire, polymorphous perversity exposes the perverse individual to a number of different ways 

of being in, and, by extension, seeing the world. Polymorphousness, from the Greek polumorphos 

(polu-‘ many’, and morphē‘ form’), denotes a thing that manifests in a number of different forms or 

shapes; it implies a state of being that resists categorical definition, which is marked by a near constant 

oscillation between (sometimes contradictory) states. To be a polymorph  of any kind is to be defined 

in some way by one’s relationship to change; to be polymorphously perverse, therefore, implies one 

is defined by the fluidity and changeability of one’s sexual desire. I suggest that Leopold Bloom’s 

sexuality is characterised by polymorphousness, and that the traits of changeability, fluidity, and 

receptivity implied by this polymorphous perversity extend into another enduring facet of Bloom’s 

character: his ability to see multiple perspectives. It is as though Bloom, through his perverse 

appreciation of many forms of sexual desire, is better equipped to countenance and inhabit the 

perspectives of other people; equally, Bloom’s inherent empathy and capacity to see from another’s 

point of view makes him naturally more tolerant of, and open to, unconventional forms of sexual 

desire. This chapter also incorporates readings of the metaphors of parallax that run through Ulysses, 

and I suggest these metaphors reveal Joyce’s attitude towards both restricted or limited perspective 

and the adoption of multiple points of view. I also argue that the adoption of multiple points of view 

is built into the very form of Ulysses; indeed, one might argue that in the context of Ulysses no central 

 
193 Joseph Valente, ‘Joyce and Sexuality’, in The Cambridge Companion to James Joyce, ed. Derek Attridge 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 213. 
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authorial or narrative perspective really exists. Rather, Joyce’s narrative instead adopts the multiple 

perspectives of its characters in a kind of polymorphous perspectivism, which is itself perhaps a kind 

of perversity, in the sense of being a perverse deviation from the omnipotent, third-person narration 

typical of the realist novel form.  
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3.1 Polymorphous Perversity and Sexual Desire as Driving Forces in Joyce’s Ulysses 

Polymorphous and perverse sexuality manifests in a number of modernist texts (most notably in the 

work of Lawrence, Barnes, Kafka, Bataille and Proust), but perhaps nowhere more strikingly and 

insistently than in James Joyce's Ulysses. Sex is a pervasive theme in Ulysses. It is everywhere, and 

there are numerous scenes of an explicitly erotic or sexual nature; Bloom's mind insistently draws 

parallels between sexual desire and the various events, actions, and conversations that populate his 

day. For example, sexual desire is explicitly present in Bloom’s erotic correspondence with Martha 

under the pseudonym Henry Flower, in Molly and Boylan’s afternoon assignation, in the sexualised 

and pornographic self-depictions of Gerty Macdowell and Molly respectively, and, most raucously, 

in Stephen and Bloom’s visit to the Bello/Bella’s brothel in ‘Circe’. But, sexual desire is also apparent 

in more subtle and displaced forms that recur throughout the narrative: it is extant in the repeated 

references to ‘picnics’, which symbolise moments of sexual activity, and in Stephen’s association 

through a chain of references stretching from ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ to ‘Circe’ with the tragic 

characters of Hamlet and Oedipus, which, as Jean Kimball writes, implies a ‘symbolic equivalence’ 

between the three characters patterned on their mutual relationship to incest.194 Indeed, it is possible 

to see erotic desire as the fundamental impetus driving all the events of Ulysses, as Bloom deliberately 

remains out of his house in order to avoid confrontation with his wife and her lover, Blazes Boylan. 

 The idea of sexual desire as the driving force of human endeavour, a kind of energy that 

implicitly but powerfully manifests in all we think and do, has its origin with Freud. Despite the 

overwhelming presence of polymorphous sexual energy and action in Ulysses, explicit traces of the 

influence of psychoanalysis in the text are vanishingly rare: there exists only one reference to the 

‘new Viennese school ’made by Stephen in the scene in the National Library in the ‘Scylla and 

Charybdis ’episode of the novel (U 264). Yet, Hoffman, Brown, and Henke all independently point 

out the connections between Joyce’s depiction of sexuality and sexual psychology and Freud’s notion 

 
194 Jean Kimball, ‘James Joyce and Otto Rank: The Incest Motif in “Ulysses”’, James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 
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of polymorphous perversity: in Freudianism and the Literary Mind (1945), Frederick J. Hoffman 

suggests that psychoanalysis was ‘[o]ne of the many new influences to which Joyce was susceptible ’

at the beginning of his work on Ulysses.195 Richard Brown notes that Joyce’s knowledge of Freud 

‘has been much discussed’, but posits that Joyce’s depiction of a sexual psychology that ‘consists in 

[…] a variety of erotic taste has most in common with the Freudian notion of the “polymorphous 

perversity”’ described in Freud’s Three Essays on Human Sexuality.196 Writing in James Joyce and 

the Politics of Desire (2016), Suzette A. Henke suggests that Joyce, ‘like Freud before him’, 

acknowledges the ‘erotic delights of polymorphous perversity ’in his work.196F

197 

 The presence of several important works of psychoanalytic theory—Jung’s The Significance 

of the Father in the Destiny of the Individual (1909), Freud's Leonardo da Vinci, A Memory of his 

Childhood (1910) and Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901), Jones’s The Problem of Hamlet and 

the Oedipus Complex (1922)—in Joyce’s library in Trieste also attest to a certain level of familiarity 

with some of the central texts of psychoanalysis, and Wim Van Mierlo points out that the central 

concerns of these texts ‘uncannily ’reflect the themes Joyce was pursuing in his novel. 197F

198 For example, 

Valente suggests that Ulysses, alongside A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Finnegans 

Wake, is characterised by the distinctly Freudian notion of a ‘dialectical interplay between highly 

labile erotic currents and stabilizing sexual convention’. 198F

199 In the context of this dialectic, all forms 

of ‘erotic desire’ and sexual enjoyment are found to be ‘irreducibly perverse’, in the sense that they 

have no ‘proper or authentic aim’; instead, sexual desire is formed from the ‘retroactive excitation’ 

of a series of ‘historically variable […] normative sanctions’ against activities and emotions such as 

 
195 Frederick J. Hoffman, Freudianism and the Literary Mind (New York: Grove Press, 1945), p. 119. 
Hoffman posits that Joyce would likely have had no knowledge of psychoanalytic theories before leaving 
Dublin for the continent, but that his connection to Trieste and Zurich may have resulted in contact with 
psychoanalytic theories, as ‘both Trieste and Zurich were important centers of the new psychology’. Both 
Michael Levin and Leonard Albert, writing in A Critical Introduction to Joyce (1941), and ‘Joyce and the 
New Psychology’ (1957) respectively, come to similar conclusions. 
196 Richard Brown, James Joyce and Sexuality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 83. 
197 Suzette A. Henke, James Joyce and the Politics of Desire (London: Routledge, 2016), p. 138. 
198 Wim Van Mierlo, ‘The Freudful Couchmare Revisited: Contextualizing Joyce and the New Psychology’, 
Joyce Studies Annual, Vol. 8 (1997), 115-53 (122). 
199 Valente, pp. 213-233 (p. 214). 
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‘concupiscence, onanism, masochism, voyeurism, necrophilia, exhibitionism [and] 

homosexuality’.200 In effect, Valente argues that, in Joyce’s writing, the ‘seductive effects of sexual 

sanction’ form the ‘essential condition of eroticism itself’, an eroticism that is by its very nature 

deeply perverse.201 Valente also points out that this perversity is an ‘enduring facet’ of Leopold 

Bloom’s character in Ulysses.202 Indeed, Bloom, in all his glorious perversity, might be considered a 

standard model for Freud’s various definitions of deviant sexual behaviour: he displays a proclivity 

for anal and oral forms of gratification (both sexual and otherwise); he has an attraction to regions of 

the body not designed for sexual intercourse; he shows signs of fetishistic satisfaction derived from 

inanimate or disembodied objects; he has a predilection for voyeurism and tactile stimulation; and, 

perhaps most famously, he displays a fascination with, and enjoyment of, sadomasochistic roleplay. 

It is this perversity, I argue, that gives Bloom the capacity to access perspectives outside of his own.  

 
200 Ibid., pp. 215-216. 
201 Ibid., p. 215. 
202 Ibid. 
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3.2 Ulysses, Parallax, and Multiplicity of Perspective 

Multiplicity of perspective is something of a formal principle in the context of Ulysses, which is 

notably a novel with a large number of narrative perspectives and focalisers. For example, the first 

three distinct sections of the novel, ‘Telemachus’, ‘Nestor’, and ‘Proteus’, which broadly equate to 

the ‘Telemachiad’ portion of the Odyssey, are written primarily from the perspective of Stephen 

Dedalus; similarly, ‘Penelope’, the final episode in the novel, is written exclusively from the point of 

view of Molly Bloom. Even in sections of the novel that focus primarily on the actions and 

experiences of Leopold Bloom, such as ‘Hades’ and ‘Nausicaa’, there are moments in which the 

narrative perspective wanders, assuming other points of view. However, as we shall see, Ulysses as 

a novel frequently criticises the human failure to see from another’s perspective: as Barbara Stevens 

Heusel writes, there are many instances in Ulysses that persistently demonstrate how ‘humans often 

fail to make use of their two eyes and, therefore, lack depth perception’.203 However, Heusel writes, 

there are also instances in which two pairs of eyes or two points of view begin to work in conjunction, 

as Stephen and Bloom’s do near the end of ‘Ithaca’, and from these instances of perspectival 

collaboration one is able to intuit ‘a fuller or more correct vision of life’.204 

 Joyce’s structural method of subtly compelling the reader to synthesise multiple perspectives 

is akin to parallax, a visual phenomenon which, in the context of astronomy, typically refers to an 

apparent displacement or difference in the position of an object caused by changing the observer’s 

point of view. However, as Motohiro Kojima notes, in the context of Ulysses, parallax implies 

‘Bloom's indulging in imagining the world from another person's perspective’.205 For Bloom (and 

presumably Joyce), therefore, ‘parallax’ implies the acquisition of another’s point of view; and, in 

Ulysses, it is only through a parallactic mode of viewing, one that incorporates more than one 

perspective, that one is able to overcome the inherent restriction of vision imposed by dogmatic 

 
203 Barbara Stevens Heusel, ‘Parallax as a Metaphor for the Structure of Ulysses’, Studies in the Novel, Vol. 
15, No. 2 (1983), 135-146 (135). 
204 Ibid. 
205 Motohiro Kojima, ‘Leopold Bloom's "metempsychosis" and "parallax" in “Ulysses”’, Journal of Irish 
Studies, Vol. 20 (2005), 21-30 (24). 
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adherence to particular scientific, religious, political, and social points of view. This might be seen 

as a kind of metaphor for the types of viewing exemplified by Bloom and, for example, the citizen. 

While not literally a cyclops, the citizen only sees the world from one point of view, and, as such, 

his perspective is necessarily myopic, limited and superficial; Bloom, with his parallactic, 

stereoscopic and polymorphous way of seeing, generally perceives and comprehends the world in a 

more profound, equitable and accurate way. In this reading, parallax also stands as a metaphor for the 

structure of the novel itself, which seeks to force the reader ‘to synthesize the shifting perspectives’—

most notably those of Bloom—that make up the narrative.206 With only one eye, which might 

figuratively be taken to indicate a restricted epistemological perspective like that of the citizen, the 

human subject struggles to comprehend the nuances of distance and depth. By contrast, Bloom’s 

narrative perspective throughout Ulysses is generally (but not exclusively) parallactic, in the sense 

that his point of view about a given scene or topic is often simultaneously embedded in two, mutually 

exclusive, perspectives: his own, and that of another. It seems an important—even critical—facet of 

Bloom’s identity that he is able to perceive himself and his own actions from the view of another: 

indeed,  Bloom suggests that we only truly know ourselves when we ‘see ourselves as others see us ’

(U 490).  

 Our changing positions within the world—physical, social, cultural, affective, interpersonal—

are reflected in what we see. And this, as Slavoj Žižek points out, means that any shift in 

epistemological perspective on our part ‘always reflects an ontological shift in the object itself’: the 

object of our gaze literally takes on a new appearance for us.207 One’s view of the world is always 

conditioned by one’s position in the world; this realisation reveals that there are always multiple 

views to be taken on any one object or situation, which might in turn depend on a variety of factors: 

for example, one’s relative location, upbringing, background, politics, gender, or race. The dogmatic 

adoption of a singular perspective can only ever provide a singular view, and, therefore, only one 

 
206 Kojima, 21-30 (24). 
207 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Massachusetts, MIT Press, 2006), p. 17. 
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epistemological perspective on a given idea; the parallactic or stereoscopic mode of viewing, by 

contrast, which by its very nature strives for the inclusion of multiple, contrasting, or even 

contradictory ideas or perspectives allows one to achieve a more comprehensive, and therefore more 

balanced and accurate, view of the world.  

 This sense of equilibrium or balance is a defining trait of Leopold Bloom: as Declan Kiberd 

points out, ‘it is part of Bloom‘s equilibrium that he often proceeds to embrace a code which he has 

just appeared to reject’. 207F

208 Bloom’s sense of balance extends to his perception of alterity, and often 

results in the character taking up the perspective of another and allowing his own thoughts and actions 

to be governed by the impressions resulting thereof. The citizen, however, not only possesses one 

strictly determined point of view—a view characterised by extreme xenophobia and antisemitism—

but also attacks those with different points of view to his own. For example, at one stage in the 

protracted debate between the pubgoers, Bloom gently chastises the citizen, and, paraphrasing from 

a parable of Jesus delivered in the Sermon of the Mount in the Gospel of Matthew, suggests that 

‘[s]ome people […] can see the mote in others’ eyes but they can’t see the beam in their own’, to 

which the citizen responds with the ironic declaration that ‘there’s no-one as blind as the fellow that 

won’t see’ (U 422-3).208F

209 The argument between the citizen and Bloom finally threatens to boil over 

with Bloom’s assertion of his Jewish identity, and culminates in the citizen throwing a biscuit tin at 

Bloom in the street for pointing out that ‘Christ was a Jew like me’ (U 445). The citizen mercifully 

misses Bloom because, in a humorous continuation of the theme of restricted vision, the afternoon 

sun shines in his eyes and obscures Bloom’s figure (U 446). The bathos of the citizen’s attempt to 

injure Bloom is immediately satirised in the register of a mock epic or heroic event: the ‘terrific and 

instantaneous’ catastrophe caused by the citizen’s errant biscuit tin is said to have caused (among a 

comically long list of other terrible events) ‘seismic disturbances’ and the immediate demolition of 

nearby ‘lordly residences’ (U 447). It is clear from his comically overblown tone that Joyce is poking 

 
208 Declan Kiberd, Ulysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Living (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), p. 131. 
209 The reference to the beam in the eye quoted by Bloom here is one of a number of images of long, stake-
shaped objects (cigars, trees, telescopes, and even a hearing trumpet) that recall Odysseus’ blinding of 
Polyphemus with a burning stake in Homer’s Odyssey. 
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fun at those who see only from one ideological and cultural point of view, much like the citizen. 

Parallax does not simply function as a metaphor, however. Marjorie Howes suggests that Ulysses 

might be profitably read as incorporating an aesthetic of parallax. This aesthetic, Howes argues, is 

primarily relational: that is, it ‘creates textual moments that are only intelligible in relation to what 

has been said before’, and these moments, in turn, generate ‘new mysteries that the reader must 

elucidate by remembering what has gone before’, creating a kind of feedback loop in which no 

reading of the text can ever said to be definitive or final.210 

   

 
210 Marjorie Howes, ‘Memory: Sirens’, The Cambridge Companion to Ulysses, ed. Sean Latham 
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3.3 Bloom’s Perverse Appetites 

In his first appearance, in the ‘Calypso’ episode of Ulysses, Bloom is established as a character who 

derives intense pleasure from sensuous experiences such as eating and, famously, defecating. For 

breakfast, Bloom eats various forms of offal ‘with relish’, deriving particular satisfaction from the 

fine urinary tang of ‘grilled mutton kidneys ’(a hint of Bloom’s openness to unconventional forms of 

sensuous gratification); when he pops out to pick up some shopping, he lingers outside the butcher’s 

window, staring ‘at the hanks of sausages, polonies, black and white’, before breathing in the 

‘lukewarm breath of cooked spicy pig’s blood’ like the comforting aroma of a romantic partner (U 

65-70). For Bloom, sexualised imagery is occasionally explicitly framed in terms of food: for 

example, he briefly fantasises about watching the ‘moving hams ’of the ‘nextdoor girl ’he encounters 

in the butcher’s shop (U 70-1); in ‘Lestrygonians’, meanwhile, he ponders the sexualised image of a 

‘sugarsticky girl shovelling scoopfuls of creams for a christian brother ’(U 190). Bloom is, on 

occasion, prepared to disregard his usual moral and ethical standards in order to satiate his hunger 

(whether for food or for a glimpse of a woman’s bottom), and, as Elizabeth Blake writes, in this 

respect Bloom’s perverse enjoyment of the experience of hunger offers him ‘an aesthetically 

satisfying experience of the world […] without regard to the social contract’; hunger allows Bloom 

to experience the world from the perspective of the untethered Freudian id, which seeks only to satiate 

its own immediate desires. 210F

211  

 It is notable that Freud chooses to describe the id as ‘the core of our being’, as this strongly 

suggests that our drive for the immediate satiation of bodily hunger or sexual desire is, in fact, one of 

the most central and human drives we possess.212 This drive to satiate hunger leads, in the context of 

the thoroughly perverse Bloom's inner monologue, to the transgression of social taboo: for example, 

Bloom imagines the taste of the ‘saltwhite crumbling mush ’of Paddy Dignam’s corpse, with its‘ smell, 

taste like raw white turnips ’(U 145). We might see Bloom’s rationale for linking the processes of 
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death and decomposition to food (and, by extension, to life and sustenance) when he says that ‘the 

cells ’of the dead body ‘go on living’, feeding indefinitely ‘on themselves ’(U 137); the physical forms 

of these cells gradually ‘[change] about ’as they move through different stages of existence, and, in 

doing so, also provide sustenance for other lifeforms (U 137). Evidence of this rationale is shown in 

Bloom's fascination with the decompositional processes undergone by corpses: at one stage, Bloom 

even imaginatively compares these processes to various images of food—‘lean old ’bodies initially 

‘get tougher ’like cuts of steak, then decompose into a ‘tallowy ’kind of human cheese, before going 

‘black ’with sickly sweet ‘treacle oozing out of them ’(U 137). By linking death to food, and pointing 

out the cyclical nature of decomposition and sustenance, Bloom also points towards death and 

ingestion as processes that subtly connect all biological lifeforms: all life is connected through its 

need to sustain itself, just as all life is connected by its inexorable relationship to death. As will be 

shown, Bloom’s perverse willingness to countenance relationships between things that others may 

find superficially incompatible—in this case, food and corpses—gives an insight into his ability to 

adopt alternative and surprising epistemic and affective perspectives. 

 As we have seen, Bloom is not above entertaining thoughts about sensory experience and 

sensual pleasure that provoke feelings of disgust: indeed, it seems that Bloom, like Freud, is very 

interested in the feeling of disgust, which, as Freud writes, has strong links to the development of 

human sexuality. In the 1962 edition of Civilization and its Discontents, Freud gives extensive 

footnotes in which he discusses the ‘cultural trend towards cleanliness’.213 This trend in society, Freud 

argues, ‘received ex post facto justification’ due to considerations of hygiene, but apparently 

‘manifested itself before their discovery’; instead, Freud posits that the cultural tendency towards 

cleanliness originates in an impulse to dispose of bodily excreta, which since the adoption of an 

upright posture have ‘become disagreeable to the sense perceptions’ (especially the olfactory 

sense).214 Yet, Freud writes, excreta ‘arouse no disgust in children’; rather, disgust is a socially 
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conditioned reaction formation, a defence mechanism involving the repudiation of the desired 

object.215 In Freudian psychoanalysis, disgust is most frequently associated with excreta and the 

genitals, and represents the ego’s means of countering the socially unacceptable libidinal fixations of 

anal erotism.  

 Outside of psychoanalysis, disgust—which literally means ‘bad taste’ (from the Latin dis-, 

which signals a reversal, and gustus, or ‘taste’)—is often defined as a food-related emotion: in The 

Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), Charles Darwin wrote that disgust is an 

emotional reaction elicited by the consumption of ‘something offensive to the taste’.216 Paul Rozin 

and April E. Fallon, meanwhile, define disgust as ‘revulsion at the prospect of (oral) incorporation of 

an offensive object’.217 As we see in Ulysses, disgust may even be registered when simply observing 

the act of eating: when, in ‘Lestrygonians’, Bloom heads to the Burton restaurant for lunch, he is 

immediately disgusted by the sight of ‘men, men, men […] swilling, wolfing gobfuls of sloppy food’ 

(U 215). The scene, which smells of an evocatively disgusting blend of ‘[s]paton sawdust, sweetish 

warmish cigarette smoke, reek of plug, spilt beer, men’s beery piss, the stale of ferment’, causes 

Bloom’s gorge to rise; however, the patrons of the Burton also seem to hold a morbid fascination for 

the repulsed Bloom, who watches the ‘animals feed’ with something approaching horror, but also 

with sincere interest. For example, Bloom considers the figure of the ‘fellow ramming a knifeful of 

cabbage down as if his life depended on it’, and remarks to himself that the man has a ‘[good] stroke’ 

(U 216). Bloom’s observation of the man touches off a moment of reverie, in which Bloom mulls 

over a ‘witty’ subversion of the phrase ‘born with a silver spoon in his mouth’ (U 216). However, 

Bloom’s hatred of ‘dirty eaters’ proves too much to stomach (as it were), and, after his uncomfortable 

experience at the Burton, he repairs to Davey Byrne’s for lunch (U 216). Bloom’s interest in disgust 

is even apparent in his choice of snack at Davey Byrne’s: he selects a gorgonzola sandwich for his 
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lunch, and consumes ‘with relish of disgust […] the feety savour of green cheese’ (U 220). Here, 

Joyce puns on the word ‘relish’, which can refer to a savoury condiment or sauce used to augment 

the flavour of food, or a feeling of intense pleasure or enjoyment. In this sense, the feeling of disgust 

is a kind of figurative condiment that adds a layer of ‘relish’ to the ordinary savour of food; in 

addition, disgust is also a source of pleasure and enjoyment in its own right. Disgusting food even 

seems to possess a direct link to sexuality: when Bloom thinks about oysters—those ‘unsightly [clots] 

of phlegm’ that feed on ‘garbage’ and ‘sewage’—his mind immediately turns to the supposed 

aphrodisiac qualities of food, its ‘effect on the sexual’ (U 222). 

 The connection between food, eroticism, and disgust is made explicit when Bloom, briefly 

lost in reverie, remembers a sexual exchange between himself and Molly. Bloom remembers how, 

‘[h]idden under the wild ferns on Howth’, he and Molly ‘touched’ and ‘caressed’ each other, before 

Molly passed the ‘mawkish pulp’ of a mouthful of ‘seedcake warm and chewed’ from her mouth to 

Bloom’s (U 224). This heavily eroticised exchange precipitates a sexual encounter, and the two make 

love under the ‘sleeping sky’ (U 224). In another context the description of a foodstuff as ‘mawkish 

pulp’ would hardly suggest a pleasant, let alone an erotic, dining experience, but Bloom’s reaction to 

the cloying, ‘sweet and sour’ taste of the seedcake is one of pure erotic ‘joy’ (U 224). Bloom’s 

reaction is highly Freudian in nature: it recalls the experience of pleasure that the child receives from 

its ‘first and most vital activity’: ‘sucking at his mother’s breast’.218 The connection Freud draws 

between food and sexual satisfaction is very simple: the sexual satisfaction of the erotogenic zone—

in this case, the lips and mouth—is directly associated with ‘the satisfaction of the need for 

nourishment’.219 Freud also links hunger to erotic desire in The Interpretation of Dreams, where he 

suggests that hunger, which evokes the pursuit of pleasure, can take on a role similar to sexual desire: 

hunger dreams, for example, implicitly suggest that ‘[o]ne should never neglect an opportunity, but 

always take what one can even when it involves doing a small wrong’; the justification for this sort 
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of behaviour is that ‘life is short and death inevitable’.220 Freud then suggests hunger’s injunction to 

carpe the diem, as it were, has among other meanings a perverse ‘sexual one’.221 Hunger is obscene, 

according to Freud, because the sexual desire it expresses does not conform to a social contract 

between the individual and society; hunger shows us what we want and urges us to disregard morality 

in order to grasp the object of our desire (there is an analogy here, perhaps, between bodily hunger 

and sexual desire or lust).222 

 Food and the rituals that surround its consumption are powerful ways of establishing social 

relations between the one who eats and the outside world. Even apparently simple acts of eating, 

writes Uma Narayan, can be ‘flavoured with complicated and sometimes contradictory cultural 

meanings’.223 Mary Douglas argues that powerful messages ‘of hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, 

boundaries and transactions across boundaries’ are encoded into the food that we eat.224 Roland 

Barthes, meanwhile, suggests that food is in fact ‘a system of communication, a body of images, a 

protocol of usages, situations, and behavior’.225 For both Douglas and Barthes, then, food relates the 

subject or the self to the outside world of culture and society; and, in this way, dietary habits 

contribute to the establishment and development of personal—and even national—identities through 

our connection with other people and cultures. Sexual desire, much like food, is also a deeply 

formative force in the context of human identity, and in Freud’s writing nearly every developmental 

stage of our personality is linked back to nascent sexual drives that manifest in stages during our 
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infancy.226 Indeed, according to Freud, our personalities may be seen as the ultimate product of the 

maturation of infantile sexuality into adult psychosexuality.  

 It is interesting to note that Bloom admits to wetting the bed in ‘Circe’ (U 649): according to 

Freud, Bloom’s mature enuresis most likely indicates a latent form of ‘sexual [disturbance]’, and is 

most probably a result of trauma received in infancy.227 Bloom displays a number of other perversities 

and character traits that may be seen as a direct result of a traumatic arrest at a certain stage of 

psychosexual development. The most obvious fixation with which we might associate Bloom is with 

the anus and defecation. Bloom’s anality manifests in a number of ways: for example, he absently 

notes the ‘white button’ of the cat ‘under the butt of her tail’ (U 65) and later, when at stool, he 

deliberately resists the act of defecation in order to prolong the pleasurable moment of excretion. 

After his bowel movement is finally complete, Bloom notes with a certain satisfaction that it was not 

big enough ‘to bring on piles again’ (U 84). Buck Mulligan, meanwhile, sardonically suggests to 

Stephen that Bloom is ‘Greeker than the Greeks’ (an imputation of homosexuality) when he finds 

Bloom studying the ‘mesial groove’ of a carving of ‘Aphrodite’ in a museum (U 257). From 

Mulligan’s reference to the ‘Venus Kallipyge’, it seems likely that the carving in question is in fact 

the Callipygian Venus, a 1st or 2nd century marble carving of a curvaceous female figure, most 

commonly identified as Aphrodite or her Roman equivalent, Venus; the Greek phrase ‘Ἀφροδίτη 

Καλλίπυγος’ (‘Aphrodite Kallipygos’) translates to ‘Aphrodite of the beautiful buttocks’, which may 

help to explain Bloom’s conspicuous interest in the statue’s rear-end. Bloom’s interest in matters 

pertaining to the backside becomes graphically—and humorously—sexual in ‘Circe’, when 

Bella/Bello accuses Bloom of being an ‘[a]dorer of the adulterous rump’, before sitting on a weakly 

protesting Bloom’s face (U 645-6).  

 
226 We should note that Freud uses the term ‘sexuality’ in a general sense to refer not only to procreation, the 
sexual act, and the differences between the sexes gender, but also to refer to all pleasurable actions and 
thoughts. 
227 Freud, ‘Three Essays […]’, ed. Richards, trans. Strachey, pp. 45-155 (p. 108). In this reading, bedwetting 
corresponds to a form of nocturnal emission, and indicates a proclivity for ambition, a trait we might not 
readily recognise in the passive, gentle Bloom. 
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3.4 Touch and Fetish: Bloom’s Erotic Tactility  

Tactility and the experience of eroticised haptic feedback are also major features of Bloom’s 

perversity. Ethan King suggests that, ‘[f]or a novel obsessed with depicting a dense profusion of 

bodies moving through a chaotic urban space, Ulysses has surprisingly few moments of physical 

contact’.228 King writes that such moments, when they occur, tend to be ‘violent and concussive’ 

collisions between opposing ideologies and bodies: in ‘Wandering Rocks’, for instance, the 

prodigiously named Cashel Boyle O‘Connor Fitzmaurice Tisdall Farrel unintentionally careens into 

a ‘blind stripling’ (U 322), who, in response, roundly curses Farrell’s retreating form.229 In ‘Circe’, 

meanwhile, a premeditated instance of violent intercorporeal contact occurs in the scuffle between 

Stephen and Private Carr (a scuffle that, due to Carr’s status as a member of the British military, 

carries connotations of both aggressive colonialism and political resistance). Leopold Bloom stands 

out amidst the turbulence of violent physical contact that features elsewhere in the novel by virtue of 

his complex, erotic and aesthetic relationship with touch and contact. For example, Bloom, ever a 

man to ‘help a fellow’ (U 227), helps to guide the same blind stripling across the street in 

‘Lestrygonians’. Gently touching the stripling’s ‘thin elbow’ and taking his ‘limp seeing hand’, 

Bloom is brought to an awareness of the blind man’s experience of life through their shared moment 

of touch; it ‘must be strange’, thinks Bloom, for the blind man ‘not to see’ a woman (U 231). This 

thought touches off an empathetic moment of reflection from Bloom, who considers the alternative 

modes of sense available to the blind man, such as the experience of hearing ‘[t]he voice’, or the 

haptic or proprioceptive sensation of ‘temperature when he touches her with fingers’, which ‘must 

almost see the lines, the curves’ of the body (U 232). Bloom engages with the alterity of the blind 

man’s perspective of the world without recourse to violence or pity: for Bloom, the blind man’s lack 

of sight does not necessarily render him an object of sympathy or scorn—instead, Bloom simply 

 
228 Ethan King, ‘"All that the hand says when you touch": Intercorporeal Ethics in Joyce's Ulysses’, Joyce 
Studies Annual (2015), 55-72 (55). 
229 Ibid. 
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suggests that the only salient difference between the two men is the possibility of a ‘different feel 

perhaps’ (U 232).  

 Freud describes various kinds of ‘erotogenic zones’ that are possessed by the body: such zones 

are typically organs capable of receiving and translating stimuli, such as a ‘sense organ’, ‘mucous 

membrane’, or the erotogenic zone of the skin, which, through its differentiation into both sense 

organs or mucous membranes, is the ‘erotogenic zone par excellence’.230 Erotogenic zones such as 

the skin behave, according to Freud, ‘like a portion of the sexual apparatus’, extending the sensory 

structure of sexual excitation and arousal ‘beyond the genitalia and into different areas of the body’; 

in Freud, then, the experience of touch is always marked by a profound connection to eroticism and 

sexuality.231 It is easy to think of the more overt or explicit forms of erotic touching that can occur in 

the context of a sexual encounter; however, when it comes to Ulysses, we should also consider the 

empathic possibilities contained within the act of non-sexual touching, such as that which passes 

between Bloom and the blind stripling. King suggests that, ‘[i]n trying to understand the stripling’s 

experience of life, Bloom allows another’s subjectivity to undulate through his own’.232 Touch brings 

us into intimate, proximate contact with another subjective agent; indeed, Ariela Freedman even goes 

so far as to suggest that, in touch, there is ‘no subject and no object […] but instead a contact zone 

that evades binary categorization’.233 In the case of Bloom, this ‘contact zone’ allows for the 

experience of briefly inhabiting another’s perspective: empathy. 

 As King points out, at the beginning of Ulysses Bloom seems to harbour ‘anxieties about 

intercorporeal contact’ because of ‘past traumas he has suffered from touch’.234 Bloom is scarred, 

King suggests, by the death of his infant son Rudy, an event that he seemingly links with Molly’s 

words at the moment of conception: ‘Give us a touch, Poldy’ (U 110). In the wake of Rudy’s death, 

Bloom finds himself unable to enact full physical contact with Molly, and, in the eleven years after 

 
230 Freud, ‘Three Essays […]’ p. 82. 
231 Ibid., p. 83. 
232 King, 55-72 (61). 
233 Ariela Freedman, ‘Skindeep “Ulysses”’, James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 46, No. 3/4 (2009), 455-468 (465). 
234 King, 55-72 (61). 
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Rudy’s premature death, Bloom and Molly’s sexual encounters never reach full consummation; 

instead, Bloom begins to channel his sexual desires into fetishes or objects. Vike Martina Plock 

suggests that Bloom establishes ‘connections to other individuals and to his surroundings by relying 

on objects’; objects are loaded with sympathetic and empathic significance for Bloom, and one 

element of this significance is the erotic or sexual associations such objects carry.235 Objects—letters, 

undergarments, pictures—form a web of sexual prostheses for Bloom: for example, perhaps in 

response to Molly’s own sexual affair with Blazes Boylan, Bloom begins an erotic correspondence 

with Martha Clifford under the pseudonym of Henry Flower. Bloom picks up a response to his most 

recent missive in ‘Lotus Eaters’, in which Martha makes numerous allusions to sadomasochistic 

eroticism, promising to ‘punish’ Bloom for being a ‘naughty boy’ (U 95). At this early stage in the 

novel, Bloom is still incapable of carrying through with a conventionally penetrative sexual 

encounter, preferring instead to sublimate or project his sexual desires into objects or language: 

despite Martha’s assertion that she ‘[thinks] of you [Bloom] so often you have no idea’ and her 

insistence that they meet soon, Bloom hesitates, before remarking to himself, ‘Thank you: not having 

any’ (U 95-6). 

 Freud suggests that fetishism is distinguished from normal sexual behaviour by the 

substitution of the sexual object for ‘some part of the body […] which is in general very inappropriate 

for sexual purposes’ or ‘some inanimate object which bears an assignable relation to the person it 

replaces’, with this specific relation often associated with the person’s sexuality; Freud also suggests 

that a ‘necessary precondition’ for almost every instance of fetishism is a ‘certain diminution in the 

urge towards the normal sexual aim’.236 This ‘executive weakness of the sexual apparatus’, as Freud 

calls it, is embodied in Bloom’s fetishistic behaviour in ‘Lotus Eaters’: pushed into a further state of 

sexual paralysis over Molly’s affair, Bloom is incapable of reaching out to touch her ‘ample […] 

flesh’; instead, he carefully arranges her ‘striped petticoat’, ‘soiled drawers’ and ‘twisted grey garter’ 

 
235 Vike Martina Plock, ‘"Object Lessons": Bloom and His Things’, James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 49, No. 
3/4, (2012), 557-572 (560). 
236 Freud, ‘Three Essays […], ed. Richards, trans. Strachey, pp. 45-155 (p. 66). 
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on the bed (U 74-7).237 Molly’s undergarments seem to act as metonymic replacements for her 

corporeal body, which Bloom cannot bring himself to physically touch. It is bittersweet, then, that 

Bloom acts in such a deferential and gentle manner with his wife’s underwear: it is a measure, 

perhaps, of his unfaltering, if troubled, desire for genuine emotional and physical proximity to Molly. 

What makes Bloom’s handling of his wife’s underwear even more achingly poignant is that Molly’s 

underwear—specifically her underwear in “Ithaca”, which the narrator notes are ‘new’ and 

‘inodorous’ (U 861)—serves as a sharp, painful reminder of her affair with Boylan, which further 

estranges Bloom from domestic intimacy with his wife. Molly’s undergarments are familiar, 

comforting, alien and disturbing for Bloom: they allow him to feel a form of affective and sexual 

connection to his wife, but also pointedly remind him of the distance—both physical and emotional—

that has grown between them. 

   

 
237 Freud, ‘Three Essays […], ed. Richards, trans. Strachey, pp. 45-155 (p. 66). 
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3.5 Bloom’s Binocularity: Parallax and Empathy 

As we can see from some of the examples given above, Bloom is open to a number of unconventional 

and perverse forms of sexual desire. I would argue that Bloom’s willingness to cross into areas of 

taboo in terms of sexual experience means that, to paraphrase Bataille, Bloom readily goes where 

others dare not; consequently, he sees and knows more than others do as well. As shown above, one 

thing that remains consistent between the various forms of perversity we might associate with Bloom 

is that they often give rise to the formation of both subtle and overt social connections, and, by 

extension, Bloom’s immersion in the perspective of another subject; this immersion results in the 

proliferation of alternative perspectives on the world and other people in Bloom’s mind. As such, 

Bloom not only possesses a more complete view of the world of sexual experience thanks to his 

perversity, but also a more rounded view of both himself and others. I would suggest that Bloom’s 

openness to alternative forms of sexual expression and tendency towards perversity both derives from 

and informs his capacity for empathy, his unique ability to feel the existence and emotion of another 

being.  

 As Johanna Winant points out, in contemporary philosophy and psychology the privacy of 

other minds is considered ‘absolute’; one cannot literally share in the experience of ‘another person’s 

consciousness’.238 Yet, as Maud Ellman writes, Joyce’s writing, like that of Woolf and Freud, 

frequently portrays the human subject ‘as enmeshed in relations of exchange’—especially in terms 

of sexuality—that apparently ‘violate the limits of identity’.239 And, indeed, Joyce’s depiction of the 

permeability of the human man in Ulysses was, in fact, more representative of theoretical discourses 

on empathy at the beginning of the twentieth century (from roughly 1909 to 1929), when, as Winant 

notes, empathy was considered more of an ‘unstable, shifting concept’.240  

 
238 Johanna Winant, ‘Empathy and Other Minds in Ulysses’, James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 55, No. 3-4 
(2018), 371-389 (376-377). 
239 Maud Ellman, The Nets of Modernism: Henry James, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and Sigmund Freud 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 1 
240 Winant, 371-389 (377). 
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 Declan Kiberd suggests that from his very first appearance in Ulysses Leopold Bloom is 

established as one of those rare individuals who possesses both ‘an admirable and rare capacity to see 

the world through the eyes and minds of others’ and enough self-awareness to consider how one is 

seen in the eyes and minds of others.241 For an example of this facility in action, we might consider 

Bloom’s brief encounter with his cat towards the beginning of the novel:  

—Mkgnao! 
—O, there you are, Mr Bloom said, turning from the fire.  
The cat mewed in answer and stalked again stiffly round a leg of the 
table, mewing. Just how she stalks over my writingtable. Prr. Scratch 
my head. Prr. (U 65) 
 

For a brief moment, Bloom inhabits the point of view of the cat: he purrs, requests a scratch on the 

head, and even briefly ponders his own human appearance and existence as seen from the perspective 

of the cat: ‘wonder what I look like to her?’ (U 66). Bloom then challenges anthropocentric 

perspectives on animals as lower-order lifeforms when he makes a clear-eyed assessment of the 

physical, affective, and intellectual capabilities of his cat. Bloom ponders the cat’s ability to jump 

over him—an impossible feat for any human—despite the fact that, from her relative point of view, 

Bloom is the ‘height of a tower’ (U 66). Bloom then mulls over the possibility that, despite the human 

tendency to think of cats and other animals as ‘stupid’, such lifeforms ‘understand what we say better 

than we understand them’ (U 65). For Bloom, it seems, there is a clear inequality between the capacity 

for humans to understand animals, and for animals to understand humans: while humans often 

misunderstand the significance of animal behaviour, Bloom’s cat, Bloom suggests, ‘understands all 

she wants to’ (U 65-6). Bloom explicitly connects the cat’s capacity to choose when and how much 

to ‘understand’ to ‘[h]er nature’, which he identifies as both ‘[v]indictive’ and ‘[c]ruel’ (U 65-6). It 

is telling, perhaps, that while Bloom acknowledges the fundamental alterity of his existence in 

relation to that of the cat, he does not attempt to anthropomorphise the cat, and also refuses to moralise 

about the cat’s perceived cruelty and vindictiveness. Bloom simply accepts the characteristics of the 

 
241 Declan Kiberd, Introduction to James Joyce, Ulysses (London: Penguin, 2000), p. liii. 
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cat as inherent parts of its nature—and nature, Bloom’s inner monologue suggests in this short 

passage, exists thoroughly outside of human moral judgement. 

 This opening chapter provides a very good example of Bloom’s empathic capabilities: it 

shows us that he is able to consider the inherent difference between his perspective and that of the 

cat’s, before adopting the hypothetical perspective of the cat to ponder his own height. One might say 

that Bloom’s perspective is both binocular and parallactic: binocularity is a typical feature of human 

(and, indeed, any species of animal that possesses an overlapping visual field, such as a cat’s) vision 

in which the brain receives sensory input from both eyes and uses the discrete perspective of each 

eye to create a superimposed, three-dimensional image. Because our eyes are separated horizontally, 

each eye receives a slightly different view of the world; the small angular differences in visual image 

between eyes are called binocular disparities. Binocularity of perspective (itself a kind of empathic 

voyeurism) is also recalled in Joyce’s references throughout Ulysses to the visual effect of parallax. 

There are eight explicit mentions of parallax in the novel, and several references to parallactic 

perceptual phenomenal; these references occur across the entire breadth of the narrative, in ‘Proteus’, 

‘Lestrygonians’, ‘Oxen of the Sun’, ‘Circe’, and ‘Ithaca’.242 For example, in ‘Proteus’, Stephen 

comments on his perception of depth, internally remarking ‘flat I see, then think distance’ (U 61). As 

Heusel writes, this comment by Stephen seems to indicate an implicit agreement with Aristotelean 

philosophy in the sense that depth does not ‘reside in the object’ but is strictly a function of the visual 

apparatus and subsequent interpretation of visual stimuli by the brain: hence, Stephen’s initial vision 

is one of ‘flat’-ness, with the sense of ‘distance’ being conjured subsequently through thought.243 In 

this reading it is exclusively through parallax that the brain is able to calculate values of distance and 

depth; indeed, binocularity—the synthesis of two distinct points of views—is responsible for the 

effect of stereopsis, otherwise known as depth perception, in which the brain exploits the naturally 

 
242 Heusel, 135-146.  
243 Ibid., 137. 
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different locations of the eyes in the head to generate our sense of depth perception and, by extension, 

empirical perceptual accuracy.244  

 Bloom’s capacity for identification with the epistemic, affective, and physical perspective of 

other beings is not restricted to his ability to commune with non-human animals; it is a characteristic 

of almost all of his interactions with humans, as well. In fact, Bloom’s tendency towards identification 

and communality almost lands him in trouble, as in the confrontation that takes place between him 

and the ardently nationalist citizen in Barney Kiernan’s pub during ‘The Cyclops’ episode. The whole 

confrontation between Bloom and the citizen plays with the notion of restricted vision and alternative 

perspectives. Where in Homer's Odyssey the Cyclops literally possesses only one eye, in Ulysses the 

mock-heroic figure of the ‘broadshouldered’ and deepchested’ citizen, humorously clad in a parodic 

uniform of ‘recently flayed oxhide’ (U 382), is characterised by—and sharply satirised for—his 

obstinate refusal to see from any perspective other than his own steadfastly nationalist and hyper-

masculine perspective: for example, the citizen seems scornful of The Irish Independent, calling it a 

‘blasted rag […] founded by Parnell to be the workingman’s friend’ (U 384). Bloom’s approach to 

knowledge and rhetoric, meanwhile, is entirely based around the desire to make his interlocutor see 

from an alternative perspective, while avoiding what he perceives as the cardinal sin of moral, 

political, or philosophical absolutism. Bloom literally punctuates his arguments with the rhetorical 

question ‘but don’t you see?’—a clear (if futile) enjoinment for the others in Kiernan’s pub to adopt 

a different rhetorical point of view (U 395). Bloom also qualifies his own arguments (‘but on the 

other hand’), which prevents him from falling into the error of maintaining one perspective to the 

exclusion of all alternatives (U 395). 

 Bloom is often portrayed as a man thoroughly outside of his own world, looking in: he is 

‘exceptional’, writes William M. Schutte, ‘in his social isolation’.245 As a Jewish man in Catholic 

Ireland, Bloom is depicted as a man outside of his own culture, despite the fact that he is 

 
244 Julie M. Harris, ‘Binocular Vision: Moving Closer to Reality’, Philosophical Transactions: 
Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences, Vol. 362, No. 1825 (2004), 2721-2739. 
245 William M. Schutte, ‘Leopold Bloom: A Touch of the Artist’, James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 10, No. 1 
(1972), 118-131 (120). 
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uncircumcised, regularly flouts Jewish dietary prohibitions, and has gone through (an admittedly 

rather non-committal) conversion to Catholicism thanks to his marriage to Molly. Regardless, other 

characters frequently make mention of Bloom’s Jewish heritage: in ‘Cyclops’, for example, the 

citizen dubs Bloom ‘a new apostle to the gentiles’ (U 432), and a number of other petty racist jibes 

are made at Bloom’s expense throughout the text. That being said, Bloom does not seem to be 

ashamed of his Jewish heritage, per se. Bloom treats his Jewishness in the same way that he treats 

other religions: with impartiality, interest, and inquiry. Schutte writes that Bloom sees religion, and 

indeed, other languages and nationalities with ‘an objectivity denied to those around him’, which, in 

turn, makes him the perfect observer and commentator.246  

   

 
246 Ibid., 118-131 (121). 
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3.6 Voyeurism, Parallax, and the Failure to See Oneself 

As we have seen, Bloom’s approach to knowledge is closely related to visuality, which is appropriate 

given Bloom’s own tendency towards scopophilic perversity. Bloom is, in fact, a literal—as well as 

figurative and imaginative—voyeur, and, as with other voyeurs, Bloom derives pleasure from 

observation: for example, he observes Molly’s affair with Boylan, and, in doing so receives an odd 

form of sexual gratification derived from the knowledge of her infidelity. Freud suggests that ‘[v]isual 

impressions’ are the ‘most frequent pathway along which libidinal excitation is aroused’, and that it 

is ‘usual for most normal people to linger […] over the intermediate sexual aim of a looking that has 

a sexual tinge to it’.247 However, according to Freud, this relatively normal form of sexual seeing or 

viewing becomes a perversion when the act of viewing is ‘restricted exclusively to the genitals’ or 

‘connected with the overriding of disgust’, or if watching, instead of being purely preparatory to sex, 

instead ‘supplants it’ and becomes the primary sexual aim of the subject in question.248 There are 

many instances of Bloom’s voyeurism in Ulysses, with the most famous, perhaps, being Bloom’s 

voyeuristic observation of Gerty MacDowell at Sandymount Strand in ‘Nausicaa’. 

 From her introduction in Ulysses, Gerty is framed in terms of physical, and therefore visual, 

beauty: she is, according to the narrator, ‘as fair a specimen of winsome Irish girlhood as one could 

wish to see’ (U 452). The word ‘specimen’ indicates a single thing typical of its kind, and is often 

used in scientific contexts. The phrase is Latin in origin, and also denotes an indication, mark, 

example, sign, or evidence; by extension, a specimen may be seen as that by which a thing is known, 

or a means of knowing; in fact, the phrase ‘specimen’ derives from the Latin spectare, ‘to look’, 

which points to an explicit relationship between seeing and knowing.249 And, indeed, the way we 

come to know Gerty MacDowell is through a parodic inventory of her physical characteristics and 

clothes: we are told, for example, about her ‘slight and graceful’ figure, ‘the waxen pallor of her face’, 

and her ‘rosebud mouth’ (U 452). Each of these attributes are made to stand as metaphors for Gerty’s 

 
247 Freud, ‘Three Essays […]’, ed. Richards, trans. Strachey, pp. 45-155 p. 69. 
248 Ibid., p. 70. 
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[last accessed 28 Jan 2023]. 
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character: her ‘pallor’, for example, is ‘almost spiritual in its ivorylike purity’ (U 452); her ‘delicate 

hands’ and ‘higharched instep’, meanwhile, indicate her ‘languid queenly hauteur’ (U 453). Gerty’s 

simple clothes, meanwhile, mark her out as ‘a votary of Dame Fashion’ blessed with ‘instinctive 

taste’ (U 455). Gerty’s perspective of herself (and Bloom) is heavily influenced by the sentimental 

romantic poetry, novelettes and pictorials she consumes, and whenever the narrator’s free indirect 

discourse occupies Gerty's perspective, the narrator's prose becomes filled with humorous hyperbole 

imitative of these sorts of publications. Indeed, as Cara Siobhán Cantwell notes, both Gerty and 

Bloom ‘rely on a mesh of interwoven texts for indicators and signifiers of their identities’; as such, 

both characters process information in a way very similar to the process of stereopsis, by synthesising 

and cataloguing a collection of ‘received imagery’. 249F

250 

 Gerty is also an imaginative voyeur in her own way, and much of the humour and pathos of 

‘Nausicaa’ derives the from the disjunction between Gerty and Bloom’s perspective of events. 

Bloom’s face, Gerty thinks, is ‘the saddest she had ever seen’, and his eyes ‘[burn] into her as though 

they would search her through and through, read her very soul’ (U 465). Gerty’s observation of Bloom 

eventually leads her to create an imaginary narrative in which Bloom, now cast as a dark, intellectual 

‘foreigner’, is sat in ‘deep mourning’ over an unknown ‘haunting sorrow’, before fantasising about 

Bloom sweeping her off her feet in a passionate embrace (U 465). Gerty then imagines Bloom’s ‘dark 

eyes’ fixing themselves on her body, ‘drinking in her every contour’, and is certain that ‘[i]f ever 

there was undisguised admiration in a man’s passionate gaze it was there plain to be seen on that 

man’s face’ (U 471). Gerty, sneaking furtive glances at Bloom, believes she knows Bloom ‘could be 

trusted to the death’, as he is, in her mind, a ‘man of inflexible honour to his fingertips’ (U 476). All 

of Gerty’s romantic fantasies are derived from her furtive glances at Bloom; these momentary glances 

lead Gerty to make one-sided inferences about Bloom’s personality and history based purely on his 

physical appearance. As readers, we are not anchored to a particular subjective consciousness in the 

 
250 Cara Siobhán Cantwell, ‘‘The portals of discovery’: Popular Literature, Parallax, and the Culture of 
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context of the narrative of Ulysses: as such, we also have access to Bloom’s thoughts on his encounter 

with Gerty. As we shall see, the reality of Bloom’s interest in Gerty is, in fact, prosaically lascivious. 

 The narrative cuts abruptly from Gerty’s perspective to Bloom’s in the moment he realises, 

that, ‘O!’, Gerty is lame (U 479). Bloom watches Gerty as ‘she limped away’, idly thinking that her 

‘defect’ was why she was ‘left on the shelf’ when Gerty’s friends went for a sprint (U 479). In a rare 

outburst of misogynist sentiment, Bloom ponders Gerty’s ‘jilted beauty’, and decides he was glad not 

to have known about Gerty’s physical disability ‘when she was on show’, for this would have ruined 

his sexual interest (as it is revealed that Bloom was masturbating the whole time he was staring at 

Gerty) (U 479). It is indicative of Bloom’s voyeurism that he refers to Gerty as if she were a spectacle 

to be enjoyed; indeed, Bloom’s thoughts linger over the idea of voyeurism, turning from his encounter 

with Gerty to the explicit ‘[m]utoscope pictures’ found in Capel street, which are for ‘men only’ (U 

480). The phrase, ‘[p]eeping Tom’ is evoked in Bloom’s mind, which, of course, is a common slang 

term for a male voyeur (much like Bloom himself) (U 480). Despite Bloom’s problematic assessment 

of Gerty as a ‘[h]ot little devil’ or a ‘[c]uriosity like a nun or a negress’ or, humorously, ‘a girl with 

glasses’, there are indications Bloom’s empathy during his encounter with Gerty and her friends as 

well (U 479). For example, Bloom instinctively knows that the ‘squinty one’—Edy Boardman—is 

‘delicate’, or, more precisely, ‘[n]ear her monthlies’ (U 479). This observation touches off a moment 

of reflection on women’s periods in Bloom’s mind: he wonders about the biological synchronisation 

of monthly periods, and remembers that Molly and Milly would sometimes menstruate at the same 

time. Bloom both unconsciously and consciously shows signs of experiencing some of the symptoms 

of menstruation himself: he has a ‘bad headache’, and, thinking briefly of Molly telling him that she 

would ‘feel things a ton weight’, remarks that he ‘[feels] it myself too’ (U 479-480). Bloom’s thoughts 

regarding menstruation turn towards the act of courting, and, wondering what Gerty ‘saw’ in him, he 

has a moment’s poignant reflection on his own appearance and age, consoling himself with the fact 

that he ‘can’t be so if Molly’ (U 481). This moment of reflection in which Bloom questions what 

Gerty sees in him has significant implications for our reading of our protagonist as a character capable 
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of adopting multiple perspectives. Clearly, Bloom is not infallible when it comes to seeing from other 

points of view: in this instance, he is unable to access Gerty’s perspective, and fails to see himself as 

she does; similarly, Gerty herself wildly misinterprets Bloom’s voyeuristic gaze. Despite this failure 

to see from another perspective on the part of the characters, the depiction of narrative perspective is 

still very much parallactic in this section of the novel: Joyce gives the reader access to two points of 

view and exploits the gap between perspectives as a way to generate humour and dramatic irony. 
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3.7 Struggling to be Seen: the Tragedy of Molly Bloom 

There are a number of moments in Ulysses where Joyce exploits the comic potential of the inevitable 

human failure to see oneself fully from another point of view, but there are also moments in which 

this failure becomes more poignant. For example, in the ‘Penelope’ section of the text, the reader is 

given access to the perspective of Molly Bloom, Leopold’s wife. Up until this point in the novel, 

Molly has been largely out of view in the context of the narrative: we are only given descriptions of 

parts of her appearance, she does not engage in extended verbal communication with Bloom, and we 

are not given access to her narrative perspective. Rather, our view of Molly is constructed largely 

from Bloom’s perspective, which itself is deeply inflected by his knowledge of her affair with Boylan. 

Indeed, as Henke writes, throughout Ulysses, ‘Joyce teases and titillates our voyeuristic sensibilities’ 

and ‘invites us to construct a male-centered vision of Molly as eternal temptress’.251 As readers of 

Ulysses will know, the true character of Molly is infinitely more vivid, complicated, contradictory, 

and problematic than the events of the narrative as witnessed from this voyeuristic (yet profoundly 

limited) perspective would initially suggest, and, as Henke writes, it is not until the ‘Penelope’ 

episode that Joyce ‘attempts to disclose the woman’s story embedded in a predominantly male epic 

narrative’.252 

 Aside from the formal idiosyncrasy of ‘Penelope’, the defining feature of Molly’s internal 

monologue is that of fragmentation and contradiction, with apparently random images or 

diametrically opposed feelings spliced together within the context of Molly’s speech. Henke suggests 

our perspective of Molly emerges from her monologue ‘like a fragmented image in a Cubist painting 

seen from a number of simultaneous but conflicting perspectives’; this fragmentary perspective may 

be a direct consequence of Molly’s own internal conflict and fragmented identity. Molly has, as 

Henke notes, frequently been portrayed in academia in a number of archetypal feminine roles, ‘from 

latter-day Emma Bovary to mythic earth-goddess—as a sensuous Irish matron whose emotional 
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resources are rapidly dwindling, and in the metaphorical guise of a serene’—but also deeply ‘maternal 

and seductive’—‘Gea-Tellus’.253 While these perspectives of Molly are undoubtedly valid in their 

own way, this chapter will consider Molly from the perspective of what Henke calls ‘nineteenth 

century sexual/textual metadiscursive conventions’, specifically those of Freudian psychoanalysis.254 

This consideration will show the way in which Molly and Leopold’s psychosexual traumas inhibit 

them from clearly ‘seeing’ each other; I will argue that this difficulty around seeing from the 

perspective of one another renders the possibility of transparent communication and connection 

between the emotionally wounded couple problematic, but not without hope.255 

 Molly’s personal development is characterised by an unresolved psychosexual competition  

between Molly and her mother, Lunita Laredo, for the attention of her father, Major Tweedy; this 

psychosexual competition is hugely complicated by Lunita’s early abandonment of Molly and the 

Major. Judith Mishne suggests that, ‘[e]vents in the early life of a child, such as the absence of a 

parent […] contribute to the narcissistic fixation in a negative sense’; it is unsurprising, then, that 

Molly manifests a continual preoccupation with her self and body, and frequently tends towards  

expressions of selfishness and egotism.256 Freud wrote extensively about narcissism, most notably in 

his 1914 essay entitled ‘On Narcissism: An Introduction’. For Freud, narcissism denotes the attitude 

of ‘a person who treats his own body in the same way in which the body of a sexual object’, and 

possesses the ‘significance of a perversion that has absorbed the whole of the subject’s sexual life’.257 

Freud suggests that narcissism arises from a ‘disturbance’ during ‘libidinal development’: this 

disturbance may be associated with, among other things, the absence of the archetypal Freudian ‘love-

object’—the mother who provides nourishment and love for the developing child.258 As Mishne 
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256 Judith Mishne, ‘Parental Abandonment: A Unique Form of Loss and Narcissistic Injury’, Clinical Social 
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257 Sigmund Freud, ‘On Narcissism: An Introduction’, Freud’s On Narcissism: An Introduction, eds. Peter 
Fonagy, Ethel Spector Person and Joseph Sandler (Abingdon-on-Thames, Taylor & Francis Group, 2012), 
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writes, rather than taking the absent mother as their love-object, the narcissistic individual identifies 

themselves with their own ‘ideal self images’ in order to ‘deny normal dependency on external objects 

and on the internalized representations of the external object’.259 With this denial of dependency on 

external objects in mind, it seems likely that, while the narcissistic aspects of Molly behaviour and 

thought have frequently been analysed in terms of an independent personality disorder, the 

narcissistic dimension of Molly’s personality may in fact be a symptom of a Freudian reaction 

formation. Henke suggests this reaction formation is an attempt, for Molly ‘to compensate 

psychologically for the original trauma of maternal desertion’: if Molly seems to exhibit narcissistic 

tendencies, it is, Henke argues, ‘largely because the trauma of maternal abjection has enunciated the 

ground of problematic ego-development’.260 

 Molly exhibits many debilitating and seemingly contradictory long-term consequences of 

maternal absence, including not only narcissism, but also anxiety, low self-esteem, intense feelings 

of inferiority and jealousy, and a deep, if superficially concealed, desire for attention and affection. 

These simultaneous feelings of anxiety, inferiority and jealousy manifest most noticeably in the form 

of deeply internalised misogyny and, by extension, self-hatred. Molly frequently refers to other 

women—indeed, women in general—as a ‘dreadful lot of bitches’ (U, 927). The most common way 

Molly’s internalised misogyny manifests is through judgement of other women based on their 

physical attractiveness. Women Molly perceives as less physically attractive than herself become 

objects of scorn and derision: for example, Molly supposes Mrs Riordan ‘was pious because no man 

would look at her twice’, and hopes she will ‘never be like her’ (U, 871); Molly also spitefully 

comments on Paddy Dignam’s wife’s looks, noting that ‘her widows weeds wont improve her 

appearance’ (U, 920). Women who Molly perceives as a threat in terms of physical appearance or 

youthfulness, meanwhile, become objects of intense, even violent, jealousy: Molly angrily thinks of 

‘that slut that Mary we had in Ontario terrace’, who she internally accuses of ‘padding out her false 
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bottom to excite him [Leopold]’ (U, 873). Molly’s feelings of jealousy and incessant comparison of 

her self with other women even extends to her own daughter. Molly believes Milly knows ‘shes pretty 

with her lips so red’, which Molly seems to frame as arrogance on the part of her daughter (U, 912). 

However, Molly’s comparison with Milly, in whom she sees an image of a younger and more 

attractive version of herself, is also deeply poignant. Molly’s jealous comparison with her daughter 

belies a tenderness for Milly, who Molly sees growing up, and a deep nostalgia for her own youth: 

those ‘lips so red’, which are symbolic of youthful beauty, ‘wont stay that way’; Molly knows this 

because, as she says in a moment of heart-wrenching self-abasement, ‘I was too’ (U, 912).  

 Molly’s obsession with youth and beauty as indexes of self-worth seems to stem directly from 

her experience of maternal abandonment: as Henke writes, in Lunita’s absence Molly has constructed 

a mythic, idealised image of her mother, ‘the beautiful, seductive, and powerful woman who won 

Daddy’s affections only to go away’.261 However, as Jonathon Quick points out, Molly ‘remembers 

no actual experience of her mother’, and accordingly, ‘everything she thinks she knows, or suspects, 

about "Lunita Laredo" must have been imparted to her by "Major" Tweedy’.262 Quick notes that 

Tweedy was a doubtful source of information, and that his ‘statements about his past in Gibraltar 

form a pattern of glamorizing lies’; it is entirely possible, then, that ‘Lunita Laredo’ is simply a fiction 

of Tweedy’s designed to give both a ‘plausible account of Molly's birth and to indulge his own sexual 

vanity’.263 Whether she truly exists or is simply a convenient figment created by Tweedy, the shadow 

of Lunita Laredo hangs heavily over Molly, who, as Quick writes, ‘doesn't and can't know who she 

is’, and is forced to fabricate a ‘rich imagined reality existing between the twin falsehoods of historical 

certainty and chaos’ based on the spurious information supplied by her father.264 Henke suggests that, 

without direct experience of either Lunita’s personality or ‘mother-daughter symbiosis’, Molly 

identified in childhood with a ‘mythic evocation of Lunita’, and replicates this symbolic image of her 

mother, eternally young and beautiful, in her own adult persona, which is that of the ‘seductive vamp’; 
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Molly’s concept of self-worth is based, therefore, around the doomed maintenance of this seductive 

persona and an eternally youthful and physically attractive body.265  

 However, Molly does not identify with the conventional image of womanly beauty embodied 

by the sculptures Leopold peruses in the National Museum. As Henke points out, Molly’s perspective 

of herself is rather more ‘perverse and pornographic’, and instead of identifying with an aesthetic 

ideal of femininity and beauty, Molly identifies with the pornographic image of a nude woman 

belonging to Leopold: ‘Im a little like the dirty bitch in that Spanish photo he has’ (U, 892). Molly's 

association with this pornographic image reveals a great deal about her perspective of her self: we 

see Molly’s internalised contempt for the female form and sexual behaviour, a subconscious 

association of this form and sexuality with Molly’s mother, Lunita (the woman in the photo is 

Spanish, and presumably has similar features to both Molly and Molly’s image of her mother), and a 

further association of Molly herself with Lunita via the analog of the nude Spanish woman. From this 

association, therefore, we can intuit a complex and circular pattern of jealousy, resentment, and 

internalised self-hatred playing out in Molly’s subconscious: Molly is jealous and resentful of the 

woman in Leopold’s picture for distracting his attention from her, a dynamic that Molly may associate 

with her mother’s perceived infidelity to her father’s and herself. However, this projection of negative 

emotion onto the pornographic image is complicated by the fact that Molly identifies herself with the 

very object of her contempt and jealousy, the symbolic image of her mother: as Molly herself says, 

‘Im a little like the dirty bitch’.  

 Lunita—or, more accurately, the idea of Lunita—is clearly a source of emotional ambivalence 

and conflict for Molly, with their traumatic non-relationship providing the basis for Molly’s 

contradictory self-image. On the one hand, Molly identifies both her mother and herself—at least 

partially—with the ‘dirty bitch’ in the Spanish photograph; however, Molly’s similarity to her mother 

in terms of physical appearance also seems to be a source of pride: 'Ive got my mothers eyes and 

figure anyhow’ (U, 905). As noted earlier, appearances (the way one is seen, the perspective from 
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which one is viewed) are of great importance to Molly: it is not surprising, then, that Molly identifies 

with a piece of media—a smutty photograph—that bears a strong relationship to ideas of external 

appearance and pornographic specularity. As Henke points out, even at the moment of supposed 

climax with Boylan, an experience that should indicate unselfconscious sexual pleasure, ‘Molly sees 

herself as specular object rather than experiencing subject’.266 Molly, seeing herself externally in the 

midst of sex with Boylan, consciously gives herself ‘that look with my hair a bit loose from the 

tumbling and my tongue between my lips’, an appearance designed specifically to further seduce 

Boylan. Molly’s conscious management of her appearance extends even to her own orgasm: despite 

supposedly ‘coming for about 5 minutes’, Molly holds herself back from shouting ‘all sorts of things 

fuck or shit or anything at all’ (U, 894). Molly does not want ‘to look ugly’ due to the ‘lines from the 

strain’ of orgasm, which she justifies by saying ‘who knows the way hed take it’ (U, 894). Molly’s 

supposed experience of sexual pleasure is thus thoroughly tainted by her desire for patriarchal 

approval, and, in the final instance, Molly’s experience of sexual pleasure rests entirely on Boylan’s 

perspective of her own features. Molly endeavours to win Boylan’s favour; however, Boylan, ‘the 

savage brute’, is unforthcoming in this regard: ‘he does it and doesn’t talk’ (U, 894). Molly is clearly 

aware of Boylan’s ambivalence, disinterest, and unavailability on an emotional level: she alludes to 

being uncertain about the level of Boylan’s interest in her, and suggests that, as a woman, ‘you want 

to feel your way with a man’, implying a level of caution and reserve about not only her adulterous 

relationship with Boylan, but with men in general (U, 894). However, Molly is poignantly, even 

tragically, aware that men are ‘not all like’ Boylan—indeed, her own husband, Leopold, provides an 

excellent example of a man who deviates sharply from the macho stereotype embodied by Molly’s 

illicit lover (U, 894). 

 Henke posits the following question: ‘[i]f Molly seeks a virile lover to confirm her female 

identity, why does she choose to marry Leopold Bloom?’.267 Leopold is in many ways precisely the 
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opposite of a conventional masculine figure, and especially in terms of his polymorphous and 

perverse sexuality. To answer Henke’s rhetorical question poses a difficulty, in the sense that Molly 

herself displays a multiplicity of perspectives for and attitudes towards Leopold: she ridicules and 

belittles her husband’s sexual perversity, yet these moments of ridicule bely both a latent perversity 

of her own and a deep identification with, and affection for, her husband; after all, by Molly's own 

admission, even if Leopold is a ‘madman’, ‘nobody understands his cracked ideas but me’ (U, 925). 

Indeed, Molly often shows instances of care, pride, and affection for her husband: for example, Molly 

disapproves of Leopold’s relationship with the other middle-aged Dublin males who attend Paddy 

Dignam’s funeral on the basis that they make ‘fun of him […] behind his back’ (U, 920). In Molly’s 

eyes, Leopold is mocked by the other men simply because ‘he has sense enough not to squander every 

penny piece he earns on their gullets and looks after his wife and family’ (U, 920). It is obvious from 

Molly’s protective reaction that Leopold’s intelligence and good sense is a quality Molly, despite her 

frequent criticisms of Leopold’s ‘idiotics’, finds deeply endearing and attractive (U, 920). However, 

Leopold’s education and intellect may also create feelings of insecurity in Molly, who, when 

fantasising about a relationship with Stephen, is concerned about the possibility that the educated 

young man may ‘think me stupid’; it is likely this anxiety over her relative lack of education extends 

into Molly’s relationship with her husband, whose intellect Molly seems to find simultaneously 

impressive and ridiculous (U, 920). 

 The overwhelming sense one gets when reading ‘Penelope’ is of Molly’s deep anxiety over 

Leopold’s perceived lack of affection and sexual interest towards her, which is compounded by pre-

existing anxieties relating to age, physical appearance, desirability, and self-worth. Indeed, many of 

Molly’s issues with self-image and self-worth seem to be explicitly related to feeling deprived of 

love. It seems clear that many of the central and formative relationships of Molly’s life are, from her 

perspective, asymmetric or simply unreciprocated in terms of affection and attention: for example, 

Molly feels upset by Leopold’s perceived ‘cold’-ness (U, 925) and Boylan’s ‘brute’-ishness towards 

her (U, 894), and also feels an acute lack over Lunita’s absence, which left Molly with no mother 



 

 108 

figure ‘to look after’ her (U, 926). In ‘On Narcissism’, Freud writes that ‘[l]oving in itself, in so far 

as it involves longing and deprivation, lowers self-regard; whereas being loved, having one’s love 

returned, and possessing the loved object, raises it once more’.268 It is obvious from ‘Penelope’ that 

Molly expends a significant amount of emotional energy on Leopold, Lunita, and even Boylan, 

which, according to Freud, lowers her self-regard, as she feels various kinds of longing and 

deprivation associated with these relationships (spousal, maternal, and sexual); this lowering of self-

regard is complicated by the perceived ambivalence of these characters towards Molly, who feels her 

love is unreciprocated, and is therefore unable to raise her self-esteem through the enactment of a 

mutually loving relationship. This inability to feel loved, and therefore worthy, contributes to Molly’s 

narcissism, negative self-image, and anxiety, and even partially explains Molly’s foray into adultery. 

 It is highly likely that the foundation for Molly’s adulterous relationship with Boylan was laid 

during her childhood, and most specifically during her pubescence, when the absence of Molly’s 

mother—whoever she was—was most keenly felt. We have some indication that, until this point, 

Molly was relatively well-adjusted and happy, as she poignantly notes that ‘when I was only about 

ten […] I used to love myself then’ (U, 906). Although it is not explicitly stated, it is clear that Molly 

perceives her mother’s supposed absence as an infidelity to both her father and herself: she displays 

signs of wounding over the fact that she ‘never had’ ‘a mother to look after’ her (U, 926). In the 

present, it seems that Leopold, in Molly’s eyes, has assumed the role of a maternal figure, providing 

affection, care and nourishment: as Henke notes, Leopold ‘provides Molly with tender, maternal care 

and seeks, in turn, the psychological reinforcement of non-aggressive, childish erotic rites’.269 Molly 

associates Leopold with a maternal figure, and, by extension, her own absent mother, for whom she 

has complex and ambivalent feelings of both longing and resentment. Molly also seems to resent 

Leopold for his perceived lack of conventional sexual interest in her, the measure by which Molly 

judges her own self-worth: she notes that ‘its a wonder Im not an old shrivelled hag before my time 
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living with him so cold never embracing me except sometimes when hes asleep the wrong end of me’ 

(U, 925). Molly may have enacted her adulterous relationship with Boylan as a form of retaliation for 

Bloom’s supposed disinterest, despite the tragic fact that Leopold is the actual object of Molly's 

desire, and vice versa. As Molly says, all women want ‘to be embraced 20 times a day almost to make 

her look young no matter who so long as to be in love or loved by somebody if the fellow you want 

isnt there’ (U, 925): it seems obvious that the ‘fellow’ Molly truly wants is Leopold. So, Molly’s 

adultery is, at least partially, a means for her to punish her husband’s perceived sexual ambivalence—

as she says, ‘its all his own fault if I am an adulteress’ (U, 929); however, it is equally a way for 

Molly to enact revenge against her absent mother, who, as stated above, Molly identifies with the 

maternal, caring Bloom.  

 There is another dimension to Molly’s adultery, which hinges on her own warped self-image: 

the adulterous act also seems to precipitate a form of internalised misogynistic self-flagellation, as 

Molly identifies closely with her mother, the archetypal symbol of womanhood; indeed, Molly 

suggests all women ‘are a dreadful lot of bitches’, and implies that they deserve to be treated 

negatively—although she does caveat this statement with the narcissistic aside ‘Im not like that’ (U, 

927). It is also possible that Molly’s foray into adultery is intended to provoke Bloom’s antipathy as 

a way for Molly to punish herself for the sense of failure she feels around Rudy’s death: although 

Molly seems to blame Leopold for Rudy’s death—she wonders ‘was he not able to make one’—it is 

obvious she feels both an acute sense of loss over, and responsibility for, Rudy’s passing (U, 926). 

Molly’s narcissistic abdication of responsibility (‘it wasnt my fault’) belies her true sense of guilt and 

regret for Rudy’s death (U, 926). Molly seems tragically aware that Rudy’s death marks a point of 

apparently irreversible damage to her relationship with Leopold: she instinctively knows she will 

‘never have another’ child, and that the relationship between her and Leopold was ‘never the same 

since’ (U, 927).  

 The pathos of ‘Penelope’—like the bathos of ‘Nausicaa’—hinges on Joyce’s exploitation of 

the human failure to fully see from another perspective. Molly notes the reason she was initially 
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attracted to Leopold was that he ‘understood or felt what a woman is’; in the same breath Molly 

mentions she ‘knew’ instinctively that she ‘could always get round him’, which is a characteristically 

narcissistic way for Molly to say that she understands Leopold’s deepest inner workings, a capacity 

Molly makes numerous references to during her monologue (U, 923). Indeed, it seems Leopold and 

Molly’s relationship was formed on the basis of a deeply empathetic polymorphous perspective, the 

capacity to see from each others’ point of view, and almost all of the contributing factors to the 

emotional divide and sexual dysfunction that has formed between Molly and Leopold in the present 

day of Ulysses’ narrative seem to hinge on the dissolution or disruption of this capacity for adopting 

the perspective of each other. Both Molly and Leopold exhibit moments of lucidity with regards to 

the difficulties their marriage faces, but their capacity for inhabiting each other’s perspective seems 

to have been eroded by their experiences of trauma (most notably, perhaps, Rudy’s death). They 

struggle to see themselves as the other does: on one level, Molly believes Leopold to be sexually 

indifferent towards her in the wake of Rudy's death, which she uses as a justification for her adultery; 

Leopold, on the other hand, while providing maternal care and nourishment for his wife, seems 

wilfully blind to Molly’s desperate need for sexual fulfilment and spousal affection, which he likely 

believes are being fulfilled by Boylan. Of course, both Molly and Leopold are incorrect in their 

assumptions regarding the other’s perspective: Leopold is not indifferent towards Molly, but is 

severely traumatised by the spectre of Rudy’s death, which prevents him from enacting sexual contact 

with his wife; Molly, meanwhile, deeply unfulfilled by her tryst with Boylan and also scarred by 

Rudy's passing, desires the attention and solace of her husband. For the Blooms to pass through the 

crucible of past trauma, they must, to paraphrase Philip Kitcher, recognise their collective ‘failure to 

come to terms with Rudy’s death’ and ‘what it has meant’ for each other; their ‘task’, therefore, is 

simply to ‘extend [their] capacity for adopting the perspectives of others […] to the painful events 

and situations’ they have ‘scrupulously suppressed’ in their domestic life.270 
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3.8 Conclusion 

At one stage in ‘Circe’, Bloom is harangued and harassed by a lynch mob of accusers and torturers 

for a long list of comically apocalyptic perversities. Bloom is called—among other epithets—the 

‘white bull mentioned in the Apocalypse’, ‘the stinking goat of Mendes, and is accused of 

‘debauchery’ from his ‘earliest years’ (U 612). To defend himself from his aggressive interlocutors, 

Bloom implores ‘sex specialist’ Buck Mulligan and his fellow doctors to provide testimony on his 

behalf (U 613). Mulligan and company’s testimony, according to Colleen Lamos, comprises ‘a 

parody of contemporary sexology’ that pokes fun at some of the more superficial and close-minded 

theories of famous sexologists.271 Mulligan, speaking in the pompous register of a mock forensic 

scientist/psychologist, comments that Bloom is ‘bisexually abnormal’, before providing a list of 

spuriously interconnected psychological and physiological symptoms displayed by the offending 

Bloom, such as ‘hereditary epilepsy’ (‘the consequence’, Mulligan blithely asserts, ‘of unbridled 

lust’), ‘chronic exhibitionism’, latent ambidexterity, premature baldness ‘from selfabuse’, perverse 

idealism, and ‘metal teeth’ (U 613). Mulligan and his sexologist friends don’t strictly see Bloom as a 

person, in the sense of a unique individual with the capacity for both conscious thought and a broad 

range of emotion: rather, they see Bloom as a collection of physical defects and mental pathologies 

(all explicitly connected to his sexuality) to be analysed, debated, classified, and, ultimately, 

explained.  

 Indeed, this would seem to be a subtle critique of the systematic study of sex as a scientific 

discipline: that, regardless of the potentially legitimising effects of classifying sexuality, 

psychoanalysis ultimately reduces the nuances of sexual desire and identity to a list of generic types 

or ideals. This is a result of the attempt by such discipline to see or classify the highly subjective 

experience of sexual desire from an objective, scientific perspective. For Joyce, it is simply 

impossible to regard human sexuality from an external perspective devoid of attachment or partiality: 
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sexuality comes from within the individual, so no perspective on human sexuality can be effective 

without taking into account the individual’s experience of their own sexuality. That is to say, there is 

no meaningful way in which we can access or describe sexuality without reference to our own 

affective moods and mental states. Without these references, sexuality becomes a blanket term for an 

abstract collection of medical symptoms such as those reeled off by Mulligan and his cronies; this 

reliance on personal experience is complicated by the fact that, as human subjects, we cannot escape 

the boundaries of our own subjectivity and fully inhabit the point of view of another human agent. 

However, Joyce, by freeing perspective from any necessary attachment to the consciousness of one 

of his characters, and allowing the contents of one mind to undulate through the consciousness of 

another, is able to cleverly play with the limitations of everyday subjectivity and perspective. Through 

the literary depiction of Bloom’s polymorphous perversity, both Joyce and Bloom are able to 

transcend the boundaries of subjectivity and inhabit multiple discrete points of view; this 

transcendence allows both Bloom and the reader to experience the desires and emotions of others on 

both a personal and subjective level. Joyce also shows—both comically and tragically—what happens 

to human relationships when our capacity to see ourselves as others see us breaks down due to 

misunderstanding, trauma, prejudice, and the inevitable limits imposed by the boundaries of our own 

consciousness. Through its playful juxtaposition and proliferation of narrative perspective, and, by 

extension, its disclosure of alternative ways of seeing and being in the world, Joycean modernism 

engages the reader in, as Kitcher writes, ‘reflections that modify their ethical categories’.272 It is 

precisely this reevaluation of our ethics, precipitated by our immersion in the manifold interwoven 

perspectives of Joyce’s characters, that carries the potential for us as readers to expand the horizons 

of our own lives.  
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s Gregory A. Wilson writes, the phrase ‘sympathy’ is often used in critical writings to describe 

Virginia Woolf’s writing, which is frequently dominated by the ‘tension between subjective and 

objective points of view’.273 Implicit in this tension, Wilson suggests, is one of Woolf’s central 

representational concerns: how best to represent ‘the operation of the mind and its relationship to the 

outside world’.274 Brian Phillips also emphasises the centrality of sympathy to Woolf’s writing when 

he notes that indirect discourse, which rarely—if ever—portrays thought directly, requires extreme 

sympathy on the part of the reader, ‘who is called on to construct a human being around a fleeting 

vision of consciousness’.274F

275 As Phillips points out, through her portrayal of many unique 

consciousnesses, Woolf implies that ‘all experience is individually conditioned’ and that ‘the 

subjective is inescapable’. 275F

276  

 Woolf's portrayal of multiple subjective perspectives is mirrored in her aesthetics of vision. 

In Woolf’s writing, Claudia Olk notes, many consciousnesses are connected through the shared 

experience of viewing an ‘external focus’ (for example, the car carrying the mysterious VIP in the 

opening passages of the novel). The juxtaposition of multiple visual perspectives, Olk suggests, 

relativises consciousness: each consciousness becomes responsible for the construction of a unique 

idea of meaning based on its singular experience of vision.277 As such, visual perspective in Woolf 
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‘is never one-sided, unmediated or superficial’, and sight does not necessarily provide ‘ocular proof 

nor access to universally valid truths’.278 Indeed, Mitchell A. Leaska goes so far as to suggest that the 

presence of multiple narrative perspectives in Mrs. Dalloway is itself an indication that ‘no 

interpretation can be arrived at which settles on one aspect at the expense of the other’.279 In this 

sense, reading Woolf (perhaps even reading in general) is reminiscent of the relativism of quantum 

systems: that which is to be known about a text depends very much upon the perspective assumed by 

the reader—but no interpretation, such as it is, is final.  

 Taking the revolutionary disruption caused by quantum mechanics as a central theme, this 

chapter will be devoted to an exploration of the relationship between modern physics, consciousness, 

and perspective in the work of one of the most widely recognised writers of literary modernism in 

Western society, Virginia Woolf. Several critics have already shown the profitable ways in which 

modernist texts might be read with regards to modern physics: Michael Whitworth, in Einstein s 

Wake: Relativity, Metaphor, and Modernist Literature (2001), describes the ‘fertile ambiguity’ of the 

figurative concept of the atom, which suggests matter exists in a state of ‘ontological indeterminacy’, 

oscillating frantically between states of solidity and permeability.280 Whitworth ascribes the qualities 

of such matter—‘solidity, porosity, inertness, volatility, substantiality and luminosity’—to modernist 

novels and poetry, suggesting that, if solitary atoms provide models for selves and for texts, then the 

interactions of atoms offers a model for both social interaction and narrative form.281 Paul Sheehan, 

in ‘Einstein, Relativity and Literary Modernism’ (2018), approaches the analogy between modern 

physics and literary modernism in a similarly conceptual way, insisting that relativity should be 

connected to modernism ‘first by routing relativity through philosophy and then by (further) routing 

it through aesthetics’. 281F

282 This connection reveals the many ‘covert affinities’ which bind the science 
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of relativity to the principles of literary modernism: for example, there is a tendency for both 

disciplines to  

embrace paradox, rather than progress; [to] abjure universal 
chronometry, in favour of more diverse, polytemporal perspectives; 
and [to] press at, and move beyond, the limits of realism, whether 
scientific or literary.283 
 

Specific research into Virginia Woolf’s connection with modern physics has already been undertaken, 

with many critics focusing specifically on the similarities between the properties of electromagnetic 

waves and Woolf’s own narrative waveform, or the way in which Woolf—who was aware of Einstein 

and his work—incorporated some of the wider philosophical implications of relativity and quantum 

into her work. Derek Ryan, in Virginia Woolf and the Materiality of Theory (2013) writes extensively 

about Woolf’s ‘quantum ‘philosophy-physics’’, her ‘exploration of epistemology and ontology, 

internal and external, subject and object, life and matter’.284 Ryan argues that these central concerns 

of Woolf’s writing were ‘born out of Planck’s discovery of quanta in December 1900 […], Bohr’s 

atom (1913) […], Einstein’s special theory (1905) and general theory (1916) of relativity, and the 

work on wave and particle theories of Heisenberg, de Broglie, and Schrödinger’.285 Paul Tolliver 

Brown has also written extensively on the relations between relativity and Woolf: his articles ‘The 

Spatiotemporal Topography of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway: Capturing Britain’s Transition to a 

Relative Modernity’ (2015) and ‘Relativity, Quantum Physics, and Consciousness in Virginia 

Woolf's "To the Lighthouse”’ (2009) are of particular relevance to this discussion. Similarly, Rachel 

Crossland has written extensively on the analogies between wave physics and Woolf’s work in 

Modernist Physics: Waves, Particles, and Relativities in the Writings of Virginia Woolf and D. H. 

Lawrence (2018).  

 This chapter will deploy a similar method to Whitworth, Sheehan, Brown, and Crossland, and 

argue that Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925) emulates some of the idiosyncratic qualities of 

 
283 Ibid., 227-326 (230). 
284 Derek Ryan, Virginia Woolf and the Materiality of Theory: Sex, Animal, Life (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2013), p. 171. 
285 Ibid., p. 171. 
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particles and energy as described by modern quantum physics in its portrayal of consciousness and 

narrative perspective. To this end, the first part of the chapter will be devoted to a very brief 

explanation of the basic principles of quantum theory, and will aim to highlight two central 

concepts—superpositions and entanglement—that will be given as analogies for Woolf’s writing on 

levels of both narrative content and formal structure. From here, the chapter will be divided into two 

discrete, but related, investigations: the first will explore how Woolf conceives of the mind’s 

interpretation of sense-data in a mode reminiscent of the resolution of indeterminate states found in 

research on particle superpositions, with consciousness acting as a kind of measuring entity 

responsible for the perspectival interpretation of material reality. The second will deal with the 

concept of entanglement, and discuss the similarities of Woolf’s conception of the relationship 

between the minds of the two central characters of Mrs. Dalloway—Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus 

Smith—with the transferral of information and movement between subatomic particles. This chapter 

will close with a discussion of Woolf’s tendency to endorse the broadening of perspective through 

the intermingling of subjective points of view in the context of the party scene that closes the 

narrative, and link this tendency to the attributes of assembly and interconnectivity that characterise 

quantum theory.  
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4.1 What is Quantum Theory? 

Quantum theory is a branch of modern physics which seeks to describe the actions of atomic and 

subatomic particles. In contrast to classical physics, which describes the physical properties of nature 

at a macroscopic (or ordinary) scale, observations of quantum mechanics occur on a comparatively 

minute scale, focusing on discrete units assigned to the physical properties of atomic particles: for 

instance, the energy of an atom. The inception of quantum theory was a highly significant moment 

for modern physics in a number of ways. The most pertinent was the sudden deconstruction of certain 

fundamental assumptions made by classical physics: it was found, for example, that electrons do not 

simply orbit the nucleus of an atom, as suggested by the classical planetary model of atomic particles; 

instead, electrons were posited to occupy an uncertain, non-deterministic, probabilistic orbital space. 

In short, electrons may be considered (to a certain probability) to be located somewhere within a 

given region of space, but with their exact positions unknown. Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty, 

as the above theory was known, defied conventional understandings of electromagnetism and 

introduced the quality of contingency and randomness to physics, which could not account for the 

position and momentum of particles with absolute precision. Instead, particles were found to exist in 

superpositions, which resolve into probabilistically determinate states upon observation. 

 Quantum also showed how pairs of particles can interact in ways such that the quantum state 

of each particle cannot be described independently of the state of the others, a phenomenon known 

as quantum entanglement. The entanglement of particles violates the local realism view of causality, 

or the principle that an object can only be affected by its immediate surroundings. In contrast to this 

view, quantum entanglement showed evidence for the nonlocal interaction of objects in space. Such 

behaviour seemingly gave rise to counterintuitive or even outright paradoxical effects: as Paul Davis 

writes in his introduction to Werner Heisenberg’s Physics and Philosophy, ‘measurements performed 

on […] particles […] show correlations that imply that each particle carries, in some sense that can 
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be well defined mathematically, an imprint of the activities of the other’.286 Indeed, as mentioned 

above, even the act of measurement via observation was fundamentally problematised by quantum 

mechanics: Bohr suggested that to make any measurement or observation on the property of a particle 

changes the original quantum state of the particle; in short, the observation of a particle changes the 

properties of the particle itself. Quantum thus demonstrates the way in which laws of classical physics 

break down when trying to account for the motions of atomic and subatomic particles, and, in turn, 

suggests classical physics is unable to provide an accurate description of the fundamental mechanics 

of nature. From a philosophical perspective, the effect of quantum theory was seismic in terms of 

both epistemology and ontology. Quantum theory shows us that, at some level, reality literally inheres 

in observation and perspective; by extension, quantum also shows that the physical content of 

perception has nothing to do with discrete physical properties or objects in themselves (with 

Heisenberg famously observing that the question ‘what is an atom?’ is all but meaningless), but with 

the relations between objects. 

 As Whitworth writes in Einstein’s Wake, it seems likely that the similarities established 

between ‘Woolf’s conception of character’ (as well as her conception of the relationships between, 

and interactions of, human and nonhuman matter) and the ‘new ideas about matter’ proposed by 

modern physics are due ‘to a more widespread set of homologies, particular instances of which may 

be found in science, philosophy, linguistics, and other disciplines’.287 Some of these homologies 

might be best expressed by nineteenth- and twentieth century philosophical discourses on perspective. 

As we have seen with the previous chapters on Ford and Joyce, perspective, and by extension 

perception, were central issues for many modernist artists; indeed, Sara Danius suggests that ‘the 

inherent value of perception exercised for perception’s sake’ might be seen as ‘something like a 

modernist imperative’. 287F

288 The centrality of perspective—our view of the world, and the 

 
286 Paul Davies, Introduction to Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern 
Science (London: Penguin, 2000), p. xi. 
287 Whitworth, p. 156. 
288 Sara Danius, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics (Cornell: Cornell 
University Press, 2002), p. 20. 
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epistemological insight we gather about the world through our point of view—to modernist aesthetics 

is echoed in quantum theory. Indeed, the most fundamental challenges to empirical knowledge came 

in the form of revelations regarding the critical importance of perspective discovered through one of 

the most well-known and oft-referenced experiments in the history of modern physics: that which 

dealt with what would become known as wave-particle duality.  
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4.2 Wave-Particle Duality 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Thomas Young suggested that the consideration of light 

as a wave could account for aspects of light propagation left unexplained by Newton’s corpuscular 

theory, such as refraction (the change in direction of light observed when it passed from one medium 

to another), diffraction (the bending of light around the corners of an obstacle or through an aperture) 

and interference (the superposition of light waves).289 While not directly responsible for the shift from 

particle to wave theories of light and matter, which would be solidified in the work of Louis de Broglie 

over a century later (roughly a year before the publication of Mrs. Dalloway), Young inaugurated the 

gradual decomposition of the Newtonian corpuscular theory of light with his work on wave 

interference patterns, which was proposed as an empirical law in a paper to the Royal Society in 1802. 

With gradual and significant changes in many areas of scientific practice—including but not limited 

to the introduction of standardised analysis, tabulation of results, and higher standards of technical 

accuracy—and the publication of James Clerk Maxwell’s ‘A Dynamical Theory of the 

Electromagnetic Field’ (1864), by the end of the nineteenth century most physicists agreed that light 

was a wave.290 However, experiments in atomic physics conducted by researchers in the early 

twentieth century soon threw the centuries-old debate about the nature of light into a fresh period of 

dispute. 

 Young is perhaps best known for the two-slit experiment which still bears his name. The 

apparatus of the experiment is well known: in a darkened room, a coherent light source (usually a 

laser) is used to illuminate one of two parallel slits on a plate. If light was a particle, one would expect 

 
289 The corpuscular (or ‘little body/particle’) theory of light held the light was emitted in the form of tiny 
particles which travelled in a straight line with a finite velocity. Indeed, classical physicists suggested that, 
with the appropriate measuring apparatus and initial data, all past and future positions of a given light 
particle could be known. One of the philosophical implications of this theory of light was a strict form of 
determinism—the idea that all events (including human action) are predetermined by causes external to 
human will. 
290 Maxwell’s paper was the first to posit a unified field theory of physics—a theory which attempted to 
provide a single theoretical framework to account for all the fundamental forces of nature. In this case, 
Maxwell focused on the symmetry of electric and magnetic waves, and was able to show that these 
apparently unrelated forces were different manifestations of a single phenomena. It was in the context of this 
discovery that Maxwell was able to show that light was ‘an electromagnetic disturbance propagated through 
the field according to electromagnetic laws’. 
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the pattern displayed by the laser on the screen to correspond exactly to the shape and size of the slit 

on the plate, as the light particle would travel in a straight line, stopping only if interrupted by the 

plate. However, in practice, what is observed is a diffraction pattern, where the light passing through 

the slit on the plate is spread out across the screen. If light is passed through both slits simultaneously, 

it is possible to observe alternating dark and light bands in the diffraction pattern produced on the 

screen: this is called interference, and is a result of waves superposing, or crossing, over each other. 

If light was in fact a particle, no interference or diffractions patterns would be produced by the two-

slit experiment; on the basis of this evidence, then, the two-slit experiment seems to support the theory 

that light is a wave. But, sadly for the physicists who thought the debate about the nature of light had 

finally been resolved, the theory of light as a wave was still unable to account for certain qualities of 

light. 

 These unresolved qualities were highlighted by Niels Bohr in one of his famous gedanken 

(thought) experiments. Bohr was convinced that the popular theory of light as a wave failed to fully 

account for the nature of subatomic particles, which could be observed to possess qualities of both 

particles and waves. In conversation with Bohr, Albert Einstein formulated the notion of a version of 

the two-slit experiment in which electrons (subatomic particles) were fired at a screen. In this 

particular version of the experiment, the apparatus was modified to allow the detection of which slit 

(or which path) an individual electron passes through. Via this clever modification, the observer 

would be able to determine which slit an individual electron had passed through, something possible 

only if the electron acted as a particle, as a wave would pass through both slits simultaneously. Bohr’s 

response was that this would indeed be the case—if an apparatus designed for the measurement of 

particles was employed in the experiment; conversely, if an apparatus designed to detect wave activity 

was used, the measured electrons would be found to act in a wave state, as had been proven by Young. 

Bohr’s genius lay in his realisation that different results would occur depending on the experimental 

apparatus used: as such, in the event of mutually exclusive experimental arrangements,  

[w]e are just faced with the impossibility […] of drawing any sharp 
separation between an independent behaviour of atomic objects and 
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their interaction with the measuring instruments which serve to define 
the conditions under which […] phenomena occur.291 
 

At the time, this radical prediction was purely hypothetical. However, after the deaths of both Einstein 

and Bohr, Bohr’s prediction—which is known as the principle of complementarity—was proven in a 

laboratory setting. 

 Paul Tolliver Brown writes that, 

In subatomic science, an observation on a system cannot be made 
without irrevocably altering the system in an unpredictable way. For 
example, bombarding an electron with a beam of light of short enough 
wavelength to determine its position will unavoidably transfer energy 
to the electron, knocking it out of position and rendering it impossible 
to discern its momentum at the moment of observation.292 
 

The alteration of atoms by observing entities would seem to pose an irresolvable issue to those eager 

to show that light acts as a particle or wave, as every result obtained by experimental analysis would, 

far from unambiguously revealing the nature of light, simply seemed to confirm the idea that light 

particles are unavoidably affected by the technical apparatuses used to observe them. But, in 1991, 

Scully et al. devised an elegant method of monitoring experiments without any disturbance to the 

particles they aimed to observe. Using this method, Scully et al. could track which path data free from 

disturbance to the motion of the particles observeded in their experiment. The results gathered from 

this experiment were remarkable. Scully et al. were able to show that, even when free from external 

disturbance, the perceived state of atomic and subatomic entities depends entirely on the apparatus 

used for measurement. Modern physics shows that, under one set of experimental conditions, light 

manifests particle-like characteristics; under other circumstances, light exhibits wavelike 

characteristics. And, as Barad notes, ‘evidence that matter exhibited this same dual “wave-particle” 

feature followed in short order’; in short, wave-particle duality is an attribute of both light and 

matter.293  

 
291 Niels Bohr, The Philosophical Writings of Niels Bohr, Vol. 2: Essays, 1933-1957, on Atomic Physics and 
Human Knowledge (Woodbridge, Conn.: Ox Bow Press, 1963), p. 47. 
292 Paul Tolliver Brown, ‘Relativity, Quantum Physics, and Consciousness in Virginia Woolf's "To the 
Lighthouse”’, Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 32, No. 3 (2009), 39-62 (41). 
293 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and 
Meaning (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), p. 100. 
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 The implications of these findings amounted to an enormous shift in the way we understand 

the nature of the world. By the time modern physics began to seriously conduct experiments in order 

to understand the quantum realm in the early years of the twentieth century, the classical attitude 

towards the categorisation of nature was already in decline. The implications posed by wave-particle 

duality were in many ways the proverbial nail in the coffin for classical physics, as the characteristics 

of waves and particles are mutually exclusive. Particles are entities that occupy distinct positions in 

spacetime; two particles cannot, by definition, occupy the same space. By contrast, waves are 

disturbances in fields, and can be extended through space, allowing waves to overlap with each other 

and occupy the same position simultaneously.294 An entity cannot, logically speaking, be both a 

particle and a wave at the same time; but, suddenly, mutually exclusive properties were revealed to 

be simultaneously inherent in both light and matter—depending on the perspective from which one 

chose to observe.295 

   

 
294 Ibid. 
295 As Barad points out, the principle of complementarity tells us that wave and particle behaviours are 
exhibited under mutually exclusive circumstances: one cannot observe both wave and particle behaviours at 
the same time: the issue at stake here, then, is ‘what can be said to simultaneously exist’ (p. 118). Particles, 
which in classical physics were assumed to maintain one stable state, were now theorised to exist in a 
superposition of indeterminate potential states which only become actualised via measurement. Heisenberg 
helpfully clarifies this apparently paradoxical situation when he suggests that the transition from the 
‘possible’ to the ‘actual’ ‘takes place during the act of observation’: the perspectival observation of an object 
by an observing agency actually determines the measurable qualities of the phenomenon under observation, 
in what modern physics calls the moment of “waveform collapse”. Rather than calling this moment an 
“interaction” between two separately determinate entities (observer and observed), Barad coins the term 
“intra-action” in order to describe the fundamental ontological inseparability of objects and observing 
agencies. In Barad’s words, therefore, ‘A phenomenon is a specific intra-action of an “object” and the 
“measuring entities”’ (p. 128). If we wanted to push forward a metaphor (or, to use Whitworth’s words, a 
‘homology’) implicit in the experiments given above, perhaps we might say that one’s perspective itself is a 
kind of measuring agency, and that the intra-action of sense-perception with the material objects of the world 
serves to, as Barad writes, ‘bring forth the world in its specificity’ to the interpretive powers of 
consciousness (p. 353). 
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4.3 Woolf, Modern Physics, and Free Indirect Discourse 

Woolf would most likely have conversed on the topic of wave-particle duality (which, at the time of 

writing Mrs. Dalloway, was still a hotly contested area of debate) with members of Bloomsbury, 

particularly Bertrand Russell, who had written a trenchant defence of the theory of light as a wave in 

his ABC of Atoms, published in 1923.296 Woolf may also have had contact with the writing of scientist 

John Tyndall, whose work is referenced in Mrs. Dalloway as Clarissa’s ‘favourite reading as a girl’ 

(p. 66); Tyndall had written extensively about theories of the nature of light in the work of Young 

and Isaac Newton in his Six Lectures on Light (1873). However, as Rachel Crossland writes, the most 

formative influence on Woolf’s subtle incorporation and aestheticisation of scientific theories and 

discourses most likely emerged from her close friendship with Roger Fry. Fry was also associated 

with Bloomsbury, but, before his career as an artist and critic, Fry studied Natural Science at King’s 

College, Cambridge, where he achieved a first-class degree; while a competent and serious artist in 

his own right, Fry is perhaps better known for his influence on the aesthetic taste of the educated 

British public, to whom he introduced exciting developments in painting by the French avant-garde, 

developments that Fry would group under the heading of Post-Impressionism. Fry was profoundly 

interested in the relationship between art and science. In his 1919 essay ‘Art and Science’, (first 

published in The Athenæum, a London-based literary magazine which received contributions from a 

number of prominent modernist writers, with Woolf among them), Fry identifies the ‘contemplation 

of inevitable relations’ as one of the central aspects of intellectual activity in scientific work, which 

also has its ‘counterpart in art’.297 The ‘highest pleasure’ in both science and art is, according to Fry, 

the ‘clear recognition of unity in a complex’, of an overarching unity of both structure and design.298 

This sort of unity is, I would suggest, evident in Woolf’s writing, and especially in the context of 

Mrs. Dalloway, in which characters are linked together by the mutual experience of external events, 

 
296 Russell's text was released one year before de Broglie published his thesis Recherches sur la théorie des 
quanta (Research on the Theory of the Quanta), which posited the hypothesis that any moving particle has 
an associated wave. 
297 Roger Fry, ‘Art and Science’, Vision and Design (London: Chatto and Windus, 1920), pp. 52-55 (pp. 52-
53). 
298 Fry, pp. 52-55 (p. 54). 
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their own porous consciousnesses, and their semi-permeable perspectives, which are revealed through 

the polyphonic and polyperspectival free indirect discourse of the narrator. 

 Stylistically, Woolf is well known for her employment of indirect interior monologue, or free 

indirect discourse: Jane Goldman notes the ‘shifting’ patterns of ‘collective free-indirect discourse’ 

which permeate Mrs. Dalloway in particular.299 Musing on the possible stylistic developments that 

would have occurred to Jane Austen’s writing in The Common Reader, Woolf suggests that, had she 

lived longer, Austen would have developed a narrative method ‘for conveying not only what people 

say, but what they leave unsaid; not only what they are, but what life is’.300 Woolf, is, in effect, 

describing free indirect discourse, in which the thoughts and perspective of a character are relayed or 

presented by a third-person narrator; Woolf would go on to use this form of narrative discourse in 

eight of her nine novels. As Anna Snaith writes, while free indirect discourse may occasionally be 

signalled by the narrator, it is often left for the reader to discern the point in the narrative at which a 

particular character’s perspective is assumed through the recognition of various signs, such as the 

character's ‘idioms, components of direct speech such as exclamatory phrases, and signs of internal 

thought such as free association and fragmented sentence structure’; consequently, Snaith continues, 

‘the line between reporting and showing what a character is thinking’ is often difficult to discern in 

the context of Woolf’s novels.301 Snaith suggests that the employment of free indirect discourse 

allows Woolf to pass between the public voice of the narrator and the private, interior voices of her 

characters: ‘[r]ather than relinquishing either authority or subjectivity’, Snaith writes, Woolf’s use of 

indirect interior monologue allows for the free movement between (and synthesis of) inner and outer 

worlds.302 Free indirect discourse, with its unrestricted and fluid access to consciousness, allows 

Woolf to ‘dig out beautiful caves’ behind the characters that populate her novels, ‘caves’ which 

 
299 Virginia Woolf: To the Lighthouse/The Waves: Essays, Articles, Reviews, ed. Jane Goldman, (Columbia: 
Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 54. 
300 Virginia Woolf, ‘Jane Austen’, The Common Reader (London: Pelican, 1938), pp. 133-144 (p. 144). 
301 Anna Snaith, ‘Virginia Woolf's Narrative Strategies: Negotiating between Public and Private Voices’, 
Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 20, No. 2 (1996), 133-148 (134). 
302 Snaith, 133-148 (134). 
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provide ‘humanity, humour’, and ‘depth’; this form of stylistic ‘tunnelling’, as Woolf writes, also 

allows these ‘caves’ to ‘connect’ and ‘[come] to daylight at the present moment’, which implies each 

character in Woolf is connected with every other character through the web-like system of their 

interconnected inner lives.303 

 As noted by Snaith, free indirect discourse breaks down the easy distinction between private 

and public narrative voices through its conjunction of ‘internal and external’ perspectives; as such,  

indirect discourse, like quantum, is characterised by its relationship to both indeterminacy and 

connectivity.304 It is as if Woolf’s prose itself is in superposition, poised as it is between opposing 

voices, collapsing into mutually exclusive forms of narration with the assumption of different 

narrative perspectives. Like waveforms, Woolf’s prose also relies on mediation through the adoption 

of perspective: as Snaith writes, ‘[h]owever direct indirect interior monologue may seem, it is not so; 

the consciousness is always reported, mediated’. 304F

305 In quantum physics, mediation occurs through the 

employment of technical apparatuses designed to register, record, and display the movements of 

particles to the perspective of an observing subject; in Woolf’s novels, meanwhile, the narrator may 

be seen as the technical apparatus responsible for the mediation of the consciousness of the characters, 

in addition to the reportage of each character’s thoughts and perspective to the reader, who may be 

seen as an analogous observing entity.   

  

 
303 Virginia Woolf, A Writer s Diary: Being Extracts of the Diary of Virginia Woolf (London: Leonard 
Woolf, 1953), p. 60. 
304 Snaith, 133-148 (135). 
305 Ibid. 
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4.4 Superpositions, Subjectivity, and Interpretation 

This characteristically indeterminate and mediated portrayal of a consciousness and narrative 

perspective is evident in the following passage from Mrs. Dalloway, in which the narrator, briefly 

occupying Clarissa Dalloway’s consciousness, writes the following:  

For Heaven only knows why one loves it so, how one sees it so, making 
it up, building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh 
[…] In people’s eyes, in the swing tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and 
the uproar; the carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, cans, sandwich men 
shuffling and swinging; brass bands; barrel organs; in the triumph and 
the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane overhead was 
what she loved; life; London; this moment of June.306 
 

Notice the narrator’s immediate reference to embodied perspective in the form of vision: ‘how one 

sees it so’. The narrator’s mention of sight here makes use of multiple semantic connotations. The 

first is a literal one. The narrator is literally talking about the experience of seeing the world: as Dick 

notes, ‘physical appearance is part of the surface of life, the visible world of facts that in Woolf’s 

fiction can be a source of stability’.307 But, there is also an uncertain, questioning note to this phrase: 

the narrator, via Clarissa, ponders ‘how one sees it so’. This is very significant, as to question how 

one sees is to imply that one’s experience of perspective is not constituted in a singular and universal 

mode which can be applied across a variety of subjectivities; indeed, Dick, echoing Leaska, also 

suggests that the visible world of facts is not as reliable as it first appears, and that ‘any single point 

of view is potentially unreliable’.308  

 Woolf seems aware of the slippery nature of the singularity and subjectivity of perspective 

with regards to visible fact. Read with slightly different emphases, this phrase seems to imply a 

multiplicity of perspective (‘how one sees it so’: how one subject perceives material reality in contrast 

to another), as well as a fundamental ambiguity surrounding the experience of sight (‘how one sees it 

so’: how the experience of vision gives rise to visual phenomena registered and interpreted by our 

 
306 Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2000), p. 4. All other references to 
this text will be given in parentheses in the body of the essay. 
307 Susan Dick, ‘Literary Realism in Mrs. Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, Orlando and The Waves’, The 
Cambridge Companion to Virginia Woolf (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 50-71 (p. 56) 
308 Ibid., pp. 50-71 (p. 55). 
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consciousness). With this simple phrase, Woolf picks up themes which resonate deeply with quantum 

theories of superpositions. In terms of form, the various emphases one can apply to this passage have 

distinct impacts on the text’s semantic value; one might see this as the literary waveform collapse of 

textual superpositions into measurable (and therefore comprehensible) information. In addition, 

Woolf asks us to consider the impact of differing measuring entities on phenomena by suggesting 

that, even before the intervention of the interpretative powers of consciousness, one subject or 

perspective experiences vision in one particular way, while another may experience vision very 

differently, an idea which we have encountered before in the different results produced by measuring 

entities in the experiments which uncovered wave-particle duality. 

 Woolf follows up immediately on her interrogation of the generative processes of sight by 

listing the many ways in which a particular subject is caught up in the various processes of ‘making 

it up, building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh’. What ‘it’ is remains 

somewhat ambiguous; however, we are able to make a number of informed guesses about the 

significance of this seemingly innocuous word. Firstly, ‘it’ might refer to material reality: Woolf may 

be insinuating that, through the interaction of sense and object, a given subject literally creates the 

world. In this interpretation, the world is constituted of sensuous phenomena possessed of only latent 

semantic content, which become loaded with meaning via the procedures of consciousness. ‘It’ might 

also refer to sense perception. In this reading, it is the sense-making processes of consciousness which 

interpret and render significant the phenomena generated by the intra-action of sense and object: 

consciousness tumbles phenomena around, considering them from different angles, before finally 

settling on a preferred interpretive analysis. We see the interpretative process of sense-making go 

severely awry in the character of Septimus; his shattered and traumatised consciousness loses the 

ability to differentiate between the symbolic order of the mind and external reality, resulting in a state 

in which, as Minnow-Pinkney writes, ‘inner meaning seems about to emerge from the world at any 
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moment’.309 For Septimus, nature is constantly signifying ‘by some laughing hint […] her 

determination to show […] her meaning’ (MD 118-119). Indeed, the very sounds of the world seem 

harmonically ‘premeditated’, a premeditation that serves as a clear indication (to Septimus, at least) 

of some underlying—and often horrifying—order or logic to the baffling disorder of the material 

world (MD 19). 

 

  

 
309 Makiko Minnow-Pinkney, Virginia Woolf and the Problem of the Subject (New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1987), p. 78. 
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4.5 Barrel Organs and Brass Bands: Free Indirect Discourse and Narrative Flow 

The next part of the passage is devoted to a list that melds together sense perception (most 

prominently the visual and auditory senses) with a fragmentary collection of material objects: 

In people’s eyes, in the swing tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and the 
uproar; the carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, cans, sandwich men 
shuffling and swinging; brass bands; barrel organs; in the triumph and 
the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane overhead was 
what she loved; life; London; this moment of June (MD 4). 
 

Clarissa notes the visual appearance of ‘people’s eyes’, ‘carriages’ and numerous other objects (MD 

4). The experience of seeing another person’s eyes gives rise to interesting questions surrounding the 

permeable boundaries between subject and object; through the experience of observing an observer, 

the perceiving subject becomes aware of the presence of an external perceiving subjectivity. Quantum 

theory complicates the distinction between observer and observed even further: as shown earlier, 

Bohr’s experiments on complementarity and indeterminacy reveal that there is no unambiguous way 

to differentiate between the object and the agencies of observation—and, therefore, that ‘no 

inherent/Cartesian subject-object distinction exists’.310 This lack of distinction between subjective 

and objective modes of being made explicit by quantum theory is especially relevant to Woolf’s 

writing, where an unconditional flow of perspective between observing and observed agents occurs 

almost constantly. The formal embodiment of this unconditional flow of consciousness is free indirect 

discourse itself, which allows the novelist to move from exterior to interior worlds in a homogenous 

medium that, ‘passing invisibly, inaudibly, like a cloud, swift, veil-like upon hills’ (MD 12), produces 

a continuous sense of subjective indeterminacy. Indeed, as Annalee Edmonson notes, ‘the desire to 

know the other and the limits intrinsic to an external other’s knowability are precariously held within 

the tensions of the formal properties of free indirect discourse itself’.310F

311 It is a desire articulated, 

perhaps, by the description of Clarissa as a kind of knife, able to slice ‘through everything’, yet, ‘at 

the same time’, ‘looking on’ at the world from the ‘outside’ (MD 7). The limits of human subjectivity 

 
310 Barad, p. 114 
311 Annalee Edmondson, ‘Narrativizing Characters in Mrs. Dalloway’, Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 
36, No. 1 (2012), 17-36 (26). 
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are also a constant source of both anguish and wonder for Septimus, who perceives his body and 

mind as almost completely porous; indeed, Septimus’s sense of identity with the natural world 

occasionally threatens to completely submerge his own consciousness. Trees and leaves appear to be 

‘alive’ to Septimus, beckoning, and ‘connected by millions of fibres with his own body’ in a matrix 

of sympathy and undifferentiated homogeneity (MD 19). 

 The overall effect of the passage explored in the section above, in which discontinuous objects 

such as barrel organs, brass bands and aeroplanes appear alongside each other is, surely, one of 

fragmentation—but a different, subversive kind of fragmentation. We might typically understand 

fragmentation as a kind of breakage, an unruly disorder which, through the processes of fracture and 

severance, compromises the ability to see something clearly, and, by extension, to know without the 

threat of ambiguity. This sort of fragmentation was surely disapproved of by early critics of quantum 

physics, who likely perceived the indeterminacy at the heart of quantum theory as an impassable 

obstruction to objective knowledge. However, as Johanna X. K. Garvey notes, Woolf sees beyond 

the necessity of categorical ordering to multiplicity as a form of creation and innovation: ‘rather than 

evincing a single, linear urge to shape and contain, to control, [Woolf’s] narrative instead evolves in 

a fluid process’.312 This process is a generative one, and one which emphasises the inherent values of 

indeterminacy, multiplicity, and difference. Some of the objects in Woolf’s list are obviously related 

(‘brass bands’, ‘barrel organs’, and the ‘strange high singing’  of the aeroplane, for example, all allude 

to music), and such relations serve to create a web of mental associations in the mind of the reader; 

however, it is the differences between items, and the yoking together of apparently disparate items, 

which give the sense of flow alluded to above. This is because these fragmented, disordered, and 

unrelated objects are now forced into association by the simple fact of their formal proximity in the 

narrative, which, in turn, creates a set of mutable linkages and associations where previously there 

were none. The effect is to insinuate that, as in quantum theory, everything bears within it a latent, 

 
312 Johanna X. K. Garvey, ‘Difference and Continuity: The Voices of Mrs. Dalloway’, College English, Vol. 
53, No. 1 (1991), 59-76 (62). 
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potential relationship with everything else, a relationship which only becomes manifest via the 

associations created during the acts of writing and reading. And, sure enough, this theme of latent 

connectivity permeates the novel: Clarissa feels ‘[o]dd affinities […] with people she had never 

spoken to, some woman in the street, some man behind a counter—even trees, or barns ’(MD 129); 

when the branches in Hyde Park seem to stretch for Septimus, ‘he, too, [makes] that statement’ (MD 

19). Finally, there is a reference in this passage to the ‘moment’. I suggest that the ‘moment’ describes 

the instant at which the exterior world impinges on consciousness; it is a moment, therefore, of 

constant renewal and creation. As with the writing of Ford Madox Ford, in Woolf both material reality 

and sense-perception are often depicted as momentary, in a state of constant flux, change, and 

reinvigoration: to paraphrase T. M. Luhrmann, objects in Woolf ‘are not fixed but fluctuating, 

constantly responding to their surroundings, bundles of relationships, rather than settled’. 312F

313  

 It is fascinating to note that, much like the act of measurement which determines the values 

of a quantum system, our knowledge of Woolf’s narrative depend on the hermeneutic perspective we 

assume: the narrative itself remains in a superposition of interpretive possibilities, collapsing 

temporarily into a determinate analysis with every reading. To recall an earlier point about multiple 

perspectives becoming linked together by an external focus, consider the moment immediately after 

the aeroplane flies over the heads of the assembled people on Bond Street:  

‘The aeroplane turned and raced and swooped exactly where it liked, 
swiftly, freely, like a skater— 
‘That’s an E, ’said Mrs Bletchley— 
or a dancer— 
‘It’s toffee, ’murmured Mr Bowley—’ (MD 18).  
 

This is another moment in which a variety of measuring entities (the populace of London) produce 

independent hermeneutic analyses of a specific phenomenon (the sight of a plane overhead) causing 

a collapse of possibilities into determinate results which each result in a unique reading of the event. 

I would suggest this moment is highly similar to experimental measurements gathered in quantum 

 
313 T. M. Luhrmann, Persuasions of the Witch's Craft: Ritual Magic in Contemporary England (Cambridge: 
Harvard, 1989), p. 239. 
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physics, especially because no conclusive authorial intervention takes place that finally resolves the 

question of what exactly the plane is writing, just as no amount of measurement will ultimately 

resolve the nature of an observed atom; both quantities remain, in the final instance, indeterminate.  

   



 

 135 

4.6 Communality and Quantum Entanglement in Woolf 

We have so far explored some of the latent concepts of quantum superpositions that frequently appear 

in Woolf’s work in relation to her aesthetics of visual perspective and portrayal of subjective 

consciousness. The ideas concerning interconnectivity and communality alluded to above lead 

conveniently into an examination of another, equally important concept in quantum theory to be 

explored in relation to Woolf: entanglement. Virginia Woolf, Gillian Beer writes, was ‘fascinated by 

communities’.314 Writing in her diary in 1932, Woolf alluded to her search for a kind of stylistic 

permeability in her writing that would allow her the opportunity to ‘spread carelessly’ through a mass 

of narrative voices, and, in doing so, to feel ‘the width and amusement of human life’.315 Woolf felt 

this kind of permeability or commonality was the prerequisite for the creation of artistic masterworks, 

which, she argued, are not ‘single and solitary births’, but the ‘outcome of many years of thinking in 

common […], so that the experience of the mass’ is felt behind the projection of a single artistic voice 

or vision.316 Mrs. Dalloway was the first of Woolf's novels, Beer comments, that attempted to depict 

the 'mass behind the single voice' in the context of a ‘community poised in a historical moment’—a 

midsummer’s day in London in post–First World War England, 1923.317 The immediate trauma of 

the War and the historical presence of London itself links all the characters of the novel, who share 

moments of oblique communality as they go about their day.  

 The collective nature of the various intersecting discourses of the text serves, as Laura Marcus 

writes, to emphasise the entanglement of separate subjective perspectives.318 We only have to look 

as far as the relationship (or, what Michael North calls ‘the central mystery of the novel, the occult 

sympathy’) between Clarissa and Septimus for our first example of entangled states in Woolf’s text. 318F

319 

 
314 Gillian Beer, Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), p. 
48. 
315 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. IV, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (London: Hogarth Press, 
1980), p. 124. 
316 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London: Hogarth Press, 1929), p. 98. 
317 Beer, p. 48. 
318 Laura Marcus, Virginia Woolf (Plymouth: Northcote House, 1997), p. 2.  
319 Michael North, Reading 1922: A Return to the Scene of the Modern (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999), p. 84. [emphasis my own] 
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The entanglement of Clarissa and Septimus, who, despite never physically meeting, parallel each 

other’s stories, is the central relationship of the text. Woolf suggests as much when she writes on 16 

October 1922 an entry in her diary that reads: ‘The Question is whether the inside of the mind i[n] 

both Mrs. D. & S.S. can be made luminous—that is to say the stuff of the book’; by the 9 November 

1922, it appears that Woolf has made her mind up with regards to this question, and that her novel 

will indeed be written around the central connection between those ‘two minds. Mrs. D. & 

Septimus’.320 Much of Woolf’s writing has a tendency to embody the empathetic desire to know other 

minds and consciousnesses (both human and non-human), as described by Meghan Marie Hammond 

in Empathy and the Psychology of Literary Modernism (2014); however, as Hammond points out, 

empathy, while giving access to other consciousnesses via the experience of fellow feeling, does not 

‘make two into one’—empathy does not and cannot transmute two distinct consciousnesses into one, 

unified mind.321 This point is in contrast to the accepted definition of quantum entanglement, in which 

entangled particles remain, in some sense, parts of a single system. However, Woolf certainly intends 

to create a sense of deep communality and unanimity founded on universal empathy—the latent 

‘universal love’ of London (MD 57, 125)—and her exploration of the relationships between 

consciousnesses directly corresponds to the inference in quantum theory that events separated in 

space and without possibility of connection through direct physical interaction are correlated, in a 

way that is unaccountable in terms of causal explanation. 321F

322 

   

 
320 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. II, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 
1982), pp. 412-414. 
321 Meghan Marie Hammond, Empathy and the Psychology of Literary Modernism (Cambridge: Cambirdge 
University Press, 2014), p. 151 
322 David Bohm, Wholeness and the Implicate Order (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 164. 
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4.7 What is Quantum Entanglement? 

Much like superpositions, entanglements are unique to quantum mechanics; there are no equivalent 

phenomena to be found anywhere in classical physics. Indeed, Erwin Schrödinger, one of the earliest 

physicists to produce research on quantum entanglement, stated that entanglement is ‘the 

characteristic trait of quantum mechanics, the one that enforces its entire departure from classical 

lines of thought’.323 In quantum theory, an entangled system of particles remain in a connected state 

of superposition; a measurement or observation on one of the separated parts affects the other 

instantaneously, even when both parts are separated by a distance.324 Entanglement has been a key 

component of quantum theory since 1935, when the paradox implied by the concept were attacked 

by Albert Einstein, Boris Podolsky, and Nathan Rosen in their joint paper, ‘Can Quantum-Mechanical 

Description of Physical Reality Be Considered Complete?’.325 Einstein, Podolsky, and Rosen argued 

that entangled quantum systems violate the principles of locality, or local realism (the notion that an 

object is directly influenced only by its immediate surroundings), in addition to the speed limit 

imposed upon the transmission of information implicit in Einstein’s theory of relativity (which states 

that no transmission can exceed the speed of light). On this basis, Einstein, Podolsky, and Rosen 

declared the quantum interpretation of physical reality to be incomplete, and suggested that 

entanglement was a result of local hidden variables which, if detected, would account for the apparent 

paradoxes of entanglement.  

 Almost thirty years after the publication of the EPR (Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen) paper, in 

1964, one of the most significant breakthroughs in terms of entanglement occurred; in this year, John 

Stewart Bell published his groundbreaking paper, ‘On the Einstein Podolsky Rosen Paradox’, in 

 
323 Erwin Schrödinger, ‘Discussion of probability relations between separated systems’, Mathematical 
Proceedings of the Cambridge Philosophical Society, Vol. 31, No. 4 (1935) 555–563 (555). [Italics in 
original] 
324 Lynden Stone, ‘Re-Visioning Reality: Quantum Superposition in Visual Art’, Leonardo, Vol. 46, No. 5 
(2013), 448-454 (450). 
325 It is important to note that Einstein, Podolsky, and Rosen never use the phrase ‘entanglement’; this word 
was only used following their publication by Erwin Schrödinger in a letter to Einstein, in which he referred 
to the phenomenon as ‘Verschränkung’. Schrödinger himself translated this as ‘entanglement’. Later, 
Einstein would deride the concept of entanglement as ‘spukhafte Fernwirkun’, or ‘spooky action at a 
distance’. 



 

 138 

which he theorised what would come to be known as Bell’s inequality, a statistical limit on the 

likelihood of coincidental consistency of results obtained from experiments in quantum mechanics 

with the laws of classical physics; in short, if Bell’s inequality is violated by the results of an 

experiment, local hidden variables can be ruled out as the cause for these results. Bell’s deeply 

significant breakthrough paved the way for real-world experimentation designed to test quantum 

mechanics in relation to the principle of locality. Sure enough, numerous experiments utilising Bell’s 

inequality were soon made, all of which seemed to confirm the quantum interpretation of physical 

reality. Such experiments also confirmed the existence of entanglement as a feature of physical reality 

as opposed to a result of local hidden variables, and, in doing so, indicated what Lynden Stone calls 

‘an inexplicable interconnectivity of physical matter’. 325F

326 What are the implications of viewing 

Woolf’s writing (specifically, her treatment of consciousness and perspective) as directly influenced 

by the ideas of indivisible wholeness, communality, and simultaneity implicit in quantum 

entanglement? 

 As Barad writes, an  

entangled state of […] systems cannot properly be understood as a 
composite system, for example, a mixture, composed of two 
independent [separately determinate] components […]. Rather, [an] 
entangled state […] must be understood as a single entity.327 
 

In quantum mechanics, then, a system remains whole in spite of the apparent separation of its 

constituent particles: as Paul Davies writes, measurements performed on particles simultaneously 

‘show correlations that imply that each particle carries, in some sense that can be well defined 

mathematically, an imprint of the activities of the other’.327F

328 In some sense, then, entangled particles 

exist in exact identity with one another; however, such particles also (in a paradox typical of quantum 

theory) also embody opposed states of being. To use an example, we have to look at spin in 

elementary particles. In the context of quantum theory, spin should not be understood to mean 

 
326 Stone, 448-454 (449). 
327 Barad, p. 271. 
328 Davies, p. xi. 
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rotation; instead, spin is defined as an intrinsic form of angular momentum carried by elementary 

particles, and carries a numerical value which parameterizes the intrinsic angular momentum (or spin) 

of a given particle. If a pair of entangled particles is generated such that their total spin is known to 

be zero, and one particle is found to have clockwise spin on a first axis, then the spin of the other 

particle, measured on the same axis, will be found to be counterclockwise. In this way, entangled 

particles embody simultaneous states of equal and opposite.  
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4.8 Septimus and Clarissa: an Entangled Pair 

In her introduction to the Modern Library Edition of Mrs. Dalloway (1928), Woolf wrote that 

Septimus ‘is intended to be [Clarissa’s] double’.329 However, as pointed out above, in quantum 

theory, entanglement does not simply denote the presence of a double. So, any claim that Septimus 

and Clarissa are an entangled pair cannot stop at merely noting the many similarities and instances of 

uncanny correspondence between these two characters; such a claim must also verify the disparities 

which exist between these characters, the points at which they move in antithesis to each other. What 

sort of oppositions can we find between Septimus and Clarissa? Sex (in terms of physiology as 

opposed to reproduction) might constitute one immediate difference—Septimus is male, and Clarissa 

female. In addition, both characters move in opposing social spheres, possess differing levels of 

education and wealth, and come from vastly different backgrounds in terms of profession: Clarissa is 

a well-connected upper-middle-class socialite, (the prime minister at the time, Stanley Baldwin, 

makes an appearance at her party), but appears relatively uninformed for someone of her social class; 

she does not, for example, know ‘what the Equator [is]’ and muddles ‘Armenians and Turks’ (MD 

103-104). Septimus, meanwhile, is an educated, working-class, and highly decorated veteran of 

World War I. However, in the final instance, I would suggest that these apparent divisions in terms 

of gender, social background, education, and occupation serve primarily to highlight the numerous 

arresting similarities between the two main characters.  

 Indeed, the insistent paralleling of Clarissa and Septimus is one of the central designs of the 

text, and the number of connections between them proliferate wildly as the novel progresses. Their 

physical descriptions are similar: both have ‘pink ’faces (MD 72, 106) and‘ beaked’, bird-like noses 

(MD 9, 12); both characters experience nervous disorders of the mind and suffer from the lingering 

psychological effects of trauma, Septimus in the eighteenth year of the century, Clarissa in the 

eighteenth year of her life. Both are survivors of close brushes with mortal catastrophe (Septimus 

 
329 Repr. in The Essays of Virginia Woolf, Vol. IV, ed. Andrew McNeillie (London: Hogarth Press, 1986), 
548-50; quotation from p. 549. 
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with his experiences in The First World War, and Clarissa with her brush with the influenza pandemic 

of 1918–20). Beyond these more obvious parallels there are numerous other subtle links between the 

two characters: both Clarissa and Septimus are identified with imagery associated with hospitals or 

asylums, Clarissa with her ‘narrow’, ‘undisturbed’ bed, on which her sheets are ‘tight stretched’ like 

a straitjacket, ‘in a broad white band from side to side’ (MD 26-7), and Septimus with the 

convalescent ‘bed in a beautiful house in the country’ (MD 82) recommended by Bradshaw. Both 

characters have chilly, asexual relationships with their respective spouse, yet display signs of 

passionate, but repressed, homoerotic desire (Clarissa for her childhood friend Sally, and, less overtly, 

but equally importantly, Septimus for Evans). There are also frequent analogies of both characters to 

ghosts or spirits: Clarissa, after her illness, turns ‘almost white ’(MD 31), and is reduced to a state of 

physical weakness which borders on wraithlike insubstantiality. Meanwhile, Septimus, in the throes 

of acute shell-shock, witnesses horrifying visions of the dead, which strongly indicates his liminal 

position in a phantasmal interstice between life and death. As referred to earlier, both characters feel 

a deep, almost subconscious sense of the continuity of their existence with other people and objects. 

At points both characters even echo the actions and words of the other: Clarissa repeats a line from 

Cymbeline, ‘Fear no more the heat o’ the sun’ (MD 8, 25, 34, 158), which Septimus also quotes (MD 

118); and, alone in his sitting-room, Septimus recalls hearing ‘dogs barking and barking far away 

(MD 118), just as, alone in her sitting-room, Clarissa listens to ‘the dog barking, far away barking 

and barking (MD 34)’.329F

330  

   

 
330 These similarities, and many more, are discussed in detail in David Bradshaw’s introduction to the 
Oxford World Classics version of Mrs. Dalloway (pp. xxxv-xxxviii). 
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4.9 Entanglement as a Formal Principle in Mrs. Dalloway 

While perhaps the most compelling example of the quantum definition of entanglement, Clarissa and 

Septimus are not the only entangled pair in Mrs. Dalloway; indeed, the novel seems to be largely 

predicated around the depiction of a number of closely related pairs who, while generally held 

separate over the course of the novel, come into contact at various points in the day. We might think, 

for example, of Clarissa and Peter Walsh, linked through a complex, longstanding and emotionally 

intimate friendship that bordered, briefly, on romance and marriage: they are so close that, at Bourton, 

Peter feels that he and Clarissa are capable of going ‘in and out of each other’s minds without any 

effort ’(MD 53). It is possible to draw an analogy between the rejection of dichotomy of quantum 

systems—the notion that quantum is not a case of either/or but, rather, a case of both/and—and the 

complex affective states that both Peter and Clarissa experience with regards to each other. For 

Clarissa, Peter is ‘dull’, grumpy (MD 3), ‘intolerable’, ‘impossible’ (MD 6), even ‘silly’ (MD 39); 

yet, in her more tender moments of recollection she thinks of Peter as ‘adorable ’(MD 6); indeed, 

when surprised by Peter’s visit to her house, Clarissa finds him positively ‘enchanting’ (MD 35). 

Clarissa is shocked and confused by Peter’s declaration of love for Daisy: her initial reaction is one 

of incredulity, even contempt, and she wonders how Peter could be ‘sucked under […] by that 

monster’, presumably referring partly to Daisy and partly to the emotion of love itself (MD 38). Yet, 

Clarissa’s incredulity is immediately tempered by an ‘indomitable egotism’ that makes her look ‘very 

young; very pink; very bright-eyed’; she internally muses on the fact that Peter is in love, but ‘[n]ot 

with her’ (MD 38). Clarissa is clearly hurt by this notion, and her reactions fluctuate between 

contempt and ridicule and melancholic nostalgia, even wistfulness; she thanks Heaven for refusing 

to marry Peter, and yet, on some level, clearly wishes she had accepted his initial proposal (MD 39).  

 Peter exhibits a similar kind of ambivalence or indeterminacy with regards to his feelings 

towards Clarissa, and is plagued over the course of the novel by the memory ‘the misery, the torture, 

the extraordinary passion’ of their time together at Bourton in their youth (MD 68). Peter feels that 

he ‘[deserves] to have her [Clarissa]’; yet, he also acknowledges that ‘his demands upon Clarissa […] 
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were absurd’ (MD 54). There is a kind of duality of both affect and perspective at work in the 

entanglement of Clarissa and Peter: both characters fluctuate between past and present points of view, 

between positive and negative emotional states, and seem to hold all of these paradoxical or 

dichotomous states of seeing and feeling in balance or tension with one another. Despite the fact that 

their romantic relationship never comes to fruition, there is a kind of consolation for both Clarissa 

and Peter to be found in the notion of the mutability and entanglement of matter. Musing on the 

impermanence of human existence, Clarissa consoles herself with the knowledge that both she and 

Peter will survive on the ‘ebb and flow of things’ and ‘[live] in each other’ long after their deaths 

(MD 8). Peter, for his part, spends the majority of the novel tortured by the memory of his relationship 

with Clarissa; however, in the closing pages of the text, even he is able to feel a paradoxical kind of 

‘ecstasy’, and ‘extraordinary excitement’, in the constancy of his love for Clarissa (MD 165). 

 Clarissa and Sally represent another entangled pair of characters: to recall Paul Davis, both 

women carry an imprint of the activities of the other, especially with regards to, as David Bradshaw 

writes, their ‘fundamentally prudent marriages’ to stable—if somewhat dull and unremarkable—

men.331 Yet, the most readily observed connection between the two women is that of a presumably 

mutual erotic and romantic interest.332 Clarissa, who is at best chilly with both her husband and Peter 

Walsh, recalls her kiss with Sally at Bourton as ‘the most exquisite moment of her whole life’, an 

‘infinitely precious’ moment that turns, for Clarissa, ‘the whole world […] upside down’ (MD 30). 

Clarissa thinks privately about ‘yielding to the charm of a woman ’and even admits to herself that she 

was—and on some level, despite her assertions to the contrary, perhaps still is—in ‘love’ with Sally 

(MD 27-28). Clarissa’s attraction to women is described in terms that may equally be applied to 

orgasm, with the ‘revelation’ of her erotic and romantic attraction spreading ‘like a blush’ and 

evoking physiological sensations of rushing, quivering, swelling, gushing, and pouring (MD 27). 

 
331 Bradshaw, p. xxxvi. 
332 I say this because Sally’s mind, in contrast to Clarissa and Peter, remains relatively opaque in the context 
of the narrative. We only get insight into Sally’s mind at the end of the novel, at Clarissa’s party, where she 
thinks of Clarissa as a ‘friend’, but also demonstrates a preoccupation with her marriage to Richard, who 
Sally pejoratively describes as a ‘sportsman […] who [cares] only for dogs’ (MD 160). 
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These sensations are accompanied by the momentary feeling of ‘expansion’, ‘significance’, and 

sexual ‘rapture’ (MD 27). Woolf seems to suggest that passionate love allows for access to another’s 

perspective: in particular, the notion of ‘expansion’ seems evocative of a mental and emotional 

permeability between individuals that borders on a kind of transcendental unity; it is as if, in this 

moment, Clarissa is able to feel the ‘significance’ of another person. This feeling of the other is 

described in terms of a sudden ‘illumination’, or understanding, and it is implied that, in this state of 

heightened awareness, the distinction between lovers becomes momentarily unclear; this moment 

elicits a deep, almost spiritual, identification of one with another, an idea that resonates with the 

notion that entangled particles form a single system despite their apparent separation over time and 

space (MD 27). Indeed, in Woolf, love is often seen as a powerful, intangible, paradoxical, and often 

inexplicable organising force, much like quantum structures. 
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4.10 Communality, Unity, Wholeness 

Woolf obsessively patterns her text with repeated images, figures of speech, and idiosyncratic 

behaviours that recur in thoughts, speech, and actions of her characters and the setting of her narrative. 

In his 1980 text, Wholeness and the Implicate Order, Bohm suggests that quantum theory carries with 

it an implication of undivided wholeness, a suggestion that the material world is a ‘totality of 

ensembles […] [that] intermingle and inter-penetrate each other.333 Perhaps this is something to do 

with the fundamental mutability of all matter: indeed, some twenty-two years earlier, Heisenberg had 

pointed out that all ‘elementary particles can, at sufficiently high energies, be transmuted into other 

particles’ in a never-ending cycle of creation and annihilation.334 Both of these statements point 

towards the idea that there is, in fact, no final distinction to be made between the various forms of 

matter; there is no way, as Clarissa muses in the opening pages of the novel, to ‘say of anyone [or 

anything] in the world now that they were this or were that’ (MD 7). Bohm echoes the assessment of 

both Heisenberg and Calrissa when he asserts—perhaps somewhat provocatively—that 

‘consciousness is no longer to be fundamentally separated from matter’ (indeed, consciousness for 

Bohm is merely another kind of matter).335  

 Woolf’s writing in Mrs. Dalloway anticipates Bohm’s epistemological perspective with its 

heavy emphasis on communality and entanglement, with its insistent allusion to the ‘universal love’ 

and connection that permeates both the setting and characters of Woolf’s novel (MD 57, 125). 

Septimus and Clarissa are, as shown above, not the only entangled pair in the context of the novel—

indeed, Clarissa feels an intuitive and continuous sense of the general‘ existence ’of other people, a 

sense of identity not merely with friends and acquaintances, but also ‘[o]dd affinities she had with 

people she had never spoken to, some woman in the street, some man behind a counter’; this intuitive 

connectivity, much like Septimus’, extends even to non-sentient matter such as ‘trees, or barns’ (MD 

129). As Woolf points out in ‘Modern Fiction’, the notion that all matter is inextricably entangled is 

 
333 Bohm, p. 233. 
334 Heisenberg, p. 107. 
335 Bohm, p. 250 
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critical to the aesthetic process: Woolf argues that the ‘proper stuff of fiction’, such as it is, ‘does not 

exist’; rather, she writes, ‘everything is the proper stuff of fiction, every feeling, every thought; every 

quality of brain and spirit’, and it is only through the acknowledgement that ‘no “method”, no 

experiment’ is forbidden that the artist may gain access to the ‘infinite possibilities of art’. 335F

336  

 There is, it seems, a general broadening of human experience at play in Mrs. Dalloway, a 

drawing-together of discrete perspectives into an assembly of not just characters, but also of objects, 

places, and emotions. This broadening is perhaps best expressed by the ‘bright spark’ of the aeroplane 

that flies over London; the aeroplane is described as a kind of ‘concentration’, an object that draws 

the focus of all those beneath, an aspirational ‘symbol […] of man’s soul; of his determination […] 

to get outside his body, beyond his house’ (MD 24). It is this determination to leave behind the 

confines of our own subjectivity, and to intermingle our perspective with the material, mental, and 

emotional world which surrounds us that so fascinates Woolf. Frank Baldanza wrote that the younger 

members of Bloomsbury—Woolf included—were profoundly influenced by the philosophy of G. E. 

Moore’s Principia Ethica (1903); Baldanza draws particular attention to the section of the text 

wherein Moore comments that  

[b]y far the most valuable things, which we know or can imagine, are 
certain states of consciousness, which may be roughly described as the 
pleasures of human intercourse and the enjoyment of beautiful 
objects.337  
 

Indeed, for Moore, these heavily aestheticised states of consciousness are not simply important, but 

are in fact the ‘raison d’etre of virtue […] the rational ultimate end of human action and the sole 

criterion of social progress’.338 Given the putative influence of Moore’s philosophy, it is telling that 

Woolf chooses to end the novel with a scene symbolic of the pleasures of social communality and  

aestheticised ‘human intercourse’: a party.  

 
336 Virginia Woolf, ‘Modern Fiction’, The Common Reader (London: Pelican, 1938), pp. 145-153 (p.153). 
337 Frank Baldanza, ‘Clarissa Dalloway’s “Party Consciousness”’, Modern Fiction Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1 
(1956), 24-30 (29), quoting G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922), 
p. 188. 
338 Moore, p. 189. 
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4.11 Quantum and the Modernist Party  

The significance of the party scene in modernist writing has been explored in detail in The Modernist 

Party (2014), edited by Kate McLoughlin. McLoughlin, in her introduction to the collection, 

describes the ‘ideal’ dinner party (as presented by Kant) as a ‘forum of enlightenment, culture, taste 

and progress’ and ‘public–private social interaction’ associated by Habermas and others with the 

‘emergence of modernity’.339 According to McLoughlin, the modernist equivalent of Kant’s ideal 

dinner-party—the party—provides ‘inspiration, food for thought and a model for creativity’, while 

also providing a space for the modernist writer to explore issues of high interest, to ‘[test] the 

relationship of the individual to other people, [explore] the nature of the self and [critique] the 

state’. 339F

340 Moore’s comments regarding the pleasure of human discourse and ‘beautiful objects’, which 

draw an implicit link between the act of throwing a party and the appreciation of forms of elevated 

culture such as art, also feature in McLoughlin’s description of the modernist party, wherein the ‘party 

itself becomes an art-form’, with the host playing the role of a ‘virtuoso conductor or choreographer’ 

and the guests ‘players or dancers’.340F

341 

 McLoughlin identifies a number of other ‘affinities of parties with modernist preoccupations’, 

and suggests that the inclusion of a party scene offers a number of technical possibilities to the 

modernist writer.342 The party, McLoughlin suggests, can act as a space for the heteroglossaic 

development of ideas and arguments, where ‘gossip and anecdote’ can proliferate and spread: in this 

reading, the party functions as a kind of literary topos that, in gathering characters together, gives the 

author the opportunity to provide ‘narratological anticipation, climax and aftermath’, and, in addition, 

gives ‘scope for descriptive detail’.343 Aside from its obvious relevance to network studies, 

McLoughlin identifies a number of other areas in which parties are pertinent to current investigations 

in modernist scholarship, including: 
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materiality, the everyday and space/place […] material and ideological 
changes, phenomena of bourgeois, industrialised, urbanised, secular 
market economies […] [d]evelopments in transport, architectural 
design, clothing fashions, food and drink production and preparation, 
and technology such as the gramophone and artificial illumination.344 
 

As shown by McLoughlin, the modernist dinner party possesses a number of affinities with the twin 

spheres of scientific and technological development, most notably in areas of transportation and 

domestic technologies such as the gramophone and artificial light. Given the relatively obvious and 

rational connection between these forms of technology and the modernist party, it may be difficult to 

see the more covert or oblique affinity of the modernist party with quantum systems. While 

developments in quantum physics may well have been a fertile source of discussion at many real life 

modernist parties—those thrown by Bloomsbury included—I want to put forward the notion that the 

fictional modernist party as depicted by Woolf imitates quantum systems in terms of its formal 

emphasis on multiplicity of perspective and heteroglossia, as well as its structural incorporation of 

opposing concepts, such as inclusion and exclusion, unity and division, communality and 

individuality, and continuity and discontinuity. 
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4.12 Party Consciousness in Woolf 

Woolf seems to have possessed a negative attitude towards parties as a young woman. In June 1903, 

a twenty-one-year-old Woolf writes about an evening dance at Sir Walter Phillimore’s: she confesses 

that she hates ‘putting on […] fine clothes’, and considers the view of life ‘presented to one in a 

ballroom’ to be ‘artificial’, a ‘life seen by electric light and washed down by champagne’.345 Woolf 

writes of feeling ‘detached’ from the events of the party, and, instead of participating, chooses to ‘lie 

in an arm chair and watch the Ladies in their light dresses pass and repass’; she feels ‘content’ to 

‘criticise the antics of my fellows from a cool distance’.346 Indeed, in another entry on July 15th, 

Woolf excoriates London society life as inherently disingenuous, not to mention dangerously shallow 

and self-absorbed: the clothes one wears, she writes, are exclusively ‘meant to please the eyes of 

others’, and one must ‘be prepared to be actively happy’.347 Talk at parties, according to Woolf, is 

‘very swift & skimming’: ‘to go deep’ is actively discouraged, and ‘seriousness is just as much out 

of place’ in the context of a party ‘as an old serge skirt’.348 Indeed, Woolf ironically notes, to ‘go 

deep’ in any sense at a party ‘might be dangerous’; ‘[i]t is easy’, therefore, for Woolf to conclude 

‘that society is hollow’ and that ‘the men & women who make it are heartless’.349 Bryony Randall 

also points out the likelihood that many society evenings, already made distressing by George 

Duckworth’s ‘proprietorial attitude’ towards her appearance and demeanour, often culminated in 

traumatic instances of sexual abuse: in both ’22 Hyde Park Gate’ and ‘Old Bloomsbury’, Virginia 

recalls multiple instances of abuse by Duckworth, her half-brother, following their attendance at a 

society party.350 It is perhaps unsurprising, as Randall writes, that ‘there is little in the record of 

Woolf’s early years evincing enthusiasm for parties of any hue’.350F

351  
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 Yet, by the 1920s, Woolf’s attitude towards parties seems to have softened. In a letter to 

Marjorie Joad dated July 1924—just under a year before the publication of Mrs. Dalloway—Woolf 

writes about her attendance at a party held by John Maynard Keynes:‘ it was great fun at the party, 

enchanting, lyrical, Shakespeare with not a coarse word, and chaste conversations everywhere’. 351F

352 

Indeed, recalling this period in his autobiography, Leonard Woolf suggests that: 

The idea of a party always excited her [Woolf], and in practice she was 
very sensitive to the actual mental and physical excitement of the party 
itself, the rise of temperature of mind and body, the ferment and 
fountain of noise. Sometimes she enjoyed it as much in the event as in 
anticipation, and sometimes, of course, owing to her peculiar 
vulnerability to the slings and arrows of (not very) outrageous fortune, 
she would leave a boring party in despair as if it were the last scene of 
Wagner’s Götterdämmerung with Hogarth House and the universe 
falling in flames and ruin about her ears. [. . .] She not only enjoyed 
society, the kaleidoscope of human beings, conversation, and the 
excitement of parties, she was through and through a professional 
novelist, and all this was the raw material of her trade’. 352F

353 
 
As Leonard Woolf notes, Virginia’s interest in parties and their potential as sources for aesthetic 

inspiration provided much ‘raw material’ for her to incorporate into her own fiction. Indeed, Mrs  

Dalloway was originally intended to be a collection of six or seven short stories, called At Home: or 

The Party, which would all ‘converge upon the party at the end’.354  

 Woolf was interested in the exploration of alternate states of consciousness, and she makes 

specific reference to what she calls ‘party consciousness’ in her diary entry for 27th of April 1925.355 

This form of consciousness implies a state of mind receptive to and conditioned for the social milieu 

of the modernist party, in which heterogenous forms of discourse move together and apart. In doing 

so, Randall writes, the ‘(textual) bodies ’present at the modernist party create ‘different configurations 

as they come into contact with each other at different moments’ and transcend barriers of social 
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hierarchy, including those established by background, gender, and age.356 Because of the effect of 

perspectival and narratological ambiguity generated by Woolf’s use of free-indirect narration, these 

discourses seem to penetrate and flow between individual minds, creating a sense of continuity and 

interconnection between subjectivities reminiscent of the same interconnection and unity posited by 

quantum. Critics including Nena Skrbic and Clare Hanson have noted Woolf’s tendency towards a 

‘“unity” in this form’, likely because of this very effect.357 Indeed, Woolf herself identifies the act of 

‘dancing in unity’ as a model for the relationship between ‘mark on the wall, K[ew]. G[ardens]. & 

unwritten novel’ in her diary entry for 26th of January 1920.358 However, other critics, such as Beth 

Rigel Daugherty, have identified thematic and formal patterns of contrast and even conflict in 

Woolf’s party fictions, such as those between ‘external social appearances and internal private 

realities’, the ‘desire to communicate’ and the ‘inability to do so’, and the ‘transitoriness of happiness 

against a backdrop of human suffering’.359 Randall suggests that these patterns of conflict 

problematise the straightforward identification of Woolf’s depiction of parties with unity: rather, the 

party should be seen as a space which, ‘though potentially oppressive’, at least offers ‘the opportunity 

to move’ and ‘change perspective’.360 Adam Barrows identifies Clarissa’s social project in Mrs. 

Dalloway—to ‘combine’ and ‘create’ (MD 103)—with Woolf’s own narrative project, in that they 

both attempt to create meaningful ‘linkages between people across space and time’; Barrows suggests 

that this project mirrors modernism’s larger narrative project of ‘forging alternative networks of 

temporal connection’.361 Indeed, McLoughlin suggests the act and art of party-giving is ‘related to 

the deepest sense of the creative self’, and ‘particularly the female creative self’.362  
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4.13 Communion, Connection, and Misinterpretation: Mrs. Dalloway’s Party 

The various events and narratives of Mrs. Dalloway all culminate in the party scene. For Clarissa, 

everything rests on the success of her soiree. The importance of the event is made evident through 

Clarissa’s reaction to Peter and Richard’s disapproval for her parties: Peter implies Clarissa simply 

likes to surround herself with ‘famous people’ and ‘great names’, while Richard merely thinks parties 

‘foolish’, especially given the negative effect excitation may have on Clarissa’s heart (MD 103). 

Clarissa locates the source of the ‘unpleasant feeling’ that has plagued her throughout the day in her 

anxiety around the possibility of her party failing, which, as McLoughlin writes, is symbolic of the 

distinctly modernist anxiety surrounding the ‘viability and sustainability of the artistic work’.363 

Clarissa feels ‘desperately unhappy’, as if she has been ‘criticised […] very unfairly’ by Peter and 

Richard and ‘laughed at […] very unjustly, for her parties’. Clarissa internally rebukes Peter and 

Richard’s disapproval with the suggestion that both men have misinterpreted her reasons for throwing 

parties: for Clarissa, parties are aligned with life and connection; she describes her party in curiously 

aesthetic terms as a kind of ‘offering […] to combine, to create ’(MD 103). What Clarissa likes, she 

thinks, ‘is simply life’: ‘[t]hat’s what I do it for’ (MD 103). For Clarissa, parties are in some way 

aesthetic, creative, generative and symbolic of a kind of vital energy, which arises, as in Kant’s ideal 

dinner party, from the pleasurable social mixing of friends and acquaintances; indeed, as McLoughlin 

notes, Clarissa’s hurt at Peter and Richard’s comments is that of the ‘insulted artist, her art-form that 

of the living sculpture or installation, inspired by her sense of people’s separateness and her wish to 

bring them together’.364 Like Clarissa herself, Woolf’s interest in aesthetic communality, 

intersubjectivity, and the final unity of all matter is made very clear in Mrs. Dalloway’s party scene, 

and it is Woolf’s depiction of this particular scene that also serves to draw her writing into homology 

with quantum systems, which embody the notion of the mutability, interconnectivity, and 

interdependence of all matter.  
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 On Monday, April 27th of 1925, shortly before the publication of Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf wrote 

that ‘people secrete an envelope which connects them and protects them from others’; in the context 

of a party, which evokes a sense of what Baldanza calls‘ intensified reality within a context of 

unreality’, the ‘envelope’ of individuated consciousness is able to overlap and intersect with those of 

other people, which allows for communication and a kind of mental—even spiritual—communion 

between partygoers. 364F

365 Communion allows one to extend one’s perspective beyond the realms of 

one’s own subjectivity and this, clearly, is Clarissa’s reason for throwing parties, even if she does not 

quite articulate it in these terms. Rather, we can intuit Clarissa’s logic from a moment that occurs 

between Clarissa and Peter at the beginning of the party. With most of the guests yet to arrive, Peter 

stands in a corner of Clarissa’s house shortly after arriving; he throws critical glances at the hostess, 

and silently wishes he had ‘gone to a music hall’ or ‘stayed at home, for he knew no one’ (MD 142). 

Clarissa, meanwhile, fumes over Peter’s cynical expression: she broods over the fact that Peter is able 

to make ‘her see herself’ in an unflattering and ‘exaggerate[d]’ way (MD 142). Clarissa wonders why 

Peter feels the need to implicitly criticise her: she wonders why Peter must ‘always take, never give’, 

and why he is unable to ‘risk [his] little point of view’ (MD 142). It is obvious from this segment that 

perspective—the way one sees the world, and, indeed, the way one is seen—is of critical importance 

to Clarissa, who strongly advocates for the ‘risk’ of broadening and extending one’s perspective; and, 

as mentioned earlier, party scenes are perhaps the definitive setting for the widening and broadening 

of point of view, as they are social and narrative contexts literally formulated by the amalgamation 

of a number of unique perspectives. 

 Woolf’s free-indirect discourse becomes noticeably more rapid in its serial assumption of 

different points of view and narrative voices from the beginning of the party scene: We begin the 

scene from the perspective of Lucy, who runs  

full tilt downstairs, having just nipped into the drawing-room to smooth 
a cover, to straighten a chair, to pause a moment and feel whoever came 
in must think how clean, how bright, how beautifully cared for, when 
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they saw the beautiful silver, the brass fire-irons, the new chair-covers, 
and the curtains of yellow chintz (MD, 140).  
 

Within this excited discourse there is a reference made to the act of feeling another’s thoughts: Lucy 

‘[pauses] a moment’ in order to ‘feel’ how whoever enters the drawing room ‘must think’. In one 

excited sentence, the narrative point of view has subtly undulated from an exterior third-person 

perspective, into the mental and affective state of Lucy, before briefly occupying the thoughts of a 

hypothetical spectator imagined by Lucy, and finally ricocheting back into Lucy’s consciousness. 

The formal febrility of the Woolf’s free-indirect discourse extends throughout the entire party scene: 

in the first four paragraphs of the party scene alone, the narrative perspective and voice flow 

deliriously between Lucy, Agnes, Mrs Walker among her ‘plates, saucepans, cullenders’ and ‘frying 

pans’ (MD 140), Jenny, and Elizabeth, with her biting ‘fox-terrier’ (MD 141). Woolf marks these 

changes in narrative perspective with references to character names and subtle changes in narrative 

voice: these sequential changes in voice and perspective create the formal effect of a kind of gestalt 

consciousness in which the voice, vision, thought and emotion of the various partygoers become 

entangled in a kind of chain, with each link connected to the next. 

 Despite this formal effect of connection, flow, and fluidity, which maps neatly onto theories 

of quantum physics that suggest the unity of matter and consciousness, there are in fact many 

moments in Clarissa’s party, as in Joyce’s Ulysses, in which the perspectives of the attendees fail to 

align, and characters fail to see themselves as others do: Ellie Henderson, for example, seems only 

vaguely aware of Clarissa’s dim view of her, intuiting that ‘Clarissa had not meant to ask her [to the 

party] this year’ (MD 142). Clarissa, for her part, sees Ellie as the antithesis to her raison d’etre. 

Clairssa seeks ‘pinnacles’ of life and vitality, and desires to ‘stand drenched in fire’, even with the 

attendant risk of being consumed and ‘[burned] to cinders’; Clarissa thinks it better to ‘brandish’ 

one’s figurative ‘torch and hurl it to earth’ than ‘taper and dwindle away like some Ellie Henderson’ 

(MD 142). Ellie’s failure to see herself as others do extends into other interactions with the partygoers: 

when Richard, Clarissa’s husband, comes to engage Ellie in conversation, Ellie misinterprets 

Richard’s pity for generosity: while Richard simply thinks ‘that he could not let the poor creature go 
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on standing there all the evening by herself’, Ellie feels ‘it was extraordinarily nice of him to come 

and talk to her’ (MD 144).  

 The failure to see from another perspective is not exclusive the Ellie. Elsewhere, the disjunct 

between perspectives is exposed to humorous effect in the parenthetical aside depicting the point of 

view of Willie Titcombe and Elizabeth respectively: Elizabeth, who stands looking ‘very handsome 

and very self-possessed […] by the curtains, in pink’, is observed by Willie Titcombe, a guest of 

Clarissa’s and secret admirer of Elizabeth’s (MD 160). The assumption of Willie’s internal 

monologue by the narrator reveals Willie’s amorous thoughts about Elizabeth, who he poetically 

compares to images of nature including ‘a poplar’, ‘a river’ and ‘a hyacinth’ (MD 160). Elizabeth, for 

her part, seems oblivious of Willie’s admiration, and her internal monologue is decidedly more 

prosaic in nature: she merely thinks ‘how much nicer’ it would be ‘to be in the country and do what 

she liked’, before turning her attention to the ‘poor dog’, who she thinks she can hear ‘howling’ (MD 

160). 

 There is also a disjunct between the perspectives of Clarissa and Sally. Clarissa sees Sally in 

a generally positive light: while she internally remarks that Sally possesses ‘the simplest egotism, the 

most open desire to be thought first always’, Clarissa finds this purported aspect of Sally’s personality 

endearing, and ‘[loves] her for being still like that’; Clarissa’s view of Sally is doubtless inflected by 

resonances from their past intimate relationship, and she describes the feeling of ‘kindling all over 

with pleasure at the thought of the past’ at their interaction (MD 146). It is quite shocking for the 

reader, who has only been privy to Clarissa’s affectionate nostalgia until this point in this novel, to 

finally receive Sally’s point of view. While Sally affirms that the relationship between herself and 

Clarissa was that of ‘friends, not acquaintances, friends’, and that she still reminisces about ‘Clarissa 

all in white going about the house with her hands full of flowers’, Sally argues that Clarissa ‘lacked 

something’, and criticises her choice of husband to Peter (MD 160). Sally also remarks that Clarissa 

is ‘at heart a snob’; in Sally’s eyes, this very snobbery stands ‘between them’ (MD 161). While 

Clarissa sees Sally in a purely nostalgic way, Sally, for her part, is more grounded and realistic about 
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the less palatable characteristics of her once deeply intimate friend; there is a kind of tragedy or pathos 

in this unrealised or unacknowledged disconnect between the two women, who seem to be 

maintaining a friendship more out of a misplaced sense of obligation or nostalgia than real affection—

indeed, Sally implies to Peter that her friendship with Clarissa persists simply because Sally ‘owed 

Clarissa an enormous amount’ (MD 160). One might reasonably argue, then, that Clarissa’s party is 

just as reasonably characterised by the many failures in communication and unification of 

perspectives that occur over its duration than by its depiction of unity and communality, which is 

itself reminiscent of the idea of spin in quantum whereby entangled particles embody simultaneous 

states of equal and opposite. There is, however, one moment of genuinely transparent communion, 

unification and understanding that occurs in the course of the party, although it does not strictly occur 

between partygoers: it is the moment of communion that occurs between Clarissa, who is at her most 

vivacious, and Septimus, who has just committed suicide.  
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4.14 Conclusion 

Sir William and Lady Bradshaw arrive late to Clarissa’s party due to Sir William’s involvement in 

the events leading up to and immediately after Septimus’ death, and word of the event quickly reaches 

Clarissa. Clarissa retreats to ‘the little room where the Prime Minister had gone with Lady Bruton’ 

and finds herself alone (MD, 156). In a state of powerful mental and emotional consternation, Clarissa 

finds herself identifying with Septimus. Indeed, we are told that this kind of embodied identification 

with the victim of an accident is commonplace for Clarissa: ‘Always her body went through it, when 

she was told, first, suddenly, of an accident; her dress flamed, her body burnt (MD, 156)’. The 

entanglement between Clarissa and Septimus proves to be so strong that, on reflecting on the account 

of Septimus’s death, Clarissa experiences a reproduction of his visual perspective and somatic state 

in his final moments:  

He had thrown himself from a window. Up had flashed the ground; 
through him, blundering, bruising, went the rusty spikes. There he lay 
with a thud, thud, thud in his brain, and then a suffocation of blackness. 
So she saw it. But why had he done it? (MD 156). 

 
This is undoubtedly a moment of supernatural human empathy from Clarissa. We know that Clarissa 

is fully capable of forming ‘odd affinities […] with people she had never spoken to, some woman in 

the street, some man behind a counter—even’, in yet another characteristic similar to Septimus,‘ trees, 

or barns ’(MD 129). But there is also the suggestion of something less tangible at work here; after all, 

Clarissa and Septimus never meet and know practically nothing of each other. Where previously in 

the narrative the parallels between Septimus and Clarissa are perceived as resonances or echoes of 

the other’s behaviour, personality, and appearance, giving the impression of a close but latent 

correspondence without full material and mental identification, here, the inherent ties between the 

two manifest as a fully realised identification of Clarissa with Septimus, creating the sense of 

unification between apparently divergent minds and bodies. Indeed, in language reminiscent of her 

own reasons for throwing parties, Clarissa considers Septimus’s suicide to be a kind of ‘defiance’ 

against ‘corruption, lies [and] chatter’, an ‘attempt to communicate’, a final attempt to ‘embrace’ and 

‘[reach] a centre which, mystically, [evades him]’ (MD, 156).  
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 ‘Imagine’, writes Stone, describing the bond between entangled particles, ‘a relationship so 

intertwined and intuitive that an event happening to one person instantly affects the other, no matter 

how far apart they are’; Stone’s description might just as well describe the relationship between 

Clarissa and Septimus, who, as shown above, constantly seem to be registering and mirroring the 

thoughts, actions, and speech of the other.366 Of course, Septimus’s suicide does not instantly affect 

Clarissa in the way that entangled particles react simultaneously to stimuli—she has to be told about 

the event before she experiences the heightened moment of perspectival identification quoted 

above—but the fact remains that, like an entangled particle, Clarissa is capable of experiencing events 

that are separated in space without recourse to the typical mode of connection through direct physical 

interaction, and in a way that transcends mere mental contemplation or even highly attuned 

imaginative empathy. Clarissa’s connection with Septimus is physically unexplainable and 

immaterial, yet also palpably embodied and manifest, a literary paradox that also runs to the very 

heart of theories of quantum entanglement.  
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n his letters, Joyce refers to the ‘Ithaca’ episode of Ulysses as both ‘a mathematical catechism’ and 

‘a mathematico-astronomico physico-mechanico-geometrico-chemico sublimation of Bloom and 

Stephen’.367 There was clearly an attraction, for Joyce, for the narration of this section of the novel 

to be presented (and received) through the lens of a mathematical perspective or logic: indeed, in a 

letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver, Joyce suggests the ‘Ithaca’ episode is best read by ‘some person who 

is a physicist, mathematician and astronomer and a number of other things’.368 However, as Ray 

Mines and Reed Way Dasenbrock note, Joyce himself was not a mathematician, and in terms of his 

incorporation of mathematical concepts Joyce tended to ‘move fairly quickly towards a thematic 

explanation of the larger significance of the mathematics and thus away from the mathematical 

concepts themselves’.369 In her contribution to the edited collection Contradictory Woolf (2012) 

entitled ‘Virginia Woolf on Mathematics: Signifying Opposition’, Jocelyn Rodal also points out some 

of the formal similarities between Virginia Woolf’s writing and the formalism of prominent modern 

mathematician David Hilbert, despite Woolf’s tendency to depict mathematics as the ‘contrary of 

literature’ due to the supposedly fundamental opposition between ‘literary ambiguity and 

mathematical consistency’.370 Joyce and Woolf were not alone in their use of mathematical concepts 

and logic, and there were many other modernist artists who integrated mathematics into their work at 

the level of an aesthetic principle: for example, as Arthur I. Miller notes, the exploded perspectives 
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Narrative Perspective in Beckett’s Molloy 
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of Picasso and Metzinger’s paintings were likely influenced by Henri Poincaré’s Science and 

Hypothesis (1902), which was widely read by Cubist painters.371 

 This chapter is dedicated to an exploration of mathematics and narrative perspective in the 

work of another prominent (if late) modernist: Samuel Beckett. To begin, analogies will be drawn 

between the historical conditions that produced both modern mathematics and modernism, and it will 

be argued that modern mathematics and modernism share a tendency towards abstraction, 

purification, formalism, and complexity. The chapter will then show how putatively timeless and 

objectively verifiable mathematical logic may be seen as perspectival, intersubjective, and subject to 

cultural change. Then, taking Beckett’s 1951 novel Molloy (the first novel of his Trilogy), as a primary 

text, the chapter will turn to an exploration of Beckett’s use of restricted perspective. This restricted 

form of narrative perspective will be connected to Beckett’s invocation of mathematical concepts and 

logic, which becomes repeatedly disrupted and subverted when passed through the disordered 

perspectives of his protagonists, who unsuccessfully seek to use mathematics as a guiding principle 

to order their fundamentally chaotic experience of the world. It will then be argued that this repeated 

undercutting of mathematical logic may have been influenced by Beckett’s engagement with 

Geulingian philosophy, specifically the concept of humilitas which connotes the abandonment of 

claims to knowledge, power, or will and total immersion in one’s obligations; further to this, it will 

be suggested that, through the renunciation of certainty, power, and will, Molloy embodies the ideal 

Geulingian virtue of humilitas, or humility before a higher power. This condition of abandonment of 

one’s will to a power exceeding oneself—which, it will be argued, constitutes a shift in one’s 

perspective of one’s own ontological position in the world—is explicitly linked in the context of 

Molloy’s narrative to the mathematical process of division, as well as to pi and irrational numbers. 

Finally, through an exploration of the Schopenhauerian concept of the will, it will be argued that the 

fundamental irrationality and inexpressibility that reside at the heart of all logical systems, including 
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mathematics, actually function as a form of consolation or succour to relieve one of the agony of 

searching for rationality.   
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5.1 Modernism and Modern Mathematics  

In its departure from the vision of an immediate representation of the world of experience, in the 

complexity and paradox of its internal logic, and in its social exclusivity and relative difficulty, 

modern mathematics might make us think of comparable characteristics in art and literature brought 

about by the ascension of the dominant aesthetic mode in much of Western society in the early 

twentieth century: modernism.372 Mehrtens’s monograph, Moderne Sprache, Mathematik (1990) 

introduced the concept of direct comparisons between aesthetic and mathematical modernism into 

scholarly discussion. Such direct comparison between literary/aesthetic and mathematical/scientific 

spheres may seem counterintuitive, even contradictory: as Nina Engelhardt notes in Modernism, 

Fiction, and Mathematics (2018), the characteristics of mathematics and art are often viewed as 

antithetical, if not downright antagonistic.373 This is particularly true for modernist art—and 

especially for modernist literature—which cannot be said to operate according to aesthetic precepts 

of formal proportion, ratio, and internal harmony in the same way as classical painting or music. 

Engelhardt identifies another major divergence between mathematics and modernism in modernism’s 

negative reaction to the rigorous valorisation of instrumental reason promoted by the scientific 

revolution and the Enlightenment, a reaction sharply incompatible with the idea of mathematics as a 

source of axiomatic truth and certainty.374 However, in Einstein’s Wake: Relativity, Metaphor, and 

Modernist Literature (2001) Michael Whitworth points out that, while pure mathematics is generally 

considered to be removed ‘from the conventional concerns of literature’ due to its abstract nature, 

mathematical ideas are often manifested in the abstract formal techniques of the modernist artist.375 

In another relatively recent monograph on the subject, Plato's Ghost: The Modernist Transformation 

of Mathematics (2008), Jeremy Gray suggests the following definition of modernism: 

 
372 Herbert Mehrtens, ‘Modernism vs. Counter-Modernism, Nationalism vs. Internationalism: Style and 
Politics in Mathematics 1900-1950’, in Mathematical Europe: History, Myth, Identity, by Catherine 
Goldstein, Jeremy Gray, and Jim Ritter (Paris: Maison de Sciences de l’Homme, 1996), pp. 517-529 (p. 
521). 
373 Engelhardt, p. 1. 
374 Ibid. 
375 Michael Whitworth, Einstein’s Wake: Relativity, Metaphor, and Modernist Literature (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), p. 
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Modernism can be defined as an autonomous body of ideas, pursued 
with little outward reference, maintaining a complicated, rather than a 
naïve, relationship with the day-to-day world and drawn to the formal 
aspects of the discipline. It is introspective to the point of anxiety; and 
is the de facto view of a coherent group of people, such as a 
professional, discipline-based group, who were profoundly serious in 
their intentions. As a philosophy (taking the term in its broadest sense) 
it is in sharp contrast to the immediately preceding one in each of its 
fields.376 
 

We might think of the persuasive analogies between Gray’s definition of the modernist cultural 

phenomenon, the characteristics of modern mathematics discussed above, and the following remarks 

from Guillaume Apollinaire’s The Beginnings of Cubism (1912) concerning the coterie of young 

artists who inaugurated the Cubist movement: 

These painters, while they still look at nature, no longer imitate it, and 
carefully avoid any representation of natural scenes which they may 
have observed, and then reconstructed from preliminary studies. Real 
resemblance no longer has any importance, since everything is 
sacrificed by the artist to truth, to the necessities of a higher nature 
whose existence he assumes, but does not lay bare. The subject has 
little or no importance any more […]. Thus we are moving towards an 
entirely new art which will stand, with respect to painting as envisaged 
heretofore, as music stands to literature. It will be pure painting, just as 
music is pure literature […].377 
 

Discussions about modernism as an aesthetic movement and modern mathematics such as those given 

above often make reference to a lack of identity to nature, complexity of form, and exclusivity of 

practice. It should also be noted that comments about modernism often identify a tendency towards 

a kind of purification of the modernist subject; in doing so, modernist practitioners deliberately 

relinquish easy identification with nature and formal realism in pursuit of the essence or core of their 

theme. We see this idea exemplified in Apollinaire’s comments regarding Cubism. Apollinaire sees 

Cubism as a form of ‘pure painting’, an ‘entirely new art’; the paradoxical implication is that Cubist 

painting, in its lack of resemblance to nature, can in some way access a higher level of identification 

with, or ‘truth’-fulness to, its subject matter via the complexity of its form. Modern mathematics 

 
376 Jeremy Gray, Plato's Ghost: The Modernist Transformation of Mathematics (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2008), p. 1. 
377 Quoted in Herschel B. Chipp, Theories of Modern Art (Berkely: University of California Press, 1968), p. 
222. 
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seems to have undergone a similar transformation towards purification and, by extension, abstraction; 

indeed, the blanket term used to describe algebra, number theory, and geometry—mathematical 

concepts studied without the expectation of real-world application—is pure mathematics. There is, 

as Apollinaire shows, something deeply aesthetic about this notion of a pure discipline that sacrifices 

‘[r]eal resemblance’ (in literary terms, representation) in the pursuit of ‘truth’. Such creative activity 

is justified purely by the beauty and internal consistency of its form; it also possesses no instrumental 

usage, as it is practiced and refined in service to ‘the necessities of a higher nature’.  

 There are many examples of modernist artists who strongly supported the idea of art for art’s 

sake: in The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (1890), for example, J. M. Whistler proposed that ‘Art 

should be independent of all claptrap—should stand alone, and appeal to the artistic sense of eye and 

ear, without confounding this with emotions entirely foreign to it, as devotion, pity, love, patriotism, 

and the like’.378 There is a compelling analogy between the valorisation of creative autonomy asserted 

by modernist practitioners, and similar statements made by modern mathematicians: Poincaré, for 

example, held that ‘mathematical reasoning has of itself a kind of creative virtue’, and Hermann Weyl 

proposed that ‘“[m]athematizing” may well be a creative activity of man’.379 Perhaps this analogy is 

best articulated by Brian Rotman, who simply suggests that ‘mathematics, though classified as a 

science, is equally an art’.380 G. H. Hardy, who gives a sustained comparison between art and 

mathematics in A Mathematician’s Apology (1940), asserts that since it has no immediate connection 

to the real world, maths ‘must be justified as art if it can be justified at all’.381 

   

 
378 J. M. Whistler, The Gentle Art of Making Enemies, 2nd edition (New York: Dover Publications, 1967), 
pp.126-28. The notion of art for art’s sake (or, ‘l’art pour l’art’) originated with Théophile Gautier, a French 
progressive modernist, novelist and critic who first used the phrase in his editorials in the influential review, 
L’Artiste. Whistler’s perspective endorses full autonomy and independence for art—but also, implicitly, 
formalism. The idea of art for art’s sake was quickly co-opted by middle-class critics of modernism as a 
method of neutralising the disruptive and political elements of progressive modernist art: by discussing art in 
purely formal terms, the issue of the artist’s meaning could be safely ignored. 
379 Quoted in Engelhardt, pp. 13-14. 
380 Brian Rotman, ‘Mathematics’, in The Routledge Companion to Literature and Science, ed. Bruce Clarke 
and Manuela Rossini (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), pp. 157–68 (p. 157). 
381  G. H. Hardy, A Mathematician’s Apology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 115 and 
85. 
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5.2 Mathematics as a Perspectival Discipline 

Engelhardt, referring to the work of Oswald Spengler, asserts that mathematics is not a monolithic 

and unvarying field; rather, maths ‘evolves and changes in accordance with the spirit of the time and 

differs between cultures’.382 Opinions on mathematical ideas also shift on the basis of period, culture, 

and time. As Spengler writes, where concepts such as irrational and imaginary numbers were once 

deemed ‘impossible, futile and senseless’, they are now regarded as ‘right, convincing’, even a 

‘“necessity of thought”’: Spengler concludes from this that ‘[t]here is not, and cannot be, number as 

such. There are several number-worlds as there are several Cultures’.383 From this, it is possible to 

argue that mathematics is a relative discipline that both participates in and is influenced by culture 

and, in addition, is subject to historical change. This assertion is fascinating because it implicitly 

suggests that our engagement with mathematics is perspectival in nature and contingent on our 

relative position in history, culture, and society: indeed, as Andrew Smart writes, ‘[m]athematics, like 

language, is observer-relative: its mode of existence is ontologically subjective in that it depends on 

conscious agents for its existence’.384  

 From one point of view, mathematical logic has the power to guide and solidify the subjective 

agent’s perspective of the world; but, conversely, it may be argued that one’s perspective has a central 

role in the way one engages with and interprets mathematical logic. With this in mind, what happens 

to one’s engagement with mathematical logic (which has already been shown to be more contingent 

and unstable than we may think) when one’s consciousness is fundamentally disordered? What 

happens to one’s engagement with mathematical logic when one’s perspective—as is the case for 

nearly every one of Samuel Beckett’s protagonists—is characterised by restriction, ambiguity, 

uncertainty, and self-negation?  

   

 
382 Engelhardt, pp. 15-16. 
383 Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West: Form and Actuality, trans. Charles Francis Atkinson (London: 
Allen & Unwin, 1922), p. 67. 
384 Andrew Smart,  Beyond Zero and One: Machines, Psychedelics, and Consciousness (New York: OR 
Books, 2015), pp. 125-126. While mathematics is perspectival in the sense of its observer relativity, there are 
some epistemologically objective facets of mathematics. 
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5.3 Restricted and Disordered Narrative Perspective in Beckett’s Trilogy 

Beckett’s characters constantly try (and fail) to work out or remember their purpose for being in the 

world, and these frustrated attempts are often made through perspectival observations of surrounding 

circumstances, memories, bodily sensations and perceptions. Beckett’s Trilogy therefore proceeds 

along what David Watson calls a ‘sliding scale of narrative dispossession’, beginning with a 

hermeneutics of external events in Molloy, before falling deeper and deeper into self-consciousness, 

introspection, and self-interpretation as the clarifying signposts of space and time are gradually 

stripped away in Malone Dies and The Unnamable.385 As we progress through the Trilogy, there is 

also the persistent sense of an equivalence being drawn between the processes of subjectivity and 

narrative creation as each narrator attempts to, as Judith Dearlove writes, ‘[create] himself through 

his own narrative’ through a desire for fixity or stability that is repeatedly frustrated by Beckett’s 

deliberate negation of interpretation.386  

 As Brian Wicker notes, narrative form in Beckett’s Trilogy—Molloy, Malone Dies, and The 

Unnamable—makes particular use of the ‘one dimensional’ and restricted perspective implied by the 

narrative mode of internal monologue, in which the ‘speaking voice’ addressing the reader is ‘simply 

recollecting his own past’; through this recollection of events the speaker narrativises the past, and 

makes up a ‘primitive story which is the retracing of the past in memory’.387 Yet, in Beckett, the 

speaker’s recollection of events is never straightforward, nor does it confer certainty upon the 

protagonist; rather, as Wicker suggests, in Beckett we see the (mostly) rational narrator ‘falling over 

the abyss and into the incertitude of an unfathomable void, shouting stories to "calm" himself during 

his eternal fall’.388   

 
385 David Watson, Paradox and Desire in Samuel Beckett’s Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 15. 
386 Judith Dearlove, Accommodating the Chaos: Samuel Beckett’s Nonrelational Art (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 1982), p. 62. 
387 Brian Wicker, ‘Samuel Beckett and the Death of the God-Narrator’, The Journal of Narrative Technique, 
Vol. 4, No. 1 (1974), 62-74 (65). 
388 Ibid., 62-74 (62). 
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5.4 Meaning and Perception in Molloy 

Jonathon Boulter suggests that Beckett’s Trilogy, narrated from the first-person perspective of 

Molloy, Malone, and the Unnamable respectively, is ‘microscopically concerned’ with the way in 

which the individual interprets their ‘immediate psychological and physical environment’.389 Molloy 

frequently gives descriptions of his surroundings, which are interpolated with musings on his own 

mental state. At the beginning of the novel, for example, Molloy considers the perspective of C (a 

character who seems analogous to Molloy himself), remarking: 

From there he must have seen it all, the plain, the sea, and then these 
selfsame hills that some call mountains, indigo in places in the evening 
light, their serried ranges crowding to the skyline, cloven with hidden 
valleys that the eye divines from a sudden shift of colour and then from 
other signs for which there are no words, nor even thoughts. But all are 
not divined, even from that height, and often where only one 
escarpment is discerned, and one crest, in reality there are two, two 
escarpments, two crests, riven by a valley.390 
 

Molloy’s imagining of C’s perspective given above is described in terms reminiscent of impressionist 

art and literature, with a distinct emphasis on transient phenomena like light and colour: indeed, 

Molloy often refers to his ‘impression’ of things—things frequently make ‘no impression’ on Molloy, 

and he often cannot tell ‘what it was like’ after the fact (M 52). The identification of Molloy’s 

perspective with impressionism is reinforced, perhaps by Molloy’s own assessment of his way of 

seeing the world: later in the novel, he suggests that, although he is ‘far from being an aesthete, or an 

artist’ he sees the world ‘in a way inordinately formal’, which implies a specific attention to the 

outward appearance of settings and objects specifically in terms of shape and colour (M 47). In the 

passage given above, there are a number of descriptions that heavily reproduce the formal qualities 

of impressionist art: for example, Molloy imagines that the ‘indigo’ colour of the ‘mountains’ is a 

result of the play of ‘evening light’ across their ‘serried ranges’, and that ‘hidden valleys’ can be 

discerned from ‘a sudden shift of colour’ or from ‘other signs’ the ‘eye divines’ for which ‘there are 

 
389 Jonathon Boulter, Interpreting Narrative in the Novels of Samuel Beckett (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2001), p. 58. 
390 Samuel Beckett, Molloy in The Beckett Trilogy (London: Picador, 1979), p. 11. All other references are to 
this edition and will be given in parentheses in the body of the text. 
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no words, nor even thoughts’. Molloy also notes the implicit disjunct between perception and reality 

implied by the impressionist mode of viewing when he suggests that, although some features of one’s 

surroundings may be perceived from a given point of view, ‘all are not divined’, and ‘where only one 

escarpment is discerned, and one crest, in reality there are two’. Molloy even shows a dim awareness 

of the impact of temporality and affect on perspective, musing that, should C ever ‘see them [the 

hills]’ again it ‘will be I think with other eyes’ (M 11). These ‘other eyes’, which refer to one’s 

epistemological and affective perspective, are explicitly linked to ‘the within, all that inner space one 

never sees’; as our ‘brain’, ‘heart’ mature and change, as our ‘thought and feeling dance their 

sabbath’, we become ‘quite differently disposed’ to the things we perceive: our point of view 

substantially changes (M 11). Such is the extent of change in one’s perspective wrought by time and 

circumstance, Molloy suggests, that even the familiar can become unrecognisable: he asserts of A 

and C that he never ‘saw [them] again’, before immediately questioning his capacity for recognition: 

‘[b]ut shall I be able to recognize them? And am I sure I never saw them again?’ (M 16). Indeed, the 

difficulty and contingency of formal recognition seems to touch off an interrogation of the very notion 

of visual perspective in Molloy: ‘what do I mean’, he asks, ‘by seeing and seeing again?’ (M 16). 

 Molloy constantly attempts to attribute meaning to his perception of his surroundings and 

inner life, even when meaning and significance are, as shown above, subjective, contingent, and 

unstable: this attempt is clear from the outset of the novel, when Molloy comments on the ‘beginning’ 

of his narrative, weakly asserting that it ‘must mean something, or they wouldn’t keep it’ (M 10). As 

part of this continuous attempt to attribute meaning to the world, Molloy often attempts to draw 

uneasy connections between his observations of his surroundings and his own state of mind; however, 

Molloy is ‘hard set to formulate’ the specifics of cause and effect, and, as such, all his observations 

on external appearance seem to ‘[prove] nothing, [refute] nothing’ (M 10-13). Although Molloy is 

willing to concede that there must be ‘natural causes to all […] things’, he is by his own admission 

‘not natural enough to enter into that order of things’, and, in doing so, to ‘appreciate its niceties’ (M 

42). Despite this, Molloy seems compelled to ‘speak of principles, when there are none’ (M 43). It is 
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this compulsive desire to ‘speak of principles’, to impose some kind of order or rationality on a rapidly 

diminishing and ‘unfathomable’ world, that prompts Molloy to employ mathematical concepts to aid 

him in his interactions with his surroundings.  
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5.5 The Succour of Mathematics 

Why does Molloy choose to employ mathematics as a way of stabilising his perspective on the world? 

In Beyond Zero and One: Machines, Psychedelics, and Consciousness (2015), Andrew Smart relays 

an anecdote about an email exchange with the philosopher and AI expert Riccardo Manzotti. In the 

course of their conversation, Manzotti suggests that the formulaic computation of mathematical logic 

functions as an ‘extension’ of our own ‘mental tools’; such computation allows us to establish 

fundamental mathematical principles and achieve the certainty and precision necessary for the 

creation of ‘complex artifacts’, such as ‘airplane[s]’ or ‘skyscraper[s]’.391. William Byers asserts that 

this aura of certainty and precision in mathematics ‘is different from the certainty one finds in other 

fields’; it is ‘somehow purer and therefore more powerful’.392 Indeed, one can imagine the way Byers 

describes mathematical certainty being spoken—with a heavy dose of irony—by a Beckettian 

protagonist: ‘[t]o be certain’, writes Byers, ‘is to know. What an extraordinary feeling it is to know 

and to know that you know! What strength there is in that position! What confidence one has when 

one sees into the truth of some mathematical theorem!’393 The ‘extraordinary feeling’ imparted by 

mathematical logic that Byers describes in the passage above is characterised as a moment of 

‘immediate certainty’, a ‘eureka’ moment in which the ‘underlying structure’ of the world ‘is 

revealed’, and ‘all suddenly makes sense’.394 These qualities may appeal to a consciousness like 

Molloy’s, who repeatedly struggles to attribute sense and meaning to his surroundings: mathematics 

is, for Molloy, the ideal mode to differentiate between truth and falsehood and, in doing so, to 

establish fundamental principles about the world.   

 
391 Riccardo Manzotti, in Smart, p. 128. 
392 William Byers, How Mathematicians Think: Using Ambiguity, Contradiction, and Paradox to Create 
Mathematics (New York: Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 328. 
393 Ibid., p. 328. 
394 Ibid., pp. 328-329. Indeed, this sudden feeling of intense logical certainty is analogous to a sensation 
relayed by Molloy himself, when he notes that ‘[t]here are things from time to time, in spite of everything, 
that impose themselves on the understanding with the force of axioms, for unknown reasons’ (p. 57); this 
sensation is one of ‘immediate certainty’, and possesses the attributes of purity, inexorability, and axiomatic 
force that we may more commonly attribute to a mathematical formula.  
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5.6 Undermining Mathematical Logic in Molloy 

Yet, as Brian Macaskill astutely points out, Beckett, while outwardly seeming to locate the source of 

mathematics within logic, repeatedly undermines the supposed continuity ‘between logic and 

mathematics’.395 One of the first instances in which the logic of mathematics is undermined in Molloy 

is the scene early in the novel in which Molloy describes his relationship with his mother Mag and 

makes reference to Mag’s difficulty with ordinal counting. A form of ordinal counting is used as a 

mode of ‘communication ’between Molloy and Mag: Molloy ‘knock[s]’ on Mag’s ‘skull’, with ‘one 

knock’ corresponding to ‘yes’, ‘two no, three I don’t know, four money’, and ‘five goodbye’ (M 18). 

However, communication between Molloy and Mag fails because the ordinal series is disrupted by 

Mag’s (and Molloy’s) grasp on remembered experience: Molloy suggests Mag has lost ‘if not 

absolutely all notion of mensuration, at least the faculty of counting beyond two’: the ‘distance’ from 

one to four is simply ‘too great’, Molloy suggests, for Mag to comprehend (M 19). Ultimately, this 

disruption of communication seems to have humorously little impact on Molloy and Mag’s 

relationship: that Mag should confuse the meaning of ‘yes, no, I don’t know and goodbye’ is ‘all the 

same’ to Molloy, who confesses he often confuses these terms himself (M 18).  

 In the above passage, ordinal counting is set up as a logical system in which meaningful 

content becomes evacuated of significance through the mutual incomprehension of both Molloy and 

Mag. Another humorous instance in which the supposed logic of mathematics and ordinal counting 

is farcically undercut is when, while on the way to his mother’s house, Molloy comments on his 

uncontrollable flatulence:  

I can’t help it, gas escapes from my fundament on the least pretext, it’s 
hard not to mention it now and then, however great my distaste. One 
day I counted them. Three hundred and fifteen farts in nineteen hours, 
or an average of over sixteen farts an hour. After all it’s not excessive. 
Four farts every fifteen minutes. It’s nothing. Not even one fart every 
four minutes. It’s unbelievable. Damn it, I hardly fart at all, I should 
never have mentioned it (M 29-30). 

 

 
395 Brian Macaskill ‘The Logic of Coprophilia: Mathematics and Beckett's “Molloy”’, SubStance, Vol. 17, 
No. 3 (1988), 13-21 (15). 
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Molloy’s soliloquy is amusing in the sense that it illustrates both the absurd regularity with which he 

passes wind and the solemnity with which he devotes himself to precisely measuring and counting 

each instant of gas: he counts each fart over the course of ‘nineteen hours’—itself an absurdly long 

period of measurement—before totting up the precise number of times he has farted and quickly 

working out several averages. It is deeply, and amusingly, ironic that this moment of extreme 

absurdity is perhaps the most serious instance of precision and mental coherency in the whole of 

Molloy’s narrative: this is because Molloy’s speedy calculations, while comparatively accurate 

(especially for a Beckettian protagonist) reveal precisely nothing of interest or import save for the 

startling regularity of his own flatulence. In a humorously ironic aside, Molloy comments, seemingly 

in wonder, on the ‘[e]xtraordinary’ capacity for ‘mathematics [to] help you to know yourself’ (M 30), 

despite the fact that mathematics in this instance is shown to reveal exclusively self-evident and 

inconsequential ‘truths’ that have little or no applied significance. 

 Macaskill’s point about the logic of mathematics being undercut in Molloy is illustrated in the 

scene where the protagonist relays his method of sucking stones to the reader. Brits gives the example 

of Molloy’s sucking stones as a moment when ‘the literary problem of meaning […] rubs up against 

the mathematical problem of ordinal counting’.396 In this segment of the novel, Molloy has ‘sixteen 

stones’, four in each of his pockets (the ‘two pockets of [his] trousers ’and the ‘two pockets of [his] 

greatcoat’) (M 64). He sucks on them in turn, following a formal pattern:  

Taking a stone from the right pocket of my greatcoat, and putting it in 
my mouth, I replaced it in the right pocket of my greatcoat by a stone 
from the right pocket of my trousers, which I replaced by a stone from 
the left pocket of my trousers, which I replaced by a stone from the left 
pocket of my greatcoat, which I replaced by the stone which was in my 
mouth, as soon as I had finished sucking it. (M 64) 
 

However, Molloy is unsatisfied with this ‘solution’ (M 64).397 The problem with this pattern is that, 

because Molloy cannot differentiate between the stones at any given time, there is a possibility that 

 
396 Baylee Brits, ‘Beckett and Mathematics’, The New Samuel Beckett Studies, ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 215-230 (221). 
397 Molloy’s language subtly imitates mathematical terminology: in mathematics, a ‘solution’ is the act of 
substituting a value for a variable (‘x’) in such a way that makes an equation ‘true’. An example might look 
something like this: 5 + x = 14. In this case, the substitution of ‘x’ for ‘9’ would solve the equation. 
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‘the four stones circulating […] might always be the same four’ (M 64). Molloy attempts to ‘shuffle’ 

the stones in the ‘hope of obtaining a more general circulation from pocket to pocket’, yet remains 

unsatisfied with this ‘makeshift’ solution, as there is still a small possibility that he will suck on the 

same four stones as before (M 65). He begins to seek an alternative method, and posits that it might 

‘do better to transfer the stones four by four, instead of one by one’, before realising that such a 

pattern would come to ‘exactly the same thing as their circulation one by one’, as the ‘possibility’ of 

‘always chancing upon the same’ stone inevitably remains (M 65). 

 Through his circulation of stones, Molloy illustrates the mathematical issue of probability. 

Probability is usually given as a number between 0 and 1, where 0 represents a statistical 

impossibility, and 1 a statistical certainty. The probability of Molloy selecting a ‘new’ stone is 0.75 

(75%) with each new selection (Molloy selects from four stones, where one is ‘old’ and three are 

‘new’); however, despite the statistical probability of selecting a ‘new’ stone, Molloy cannot 

relinquish the idea that he is sucking ‘four [stones] only, always the same, turn and turn about’ (M 

65). Molloy begins to seek a way to differentiate between stones in order to ensure that this 

eventuality does not occur. He briefly agonises over the possibility of fashioning more pockets to 

contain his stones, before abandoning this course of action and gazing with ‘anger and perplexity’ at 

the ‘stones spread out before [his] eyes’, ‘revolving interminable martingales all equally defective’ 

(M 66). A ‘martingale’ is a system in gambling, where one continually doubles the stakes in the hope 

of an eventual win, and, as such, also a system that depends on the auspices of mathematical 

probability. Finally, as if by divine intervention (he explicitly connects the ‘meaning of this 

illumination’ to a ‘verse of Isaiah, or of Jeremiah’), Molloy is struck with the solution to his problem: 

he must sacrifice the ‘principle of trim’ (M 66). Again, Molloy’s language is coloured by terms 

commonly used in both science and mathematics: a ‘principle’ is a foundational truth or proposition 

of a particular system: to sacrifice trim is, effectively, to sacrifice the principles of symmetry and 

harmony (although Molloy does not realise this immediately). In order to statistically ensure that he 
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can suck all of his stones, as opposed to the same four over and over again, Molloy has to create an 

‘uneven distribution’ of stones to each of his pockets (M 66).  

 As Baylee Brits writes, this moment makes explicit ‘a formal correlation between an issue of 

signification and an issue of counting, whereby the hermeneutic issue surrounding the word trim is 

formalized in the mathematical problem of ordinal counting exemplified in the sucking-stones 

sequence’.398 This formalisation is realised in the configuration of a repetitive, paratactical list of 

directions designed to display the obscure mathematical patterns Molloy follows in order to abolish 

‘trim’ (symmetry and intuition, which might be seen here as systems of false significance): 

Watch me closely. I take a stone from the right pocket of my greatcoat, 
suck it, stop sucking it, put it in the left pocket of my greatcoat, the one 
empty (of stones). I take a second stone from the right pocket of my 
greatcoat, suck it, put it in the left pocket of my greatcoat. And so on, 
until the right pocket of my greatcoat is empty (M 67). 
 

Molloy’s pattern is described in excruciating detail, with certain phrases—‘I replace’, ‘right pocket’, 

‘left pocket’, ‘greatcoat’, ’trousers’, and ‘stone’ (M 67)—repeated multiple times. The effect is 

uncanny. The reader understands that here is a series of motions being described in the most exacting 

of detail; however, as Brits writes, ‘the grammatical repetition and the parataxis homogenizes the 

various elements of the list, collapsing the elements into a basic series of “one thing after the next”’; 

this homogenisation inhibits differentiation at a semantic level and, in doing so, empties the list of 

meaningful content.399 This mode of language, as Deleuze writes, combines ‘the greatest exactitude 

and the most extreme indeterminacy’; it is this mode of writing, with its ‘indefinite exchange of 

mathematical formulations’, and its ‘pursuit of the formless or the unformulated’ that is necessary in 

order to ‘abolish the real’, with the ironic use of the phrase ‘real’ presumably referring to received 

systems of significance, like symmetry, harmony, elegance and intuition.400 Molloy runs through a 

series of defective solutions before finally throwing away ‘all the stones but one’, which he soon loses 

as well (M 69).  

 
398 Brits, ‘Beckett and Mathematics’, pp. 215-230 (p. 221). 
399 Brits, ‘Beckett and Mathematics’, pp. 215-230 (p. 223). 
400 Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Exhausted’, trans. Anthony Uhlman, SubStance, Vol. 24, No. 3 (1995), 3-28 (5). 
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 In his section of the novel, Moran also bumps up against his own issues with mathematics, 

specifically arithmetic. Early in his journey to find Molloy, Moran gives his son ‘five pounds, in ten 

shilling notes’ in order to purchase a bicycle from a nearby town (M 130). Despite Moran’s claim to 

be ‘apparently oblivious to everything but in reality missing nothing’, when he tells his son to check 

the amount of money in his possession, Moran’s son finds only four pounds and ten shillings (M 118). 

Moran makes his son count the notes again, before taking the money and counting it himself, to find 

there is indeed only ‘four pounds ten’ (M 130). Despite Moran’s protestation that he gave his son five 

pounds, his son remains silent, letting the ‘figures speak for themselves’ (M 130). A discourse ensues 

between Moran and his son, in which Moran, via repeated questioning, unsuccessfully attempts to 

make his son admit stealing the money. However, upon realising that he does not ‘even know the 

amount’ of money he has brought on his journey in the first instance, Moran ‘cheerfully [applies] the 

maieutic method’ to himself, realising that, in addition to having no idea how much money he has 

brought, he also has no idea how much he has spent (M 131). The maieutic, or Socratic, method used 

by Moran is a form of cooperative argumentative dialogue between two individuals, based on 

repeatedly asking and answering questions in order to stimulate critical thinking and, in normal 

circumstances, to draw out ideas and underlying biases. In the context of Molloy, the connection of 

the maieutic method, a system of logical dialogue designed to examine values and presuppositions, 

with arithmetic, a system of logical formal operations designed to study the properties of sums and 

numbers, should allow for the causal solidification of rational ideas and values. However, Socratic 

discourse fails because Moran is unable to confirm or deny his suspicions about the missing money 

through interrogation of his son: mathematics fails because sums that were previously verified are 

suddenly proven false; and, in the final instance, Moran’s memory fails to establish the basic premise 

of how much money he actually had in his possession over the course of his journey. Over the course 

of Molloy, the act of measuring quantities and values (which Molloy implies is an inherent activity 

of humankind through his designation of man as ‘homo mensura’) simply leads one to a consideration 

of ‘staffage’, or accessories to the actual point (M 59). Indeed, for Moran, as with Molloy, it seems 



 

 178 

all attempts at logical calculation and rational discussion result in uncertainty, ambiguity, doubt, and 

indecision, hence perhaps the overarching sense of the sheer ‘absurdity of […] verification’ (M 130). 

Mathematical logic, reason, and rationality are just ‘[forms] fading among fading forms’, ‘[shadows] 

[…] no better than the substance’ (M 17-26). 

 The repeated undercutting of mathematical (and, indeed, rhetorical) logic in Molloy means 

that the invocation of mathematics can only provide access to self-evident knowledge of mathematics 

itself: mathematics, despite Molloy's claims to the contrary, cannot ‘help [one] to know [oneself] (M 

30). As we have seen above, both Molloy and Moran are constantly forced to abandon elegant 

solutions (which are, despite their elegance, unfit for purpose) in favour of an ‘imperfect’, ‘inelegant’ 

and excessively complex formulations; indeed, as Molloy notes, perfection is simply ‘not of this 

world ’(M 68-83). These formulations seem to obfuscate rather than reveal, to disorient rather than 

clarify: they are, as Molloy notes, mere ‘reasonings, based on analysis’, with the implication of this 

ironic statement being that reasoning and analysis cannot guide the way to truth or meaning (M 60). 

Through Molloy Beckett seems to suggest that the subjective consciousness itself is at some level 

fundamentally incapable of logic and reason: when Molloy becomes lost in a forest towards the end 

of his section of the novel, he remarks that, even if ‘I kept on in a straight line I was bound to leave 

it, sooner or later ’(M 60). Molloy is on one level talking about his difficulty with navigation; however, 

this phrase is also symbolic of the Beckettian perspective or line of reasoning, which starts off in a 

certain direction but becomes waylaid by the exigencies of consciousness and environment.401 

Molloy’s solution to his issue with navigation is humorously depicted in the logical form of a 

contraposition, with a conditional statement, ‘that when a man in a forest thinks he is going forward 

in a straight line, in reality he is going in a circle’, (M 78), and its inverse, ‘I did my best to go in a 

 
401 In his parallel postulate, Euclid defined parallel lines as straight lines which, being in the same plane and 
being produced indefinitely in both directions, do not meet one another in either direction; but, in 1830, both 
János Bolyai and Nicolai Lobachevskii were able independently to show that, by violating Euclid’s parallel 
postulate, there exist geometries (hyperbolic and elliptic) in which no pair of straight lines is at a constant 
distance from each other, and in which intersections between lines oscillate from zero to infinity. As such, it 
is possible to feel a resonance with non-Euclidean geometry in Molloy’s suggestion that even apparently 
straight lines—geometric and mental—seem to curve and wander. 
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circle, hoping in this way to go in a straight line’ (M 78). While retaining the apparent form of a 

logical equivalence, this line of reasoning is clearly, and humorously, self-cancelling—and the only 

option, from Molloy’s point of view, is to ‘set [oneself] to this ‘paradoxical situation ‘as best [one 

can] ’(M 60). This line is also reminiscent of Arthur Schopenhauer’s assertion in The World as Will 

and Representation (1818)—of which there will be more discussion later—that it is only when a 

human knows what they will that they can ‘achieve anything properly’; prior to this knowledge the 

human subject ‘is indeed characterless’, and although ‘in general he must be true to himself’, and  

run his course, he will not set off on a straight line but rather take a 
shaky, crooked line, deviating, wavering, turning back, and setting 
himself up for pain and remorse.402 
 

The implication of this reading is that because Molloy does not really have any clear idea of why he 

is questing or where he is going, he is doomed to immediately deviate from any course he may set.  

 
402 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. and ed. Judith Normal, Alistair 
Welchman and Christopher Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 330-331 
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5.7 Geulincx and Humilitas in Molloy 

Beckett’s repeated undercutting of mathematical logic may also have been influenced by his interest 

in the work of the Flemish Occasionalist philosopher Arnold Geulincx (1624-1669): indeed, the 

‘image of old Geulincx’ is explicitly referenced by Molloy midway through his narrative (p. 48). As 

David Tucker notes in Samuel Beckett and Arnold Geulincx: Tracing ‘A Literary Fantasia’ (2012), 

Geulingian ‘Occasionalism […] is distinguished […] in its outright rejection of the possibility of 

causal relations in nature’.403 A causal relationship indicates a correlation between two values, where 

a change in one value also causes the other to change. In mathematical systems such as algebra, for 

example, understanding the relationship between two values can help one predict future values. To 

suggest, as Occasionalism does, that the relationship between cause and effect does not exist 

effectively capsizes all mathematical systems, as without these causal relationships between values, 

no given value would possess any meaningful relationship to another, and consequently no 

predictions of future values can be made. From this philosophical perspective, knowledge drawn from 

predictions based on related values would be completely inaccessible, or, as Molloy would say, ‘not 

of this world’ (M 83). The influence of Geulincx on Beckett, then, might go some way to explaining 

the pervasive sense of perspectival ignorance that characterises much of Beckett’s work: Beckett’s 

protagonists are generally depicted, as Molloy says, as ‘mere spectators’ of a bewildering world that 

they cannot understand or change, a world in which their only contribution is their ‘presence’ (M 35). 

Indeed, Geulincx writes about one of the ethical cores of his philosophy—the condition of incapacity 

and impotence expressed by the phrase humilitas—in precisely these terms, suggesting that the 

condition of subjective consciousness is essentially one of being  

a mere spectator of [a] machine, whose workings I can neither adjust 
nor readjust; wherein I neither devise nor destroy anything: the whole 
thing is someone else's affair.404 
 

 
403 David Tucker, Samuel Beckett and Arnold Geulincx: Tracing ‘A Literary Fantasia’ (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 6. 
404 Arnold Geulincx, Ethics: With Samuel Beckett's Notes, trans. Martin A. Wilson, eds. Han van Ruler, 
Anthony Uhlmann, Martin A. Wilson (Boston: Brill, 2006), p. 34. 
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It is probably no accident, then, that Molloy frames himself as one who, for better or worse, refrains 

from that wherein he has no power, as someone who does not ‘stir’ from his ‘observation post’ (M 

14).  

 Humilitas, as Duffy writes, essentially ‘connotes the renunciation of will’ and ‘the 

abandonment of both claims to power and knowledge’.405 Despite the apparent incapacity or 

impotence posited by this renunciation of power and will, Geulincx argued that humilitas, or as Chris 

Ackerly writes, the ‘sense of one's lack of worth before God’, was the most important of all of the 

Cardinal Virtues.406 As Geulincx comments in  his Ethics,  

Humility is the most exalted of the cardinal virtues: when Virtue 
includes only Diligence, Obedience, and Justice, it is incomplete. 
Humility closes the circle: beyond it, nothing more can be added to 
virtue.407  
 

Geulincx describes humilitas as a ‘negative disregard of oneself’: a properly humble person does not 

‘despise himself’, ‘defame himself’, or ‘scourge himself’, but, instead, engages in no ‘labour 

concerning [himself], does ‘not have a care of [himself], and places ‘no consideration of [himself] 

ahead of a Love of Reason’.408 It is one of the characteristic idiosyncrasies of Geulingian philosophy 

that the renunciation of power, will, and agency does not connote the abandonment of ethical 

obligations; rather, humility connotes a number of ethical obligations—seven, in total—that provide 

guidelines for the human subject to achieve the condition of humility in everyday life. These 

obligations commend the refreshment of the body, the frequent relaxation of the mind, the 

procurement of a skill, the positive regard of one’s own birth, and procreation.409 Critically, the 

humble person also undertakes to ‘remain’ in the realm of the living ‘on God’s orders’, regardless of 

all the ‘hatred, spite, and calumnies of the world’, and only to leave this plane when ‘God summons 

[them] hence’.410 This commitment to shouldering the heavy burden of mortal life is a consistent 

 
405 Duffy, pp. 36-58 (p. 38). 
406 Chris Ackerley, ‘“Perfection Is Not of this World": Samuel Beckett and Mysticism’, Mystics Quarterly, 
Vol. 30, No. 1/2 (2004), 28-55 (35). 
407 Geulincx, trans. Wilson, eds. van Ruler, Uhlmann, Wilson, p. 29. 
408 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
409 Geulincx, trans. Wilson, eds. van Ruler, Uhlmann, Wilson, pp. 48-53. 
410 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
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philosophical theme in Beckett’s oeuvre, and in the context of the Trilogy, is most succinctly 

expressed by the Unnamable, who, at the end of his narrative, comments ‘you must go on, I can't go 

on, I’ll go on’.411  

 Humilitas is present in one who, having diagnosed their condition as one of fundamental 

incapacity, acknowledges their own lack of knowledge and volition in the matter: the humble 

individual acknowledges that, as Geulincx writes, a higher power—God, in Geulincx’s writing—

brings one to the condition of impotence ‘without [one] even knowing about it, let alone willing it’.412 

Instead of struggling against this realisation, the humble individual abandons themselves, ‘altogether 

relinquishing, transferring, and yielding [themselves] to God’, as one who ‘has no right over 

anything’, and thus can ‘claim nothing by right’.413 Molloy makes reference to this condition of total 

abandonment to a power exceeding oneself in the following passage, and explicitly links this 

condition to the mathematical process of division:  

to know nothing is nothing, not to want to know anything likewise, but 
to be beyond knowing anything, to know you are beyond knowing 
anything, that is when peace enters in, to the soul of the incurious 
seeker. It is then the true division begins, of twenty-two by seven for 
example, and the pages fill with the true ciphers at last (M 59-60).  
 

In this formulation, for one to merely ‘know nothing’ amounts to ‘nothing’; ‘not to want to know 

anything’ is also of no value. However, to ‘be beyond knowing’ and to ‘know you are beyond 

knowing’ allows for ‘peace’ to slip into the ‘soul of the incurious seeker’. The paradoxical 

formulation of the ‘incurious seeker’ is very similar to Geulincx’s ‘Adminicle of Humility’ and his 

writing on the pursuit of happiness.414 For Geulincx, happiness, like the ‘peace’ Molloy makes 

reference to, ‘is like a shadow: it flees from you when you pursue it; but pursues you when you flee 

from it’.415 Yet, if one ‘flees’ from happiness ‘in order that it may pursue’, then, according to 

Geulincx, ‘it will not pursue you’.416 In Geulincx’s view, one may never achieve happiness ‘by doing 

 
411 Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable in The Beckett Trilogy, (London: Picador, 1979), p. 382. 
412 Geulincx, trans. Wilson, eds. van Ruler, Uhlmann, Wilson, p. 36. 
413 Ibid., p. 37. 
414 Geulincx, trans. Wilson, eds. van Ruler, Uhlmann, Wilson, p. 57. 
415 Ibid. 
416 Ibid. 
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something to attain it’.417 Rather, like Beckett’s incurious seeker, who knows they are beyond 

knowing, the ‘truly humble mind’ must move ‘beyond concern’ of happiness and, instead, become 

‘immersed in the waters of its Obligations’: only such an ‘involved’ and ‘profound’ mind, argues 

Geulincx, is truly ‘capable of Happiness’.418 

 When the incurious seeker begins to feel their soul fill with peace, then, according to Molloy, 

‘the true division begins, of twenty-two by seven for example’ (M 60). ‘Twenty-two’ divided by 

‘seven’ represents a rational approximation—but not the true value—of pi. Pi, which denotes the ratio 

of the circumference of a circle to the diameter, is an irrational number, which means that it cannot 

be expressed as a ratio of two natural numbers: as such, its decimal representation will never terminate 

or repeat. Treena Balds has noted the appearance of pi in her 2018 article ‘Beckett’s Calculus of the 

Subject: the Performance of Spatial and Selfrelations in …but the clouds…’, and suggests that pi in 

Beckett’s work represents a kind of metaphor that ‘connects the epistemes of aesthetics and 

mathematics as natural human responses to a recalcitrant universe’: pi, Balds argues, is presented as 

a ‘geometric interpretation of […] aesthetic difficulty’, which ‘exploits the polysemic nature of the 

term “irrational,”’ as a concept ‘related both to logic and to measurement’.419  

 Beckett’s use of pi may be connected to his interest in the ancient Pythagorean Society, who, 

he writes in his Philosophy Notes, believed the ‘Final Reality’ of the universe was, in fact, reducible 

to ‘Number’: for the Pythagoreans, ‘every physical body’ had a ‘numerical equivalent’, and the 

‘Universe’ itself was actually a 'harmonious disposition of numbers’; indeed, Beckett suggests the 

Pythagoreans found the ‘abiding essence of the world’ in harmoniously attuned ‘mathematical 

relations’.420 Peter Gunn explicitly connects the concept of pi in Beckett to the ‘mathematically 

wholesome religion’ of the Pythagoreans, for whom the concept of ‘irrationality’ denoted numbers 

that were in some way ‘real’ but could not ‘be represented as the ratio of two whole numbers’:  

 
417 Ibid. 
418 Ibid., p. 58. 
419 Treena Balds, ‘Beckett’s Calculus of the Subject: the Performance of Spatial and Selfrelations in …but 
the clouds…’, Journal of Literature and Science, Vol.11, No. 1 (2018), 82-105 (82). 
420 Beckett, Philosophy Notes, eds. Matthews and Feldman, p. 26-28. 
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To follow the Greek, there is no λόγος (lógos); there is no reckoning, 
no account, and, indeed, no word for this relation. It is ἄλογον (álogon), 
that is, inexpressible, unsayable, indeed, without word.421 
 

Gunn's account of irrational numbers (like pi) as ‘inexpressible’ values with a concomitant tendency 

towards aporia, silence and nothingness has resonance with the presence of the phrase ‘cipher’ in the 

above passage from Molloy as well. The phrase ‘cipher’ has a number of meanings which also connect 

computational or mathematical logic with epistemological uncertainty: it represents a secret code 

(itself a kind of inexpressible or unknown system or series), the act of performing arithmetic (as in 

the phrase, to ‘cipher something out’), and the number zero (nothing, absence, but also the point from 

which positive and negative quantities are reckoned). The inexpressibility of irrational numbers, and 

the image of pages filling with ‘true ciphers’ is itself an image of Beckett’s attempt to ‘write towards 

zero’ and depict a kind of linguistic nothingness in his work.  

   

 
421 Peter Gunn, ‘From Murphy’s Irrational Heart to Beckett’s Worsening Word’, Samuel Beckett Today / 
Aujourd'hui, Vol. 29, No. 1 (2017), 22-36 (25). 
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5.8 Linguistic Negativism in Beckett 

Roland Barthes describes the ‘progressive solidification’ of literature from ‘an initial non-existence’ 

to an ‘object’ that must be ‘scrutinized, challenge[d] and accept[ed]’ by the ‘gaze’ of the writer, 

moving to ‘creative action’, in which literature achieves a ‘status of value’ akin to ‘a piece of pottery 

or a jewel’, and finally of ‘murder’, in which literature, in the ‘ultimate of all objectifying acts’, is 

destroyed, ‘reduced’ to a ‘carcass’.422 Throughout each of these stages of formal objectification, 

literature accumulates a kind of ‘second-order power’ by which it attains a ‘body and hidden depths’ 

and, in Barthes’ eyes, loses the essential innocence of classical art.423 These accumulations gradually 

conceal the purity of the written word and the nothingness that hides behind the veil of linguistic 

association. Despite the putative finality of this progression, there is in fact at least one more 

‘metamorphosis’ that literature has undergone, according to Barthes: that of ‘absence’.424 In certain 

types of modern literature—Barthes uses the example of ‘[c]olourless writing like Camus’s, 

Blanchot’s, or Cayrol’s’, but the following passages may almost have been written exclusively with 

Beckett in mind—it is possible to discern a ‘negative momentum’, as if writing, having passed 

through excessive amounts of formal transmutations, ‘could no longer find purity anywhere but in 

the absence of all signs’.425 Barthes terms this tendency towards absence and negativity 

‘typographical agraphia’.426  

 Barthes describes this movement towards silence in writing as a technique used by writers 

such as Beckett, Camus, Blanchot, and others, to create around words ‘an empty zone in which 

speech, liberated from its guilty social overtones, may […] no longer reverberate’.427 This field of 

silence and emptiness, in which words become insubstantial and ‘rarefied’, dissociates language from 

 
422 Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1967), pp. 4-5. 
423 Ibid., p. 3. 
424 Ibid., p. 5. 
425 Ibid. 
426 Ibid., p. 75. It is interesting to note how frequently the invocation of zero in literature causes descriptions 
to become paradoxes. I am reminded of the principles of mathematics that start to break down when zero is 
introduced to an equation. It is as if zero, which plays havoc with the principles of mathematics, also plays 
havoc with meaning in literature. 
427 Barthes, p. 75. 
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the ‘husk of habitual cliches’ and the ‘technical reflexes of the writer’, and frees writing from 

‘responsibility’ to ‘all possible context’. Barthes, borrowing a simile from linguistics, suggests that 

writers might achieve this sort of effect through the utilisation of the ‘neutral term or zero element’.428 

This sort of writing is basically indicative, as it is positioned precisely between subjunctive and 

imperative moods: it expresses neither wish nor command, relies solely on reportage of factual data, 

and eschews emotive description in favour of neutral analysis. According to Barthes, this sort of 

writing is transparent and has no secondary attachment ‘of form to a History not its own’; instead, 

the inertia and neutrality of zero-degree writing allows thought to remain both ‘innocent’ and ‘wholly 

responsible’, and in doing so rediscovers the ‘instrumentality’—the quality of being a means to an 

end, as opposed to an end in and of itself—of classical art.429 In this sort of instrumental writing, 

language, ‘instead of being a cumbersome and recalcitrant act’, reaches the intangible state of a ‘pure 

equation’, and is able to uncover and present ‘the problematics of mankind’ with simple, unadorned 

honesty.430 Writing becomes an art of zero. 

 J. M. Coetzee suggests that Beckett is a practitioner of this mode of writing when he states 

that Beckett’s art is an ‘art of zero, as we all know’.431 He follows up this assertion with a 

characteristically Beckettian negation of his own: ‘We also know that an art of zero is impossible’.432 

What does this indeterminacy, this vacillation between statement and counter-statement tell us? It 

seems likely that Coetzee is illustrating his point about Beckett’s writing with a statement that itself 

neatly encapsulates the formal properties of a style of writing that would permit ‘a fiction of net 

zero’.433 It is not that Beckett is capable of ‘writing zero’—whatever that would look like—but, as 

Macaskill writes, that Beckett’s writing achieves such a finely tuned ‘coincidence of opposing 

 
428 Ibid., pp. 76-77. 
429 Ibid., pp. 76-78. 
430 Ibid., p. 78. 
431 J. M. Coetzee, Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews, ed. David Attwell (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992), p. 43. 
432 Ibid. 
433 Coetzee, p. 43. 
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impulses’ that the net result of his fiction is silence, ‘aporia pure and simple’.434 This kind of silence 

is characteristic of some of Beckett’s own aesthetic theory: in Dream of Fair to Middling Women 

(1932), Belacqua, who serves as a kind of proxy for Beckett, insists that the ‘experience of my reader 

shall be between the phrases, in the silence, communicated by the intervals, not the terms of the 

statement’.435  

 In Murphy, Beckett identifies the source for his own conception of zero-degree writing as the 

pre-Socratic atomist philosopher, Democritus of Abdera (c. 460-370 BC). In his Philosophy Notes, 

Beckett notes that Democritus 'regarded empty space and the atoms moving in it as the true reality’.436 

In short, Democritus asserted that the void (which might be seen as an aspect of zero) should be 

considered equally existent with reality or material being, an assertion that chimes with the quotation 

from Belacqua given above, in the sense that both Democritus and Belacqua consider the nullity of 

silence and void to be of equal importance to ‘the terms of the statement’ and material existence.437 

What is this aporia, this void, this zero at the heart of Beckett’s work? This question is fraught with 

ambiguity and uncertainty in both linguistic and mathematical contexts. J. Hillis Miller provides the 

amusingly prolix definition of zero as ‘nothing, nil, nought, néant, nicht, nada, zilch, zip’.438 Miller’s 

use of a kind of inverse apposition, whereby multiple synonyms actually seem to undermine the 

clarity of the word in question, is characteristic of a discussion which revolves around the concept of 

zero, which is a kind of quality with no qualities, a value-less value, a thing, as the speaker of The 

Unnamable may say, ‘of which I cannot speak’.439 As Shane Weller notes, there is in Beckett’s fiction 

 
434 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 267, and Macaskill, 13-21 (13). Readers will notice an immediate similarity 
between the ‘aporia’ of Beckett and the ‘typographical agraphia’ of Barthes. 
435 Samuel Beckett, Dream of Fair to Middling Women, eds. Eoin O’Brien and Edith Fournier (New York: 
Arcade Publishing, 1992), p. 137. 
436 Samuel Beckett, Samuel Beckett's ‘Philosophy Notes’ ed. Steven Matthews and Matthew Feldman 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 116. 
437 Shane Weller, ‘"Gnawing to Be Naught": Beckett and Pre-Socratic Nihilism’, Samuel Beckett Today / 
Aujourd'hui, Vol. 20, (2008), 321-333 (323) 
438 J. Hillis Miller, Glossalalia: An Alphabet of Critical Keywords, eds. Julian Wolfreys, Harun Karim 
Thomas (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), pp. 368-390 (p. 369). 
439 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 267. Indeed, this is practically the definition of zero given by the Oxford 
English Dictionary, which (somewhat irrationally) describes zero as ‘the total absence of quantity considered 
as a quantity’. 
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a double, or even contradictory, attitude towards this nothing-ness: on the one hand, nothing or zero 

‘is that which is devoutly to be wished; to experience the nothing is presented time and again as a 

pleasure unlike any other’; on the other hand, ‘the nothing is presented as that which not only troubles 

thought, but is to be dreaded’.440 Miller, quoting from the Concise Oxford Dictionary, illustrates that 

equivocation is fundamental to the very concept of zero by pointing out the connection between the 

modern English word ‘zero’ and the Arabic ‘sifr’, or ‘cipher’, noting that cipher means not only ‘the 

arithmetical symbol (0) denoting no amount but used to occupy a vacant place in decimal etc. 

numeration (as in 12.05)’ but also any Arabic numeral; in effect, a ‘cipher is a placeholder in a vacant 

place, but it is also any number from one to infinity’.441 As such, zero in mathematics, as Brian 

Rotman writes, functions as a number which serves both as a number itself and as an indication of a 

missing or unknown value, as a site of ambiguity between ‘the empty character […] and a character 

for emptiness, a symbol that signifies nothing’.442  

 While zero obviously has an intimate connection to the idea of void and emptiness, it is 

equally connected to the notion of plenum and fullness (zero as infinity). To divert slightly from 

Molloy for a moment, we can see the idea of the equivocal nature of zero crop up in The Unnamable, 

when the speaker is unable to tell whether the space that surrounds him (itself a kind of zero-space of 

absolute nullity) is ‘void or plenum’; the speaker’s inability to differentiate between the absolute 

presence and absolute absence of matter is suggestive of the fundamental interchangeability of these 

concepts implied by the mathematical function of zero.443 The speaker also humorously implies that 

to know if the surrounding space was void or plenum would amount ‘to the same thing, as far as 

discerning its limits is concerned’.444 This is because both zero and infinity are boundless, abstract 

quantities, and simply knowing that zero and infinity theoretically exist brings one no closer to actual 

comprehension of their nature. In this sense, zero and infinity are metaphysical, existing in a space 

 
440 Weller, 321-333 (322). 
441 Miller, eds. Wolfreys and Thomas, pp. 368-390 (p. 369). 
442 Brian Rotman, Signifying Nothing: The Semiotics of Zero (London: Macmillan, 1987), p. 13. 
443 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 275. 
444 Ibid., p. 270. 
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beyond the remit of human understanding and communication; as Liangkang NI and Chen Zhengzhi, 

write, ‘we can infinitely approach’ the vanishing point of both zero and infinity, ‘but can never in the 

end reach it’.445 Perhaps this resistance to comprehension and communication is part of why Beckett, 

eternally suspicious of language, ‘this meaningless voice which prevents you from being nothing’, 

frequently seems to incline towards negation and zero in his writing.446  

 
445 Liangkang NI and Chen Zhengzhi, ‘Zero and metaphysics: Thoughts about being and nothingness from 
mathematics, Buddhism, Daoism to phenomenology’, Frontiers of Philosophy in China, Vol. 2, No. 4 
(2007), 547-556 (555) 
446 Beckett, The Unnamable, p. 341. As mentioned earlier, an actual fiction of zero is impossible. Beckett is 
well aware that he cannot do away with language entirely, as the speaker of The Unnamable bemoans when 
he says that ‘it seems impossible to speak and yet say nothing, you think you have succeeded, but you 
always overlook something, a little yes, a little no, enough to exterminate a regiment of dragoons’ (The 
Unnamable, p. 277). Instead, Beckett uses the idea of ‘lessening’—a gradual, unending dissolution of both 
matter and thought, never fully realised—to drive his fiction towards the unreachable vanishing point of 
zero. 
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5.9 Malone’s Bees, Schopenhauer, and the Renunciation of Will 

A similar resistance to comprehension as found in Beckett’s tendency towards linguistic negativism 

is present in Molloy’s contemplation of knowledge. As J. D. O’Hara notes,  

[s]ince Beckett's subject is ignorance rather than knowledge, Molloy's 
contemplation of the unknown object leads not to clear perception of a 
platonic idea, but to unintelligible involvement in an irrational 
number’.447  
 

Gunn suggests that the Pythagoreans perceived inexpressible or irrational values as ‘not only 

scandalous but unhealthy’ because they implicitly challenged the Pythagorean notion of attuned and 

concordant opposition, as between hot and cold, moist and the dry, and the rest of the opposites.448 

For the Pythagoreans, the healthy human exists in a state of balance between opposing conditions, 

similarly to how a rational number exists as a ratio of two whole numbers. It is ‘uncontrolled 

oscillations’ between values and states that pose a problem, as Gunn writes, to ‘any numerically 

wholesome theory of the world’: such oscillations are irrational, and thus ‘unhealthy’.449 Balance and, 

by extension, rationality, by contrast, were viewed by the Pythagoreans as ideal states. Indeed, the 

appeal of mathematics (classical mathematics in particular) is that it seems to provide us with a way 

of viewing the world that is absolutely balanced, rational, logical, and empirically verifiable—and 

thus, in the mind of the Pythagoreans, perfectly healthy.  

 However, as has been shown throughout this chapter, in Molloy the consolation afforded by 

mathematical logic is eroded by the frequent failure of mathematics to give access to truth or meaning; 

indeed, Beckett seems to assert that mathematical rationality is a kind of delusion, illusion, or 

falsehood. Whenever a character seeks to utilise mathematical logic to understand the world, they are 

prevented from doing so by the breakdown or failure of this logic; it is only when a character 

relinquishes all claims to the knowledge and meaning supposedly afforded by mathematics, and to 

the will to rationalise the world around them, that the way in which they view reality—their 

 
447 J. D. O’Hara, ‘Where There's a Will There's a Way out: Beckett and Schopenhauer’, College Literature, 
Vol. 8, No. 3 (1981), 249-270 (257). 
448 Gunn, 22-36 (26). 
449 Ibid. 
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perspective—changes. The notion of the will as a faculty to be renounced, and the idea that the 

renunciation of will can change the individual’s perspective of the world, may be connected to the 

writings of Arthur Schopenhauer; Beckett was familiar with the work of Schopenhauer, who he read 

extensively during his early twenties, and, as noted earlier in this chapter and pointed out by J. D. 

O’Hara, a number of Schopenhauerian concepts can be found in Molloy, especially with regards to 

the problem of will.  

 In his most well-known thesis on the topic of will, The World as Will and Representation 

(1818), Schopenhauer argues that the will is not ‘accompanied by cognition or determined by 

motive’; rather, the will is a kind of fundamental ‘essence, in itself, and aside from all representation’, 

an unconscious striving devoid of knowledge and found in a multiplicity of individual objects, from 

humans, to animals, ‘as the driving and vegetating force in plants’, and even ‘the force growing in 

crystals, turning magnets north, delivering a shock when heterogeneous metals strike each other’.450 

Indeed, according to Schopenhauer,  

The will is the innermost, the kernel of every individual thing and 
likewise of the whole: it appears in every blind operation of a force of 
nature: it also appears in deliberative human action; these differ from 
each other only in the grade of their appearing, not in the essence of 
what appears.451 

 
The human intellect is, in general, in service to the strivings of the will: as O’Hara writes, ‘the will's 

phenomena are perceived as representations by each intellect […] which seeks in these objects of 

knowing their usefulness to the individual will’.452  

 Schopenhauer suggests that the willed ‘striving of matter’ is never ‘fulfilled or satisfied’.453 

Indeed, Schopenhauer points out that we are deluded if we believe that ‘fulfilment is the final goal of 

willing’; rather, there is in our existence always  

something left to desire and strive after, to carry on the game of 
constantly passing from desire to satisfaction and from this to a new 

 
450 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. and ed. Judith Normal, Alistair 
Welchman and Christopher Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp.  126-131. 
451 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 132. 
452 O’Hara, 249-270 (256). 
453 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 188. 
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desire, a game whose rapid course is called happiness and slow course 
is called suffering.454 

 
In his introduction to the Cambridge Edition of The World as Will and Representation, Christopher 

Janaway summarises Schopenhauer’s philosophical definition of the will as a deep and dark aspect 

of reality and illustrates the problem of will in Schopenhauer’s discourse. As Janaway points out, for 

Schopenhauer, ‘everything that wills or strives is necessarily at the mercy of suffering’, a suffering 

that has ‘neither point nor end’.455 For Schopenhauer, there is ‘no final goal of striving, and thus no 

bounds or end to suffering’.456 Janaway constructs this assertion in the form of an equation: ‘[a]s long 

as we will, we suffer’: the will is, in Schopenhauer, effectively the root and cause of all suffering.457 

 According to Schopenhauer, it is possible in exceptional circumstances to tear oneself free 

from the service of the will through ‘cognition of the Idea’, which equates to a kind of platonic form 

or quality of all natural bodies both organic and inorganic.458 This sort of cognition is only possible 

if we ‘devote the entire power of our mind to intuition and immerse ourselves in this entirely’.459 

When we do this through the ‘peaceful contemplation of the natural object’, Schopenhauer says, we 

lose ourselves in this object, and in doing so ‘forget our individuality’ and ‘our will’ and exist as a 

‘pure subject’; the intuiting subject and object of intuition can no longer be separated, and the 

individual is submerged completely in their intuition.460 Janaway suggests that in this state of 

cognition, which can sometimes be ‘reached intuitively through the painful experiences of life’ the 

thinking subject can in theory contemplate reality with a serenity ‘void of the usual pains of existence 

because the subject has become void of all striving and void of the usual sense of self’.461 According 

to Schopenhauer, this state of cognition that relieves the individual from servitude to the will can also 

 
454 Ibid., p. 189. 
455 Christopher Janaway, Introduction to Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. 
and ed. Judith Normal, Alistair Welchman and Christopher Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), p. xv. 
456 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 366. 
457 Ibid. 
458 Ibid., p. 200. 
459 Ibid., p. 201. 
460 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 201. 
461 Janaway, eds. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. xvi. 
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be precipitated by the act of aesthetic contemplation—by looking at something ‘with artist’s eyes’—

during which ‘we are no longer conscious of ourselves as individuals but as the pure will-less subject 

of cognition’, and the object of our contemplation expresses itself as a timeless archetype or form 

devoid of content.462 

 This shift in perspective described by Schopenhauer is present towards the end of Moran’s 

narrative in Molloy. Like Molloy, Moran does not really seem to understand the purpose of his quest. 

Moran knows he must find Molloy, but does not seem to understand why; he cannot seem to ‘grasp 

the Molloy affair’, the ‘kernel’ of which evades him (M, 90); as such, he is doomed to endlessly 

deviate from his objective and finds himself lost in pain and confusion. Returning home from his 

unsuccessful journey, Moran finds himself frequently contemplating his bees; he thinks ‘of their 

dance’, which he asserts the bees perform not ‘to amuse themselves, but in a different way’ (M 155). 

Moran initially thinks of the dance in scientific terms: he notes that he has investigated the 

phenomenon of the dance ‘very fully’, and points out that it involves ‘a great variety of figures and 

rhythms’ which he interprets ‘as a system of signals’ (M 155). Moran suggests that the dance is ‘best 

to be observed among the bees returning to the hive’, although Moran admits that ‘the outgoing bees 

danced too’ (M 155). Moran suggests a number of interpretations of the bees’ various movements, 

and posits that the incoming bees are trying to inform ‘outgoing bees in what direction to go and in 

what not to go’; the outgoing bees, by contrast, dance in order to communicate ‘I understand, or, 

Don't worry about me’ (M 155). Indeed, even the lack of dancing Moran observes among the bees 

‘away from the hive, and busily at work’ is humorously imparted with meaning and significance: 

‘Here their watchword seems to be, Every man for himself, assuming bees to be capable of such 

notions’ (M 155). 

 Moran continues to enumerate the various ‘features’ of the dance: the ‘most striking feature’ 

he suggests, it ‘its very complicated figures, traced in flight’. Moran claims to have ‘classified a great 

number of these’ figures, and has assigned to these classifications his interpretation of their ‘probable 

 
462 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 234. 
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meanings’ (M 155). However, his system of classification is disrupted by the ‘question of the hum’, 

which is ‘so various in tone in the vicinity of the hive that this could hardly be an effect of chance’ 

(M 155). Moran first concludes that each figure is reinforced by means of a hum peculiar to it’; 

however, he is soon forced to abandon this ‘agreeable hypothesis’ as he perceives the ‘same figure 

[…] accompanied by very different hums’ (M 155). Moran concludes that, instead of emphasising a 

particular figure, the hum of the bees is meant ‘to vary it’, and therefore that ‘the same figure differs 

in meaning according to the hum that goes with it’ (M 155). But Moran’s travails with the bees are 

far from over: he then realises that ‘there was to be considered not only the figure and the hum, but 

also the height at which the figure was executed’; ‘the selfsame figure’, according to Moran 

‘accompanied by the selfsame hum’, does not ‘mean at all the same thing at twelve feet from the 

ground as it [does] at six’ (M, 155-6). 

 Despite supposedly collecting and classifying ‘a great number of observations on this subject, 

with gratifying results’, all Moran’s assertions are humorously undercut by conditional statements 

that admit into his observations the powerful defining influence of his own interpretation of the bees’ 

movements, statements that also seem to reveal a dim awareness of this influence in Moran himself 

(M 155); indeed, one is forced to wonder by what standards—other than his own—Moran is able to 

judge the significance and meaning of the dance of the bees. This point is not actually lost on Moran, 

who, in spite of all the ‘pains [he lavishes] on these problems’, remains ‘more than ever stupefied by 

the complexity of this innumerable dance, involving doubtless other determinants of which I had not 

the slightest idea’ (M, 156). Moran admits the possibility that the dance of the bees may indeed be 

‘no better than the dances of the people in the West’, which are both ‘frivolous and meaningless’ (M, 

156). However, for Moran, the aesthetic observation of the unknowable movements of the bees, 

which are ‘too noble ever to be sullied’ by his ‘cogitations’, actually provides access to a kind of 

spiritual ‘rapture’: [here] is something’, he says, that ‘I can study all my life, and never understand’ 

(M, 156). Indeed, the Schopenhauerian contemplation of the bees seems in many ways for Moran to 
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be a more sacred undertaking than the contemplation of God, to whom he has ‘been taught to ascribe 

my angers, fears, desires, and even my body’ (M, 156). 

 Moran’s contemplation of the bees is another example of scientific or computational logic 

breaking down in the face of the contingency of lived experience. As Schopenhauer notes, all of ‘pure 

mathematics’ and ‘pure a priori natural science’ are grounded in ‘intuitive cognition’, which 

putatively safeguards one ‘from any encounter with the unfathomable’.463 However, Schopenhauer 

also notes the limitations of these kinds of scientific logic: mathematics, he argues can only ever 

‘specify ‘how many?’ and ‘how large?’ with the most exacting precision’, and can show us ‘nothing 

other than mere connections, relationships between one representation and another, form divorced 

entirely from content’.464 Because these connections between representations are ‘only ever relative’ 

to the thinker, and because scientific cognition immediately ‘loses its perfect clarity and transparency’ 

when it comes into contact with ‘something whose essence is no longer completely cognizable, and 

can no longer be explained entirely through something else’, mathematics and, indeed, scientific 

cogitation in general, can tell us nothing of ‘the thing in itself which, in its essence, is not a 

representation’ or ‘an object of cognition’.465 Yet, when he ceases to impose scientific logic on the 

movement of his bees, Moran is suddenly released from the slavery of the will, and is able to briefly 

lose himself in the rapture of unknowing.   

 
463 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 145. 
464 Ibid., p. 120. 
465 Schopenhauer, ed. and trans. Normal, Welchman, and Janaway, p. 145 
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5.10 Conclusion 

In the final instance, Beckett’s critique of mathematics in Molloy rests on this notion: that 

mathematics and all scientific logic—indeed, all formal systems of knowing—cannot really tell us 

about the world. Instead, these forms of knowing offer us a kind of comfort or succour, which is 

derived from their perceived empirical validity or theoretical grounding. When these systems fail, 

however, there is also a kind of consolation or relief in this very experience of failure: the failure of 

scientific or mathematical rationality constitutes a release from the agon of searching for logic, a shift 

in epistemological perspective that Moran is able briefly to achieve through his Schopenhauerian 

contemplation of the bees. Geulingian humilitas also offers the possibility of an escape from agon: 

the humble person, through acknowledgement of the impossibility of knowledge and their own 

impotency –  in contrast with one who strives to realise their own will – is suffused with an 

unshakeable inner peace that the irrationality and contingency of even the most traumatic material 

events cannot shake. The humble individual has given themselves up to a higher power and is thus 

untroubled by the violent warp and weft of fate; and, ‘for a sadly rejoicing slave, that is a great 

measure of freedom’ indeed (M, 48). 
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he major contribution of this thesis to current scholarship is to make explicit the profound influence 

scientific and technological concepts had on modernist literary form, specifically with regard to 

modernist writers’ engagement with narrative perspective. I have defined narrative perspective as a 

fictive entity’s perception of and attitude towards a given object, concept, or experience; these 

perceptions and attitudes are interpreted in the entity’s fictional mind and relayed to the reader via 

textual discourse. I have taken a balanced view of different types of modernist narrative perspectives 

(restricted, polymorphous, photographic, impressionistic, rational, and disordered) across a wide 

period (from 1915 to 1955) in order to show the broad range of effect of scientific concepts and 

technological advances. Due to its inherent connection with cognitive processes (as discussed in 

chapter one), I have suggested that any work that considers narrative perspective should also focus 

on issues of knowledge production and meaning; as such, I have also explored these issues over the 

course of this thesis.  

 Through its various case studies, the thesis has traced specific links between modernist fiction 

and modern science. One such link is found in the persistent engagement with perception and the 

generation of meaning in both the modernist novel and modern science, which was initially explored 

through a comparison of modernist and realist engagements with knowledge and meaning production 

in the context of narrative perspective. I noted that modernist literature tends to reject the 

epistemological certainty of realism, as demonstrated through its repeated questioning of the validity 

of sources of knowledge and its subversion of interpretative stability; in both the modernist novel and 

the forms of modern science and technology discussed in this thesis, knowledge and meaning are 

contingent values based on our imperfect interpretations of limited perceptual data. Indeed, as has 

T 

Conclusion 
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become apparent, modernist literature reflects on the limitations of subjective knowledge in myriad 

ways. Modernist literature such as The Good Soldier and Molloy provide sustained critiques of 

epistemological certainty through explorations of extreme solipsism and individual vision; 

meanwhile, texts like Ulysses and Mrs. Dalloway hint at the contingent possibility of knowing 

through abstraction and mysticism. While their approaches to the question of subjective knowledge 

are very different, all of the above authors exploit perceptual ambiguities in their narratives to 

generate multiplicities of meaning and to problematise hermeneutic analysis.  

 The contingency of knowledge and fallibility of interpretation are central themes in the second 

chapter of the thesis, which investigates the conceptual relationship between narrative perspective in 

Fordian literary impressionism and modern photography. The central argument of this chapter was 

that Dowell’s narrative perspective resembles that of a camera in a number of ways. I pointed out 

that, like a camera, Dowell can freeze an indivisible moment of visual perception and subsequently 

reproduce the appearance of whatever he perceives for re-viewing and mental contemplation. 

Through this photographic mode of narrative perspective, Ford subtly makes the point that meaning 

does not inhere in the experience of sensuous perception, but rather in a hermeneutics of perception 

that takes place after—in some cases long after—the experience of sense-data. In chapter five, 

meanwhile, the notion of mathematics as a perspectival and subjectively experienced discipline was 

connected to the restricted perspectives and gradual narrative dispossession of Samuel Beckett’s 

protagonists in the Trilogy. It was argued that Molloy constantly seeks to assign meaning to the things 

he perceives: it is this compulsive desire to formulate principles upon which meaning and knowledge 

can be founded that drives Molloy to employ mathematics—a discipline predicated on the possibility 

of differentiation between truth and falsehood—as a way to understand and rationalise the world 

around him. However, Molloy's attempts to use mathematics as an ordering set of principles fails 

because mathematical logic is repeatedly and insistently undercut or subverted throughout his 

cognitively disordered narrative, and noted how the breakdown of formal systems of knowing such 
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as science and mathematics in Beckett’s writing points towards the possibility of a release of the 

knowing subject from the endless search for meaning in a fundamentally illogical world. 

 This thesis has also shown the way in which the generation of meaning at the level of both 

character and reader in some modernist novels is consistently inflected by the formal juxtaposition of 

many different perspectives. Chapter three suggests that this kind of multiplicity of perspective is a 

formal principle in Ulysses, which as a novel possesses a large number of perspectives and focalisers; 

further to this, it was argued that Ulysses makes use of a structural method conceptually similar to 

the phenomenon of parallax, which implies the incorporation of multiple points of view. The fourth 

chapter of the thesis also addressed the implications of multiple perspectives being woven into one 

another in the context of Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. The chapter showed the way in which Woolf’s 

writing in Mrs. Dalloway imitates quantum systems in terms of its formal emphasis on multiplicity 

of perspective and heteroglossia, as well as its structural incorporation of opposing concepts, such as 

inclusion and exclusion, unity and division, communality and individuality, and continuity and 

discontinuity. Through her depiction of a free-floating narrative perspective and her yoking together 

of apparently disparate objects and perspectives, Woolf points towards a conception of the world in 

which everything—no matter how superficially unrelated—bears a latent connection to everything 

else, an idea heavily reminiscent of quantum theory. In both Joyce and Woolf’s writing, there is a 

sense that multiplicity of perspective can provide a fuller or more accurate picture of the world 

through its refusal of a singular basis for knowledge and meaning; this polyperspectival mode of 

modernist fiction may be contrasted with the epistemological and perspectival monadism of Ford and 

Beckett’s protagonists, whose lack of understanding of the world may be connected to their persistent 

failure to see accurately from other points of view. 

 My identification of the perspectival monadism of Ford and Beckett’s protagonists may seem 

to imply a circular or recursive line of thought in the context of both this thesis and in the literature 

explored here more generally; one could say that Beckett simply returned to a more extreme version 

of the restricted perspective and epistemological uncertainty explored by Ford. However, one might 
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also trace a progression of thought with regards to the limits of subjective knowledge, perceptual 

ambiguity and solipsism at work in the writing of Ford, Joyce, Woolf and Beckett. As we have seen, 

Ford is primarily interested in the limitations of human knowledge and the flaws of subjective 

perception: Dowell persistently fails to understand the significance of his own narrative because he 

is incapable of correctly interpreting the actions and intentions of other people. Dowell’s failure is 

essentially a failure of perspective: he cannot—or, possibly, refuses to—distinguish between truth 

and illusion, fact and fiction, moments of critical importance and the mundane. His impressions of 

events are always erroneous, and, indeed, Ford seems to suggest this state of being is the predicate of 

all human experience. Joyce, meanwhile, moves away from the strict solipsism of Ford but retains an 

interest in epistemological uncertainty and the limitations of subjectivity. While there are 

undoubtedly moments of real connection in Ulysses, the vast majority of Joyce’s exploration of the 

individual in relation to others preserves the line of thought underlying Ford’s writing about 

subjectivity in The Good Soldier: that other consciousnesses are fundamentally unknowable, and that 

we can only gain contingent access to the motives and thoughts of others through the practice of 

empathy (and therefore perspectival identification), which requires constant effort. Woolf extends 

Joyce and Ford’s exploration of the limits of subjectivity; however, while Ford and Joyce seem to 

agree that other consciousnesses are in the final instance unknowable or, at best, knowable on an 

exclusively contingent basis, Woolf’s conception of the relation of the individual to others tends 

towards abstraction, or even mysticism. Subjective perspectives in Mrs. Dalloway frequently 

penetrate and flow through one another, and thoughts, feelings, and perceptions can be shared and 

experienced on a collective level through the semipermeable membrane of Woolfian literary 

consciousness. Beckett’s Molloy returns to a meditation on the limits of individual perspective. 

Beckett seems to concur with Ford’s conception of consciousness and perception as highly restricted 

and problematic modes of knowing; however, while Ford offers little in the way of consolation for 

the radical epistemological uncertainty posited in The Good Soldier, Beckett rethinks these 

limitations, coming to rest on a position which prioritises humilitas. Humilitas urges the human 
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subject to relinquish all claims to knowledge and power and suggests  that only by doing so can one 

find spiritual peace. 

 As has become clear, every perspectival arrangement within the modernist novel insistently 

draws attention to the surrounding circumstances through which perspective is inflected and formed. 

The eidetic quality of Dowell’s narrative perspective sharply throws into relief his persistent and 

calamitous analysis of his own story; the humorous and tragic disjuncts between Bloom, Gerty and 

Molly's ‘views’ of each other show the powerful influence of cultural and personal circumstance in 

the formation of perspective; the various intersecting viewpoints of Mrs. Dalloway call attention to 

both the similarities and differences between individual perception and interpretation; and, finally, 

Molloy shows how a logical perspective—a scientific perspective—may be changed through 

consistent exposure to the irrational and unknowable. The contingency of modernist narrative 

perspective suggests all perspectives are provisional, founded on the unstable ground where 

subjective perception and personal conditioning meet, in a space somewhere between sense and 

cognition; this contingency may be profitably contrasted with the realist engagement with narrative 

perspective, which, as noted in chapter one, implies interpretive stability and epistemological 

certainty.   
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