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ABSTRACT 
 
In my dissertation, “Narrative Representations (of Time) in the 20th Century Novel” I 
examine the way in which depictions of time intersect with narrative representation in the 
modern and postmodern novel. I specifically focus on the use of parentheses as a way to 
capture differing types of chronology in narrative. The parenthesis, in a purely visual 
sense, physically disrupts the act of reading by creating a type of barrier around one text, 
separating it from the main narrative. I argue that it is with this disruption that 20th 
century authors were able to experiment with depictions of time and the disruption of 
linear narrative. Borrowing Gerard Genette’s phrase “temporal ellipses” I examine how 
authors in the 20th century used the “temporal parentheses” in order to convey different 
temporal experiences in narrative. For Virginia Woolf’s To The Lighthouse, the 
parenthesis works as a way of presenting simultaneity of experiences when spatially 
separated. For William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom, the parenthesis creates a kind of 
compressed time, so that the past becomes a heavy burden upon the present, as 
represented by the way a narrative experience can be extended within parentheses. In 
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children the parenthesis is used to bridge and create a 
dialogue between the present moment of the telling and the past moment of the story. In 
Toni Morrison’s Sula, the parenthesis calls attention to physical placement, representing 
the way in which personal identity is linked to physical place and the rejection of 
permanence in the novel.  
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INTRODUCTION 

My interest in parentheses first came from a brief aside in Bleak House, by 

Charles Dickens: “(“If you will Parlay, you know,” says Mr. Bucket parenthetically, “you 

must take the consequences)” (Dickens 649). It is a largely comedic gesture—the reader 

is not meant to take either Mr. Bucket or his comment too seriously. Dickens uses the 

same technique earlier in the novel with “(‘The number, Sir,’ said Mr. Vholes 

parenthetically, “I believe I have already mentioned,’)” (Dickens 608). In both instances, 

the narrative calls deliberate attention to the parenthetical usage, and the commentaries 

are very characteristic of our understanding of any authorial intention when using a 

parenthesis. And it is the notion of a “parentheses’ use” that I would like to begin. I will 

outline four different ways in which parentheses are typically “used” as a foundation for 

my own examination.  

For Mr. Bucket, the parentheses serve as an interruption of his current explanation 

of events in order to warn Hortense the maid. The parentheses indicate that the inside 

speech is somehow outside his current narration, perhaps only for Mademoiselle’s ears. 

It’s akin to a Shakespearian aside, where characters may speak on stage in order for the 

audience to hear their thoughts while still managing to keep key information from the 

other characters on stage. These asides must somehow function as part of the main 

narrative while simultaneously remaining outside the narrative. The parentheses in Mr. 

Bucket’s warning functions in a similar way, breaking his own speech between what is 

for everyone’s ears and what are only for Mademoiselle’s, and yet except for the 

parenthesis there is no indication that there has been a pause in his speech. The lack of an 
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end quote after the speech inside the parentheses in, “(‘You must take the consequences.) 

Now, whether she became my lodger, Sir Leicester Dedlock’” (649), indicates that his 

aside to Hortense is all said with the same breath while speaking to others. Mr. Bucket’s 

speech, unlike a Shakespearian aside, is meant to be heard, but the presence of the 

parentheses implies part of his speech is not the same as the rest. The parenthetical 

speech is part of his own dialogue, but remains outside the bulk of his narration. 

However, it is not enough for Mr. Bucket’s aside to remain in parentheses; Mr. Bucket 

also speaks “parenthetically.” This recalls Mrs. Piper from the inquisition, who, “has a 

good deal to say, chiefly in parentheses and without punctuation, but not much to tell” 

(133). The moment captures the first “use” of parentheses.  

 First and foremost, the parenthesis in Bleak House is very self-aware. The 

comment is caught in a parentheses, then remarks on its own parenthetical nature. It is a 

narrative gesture that is by no means unique to Dickens. Almost a hundred years later, 

George Orwell repeats the same move in his classic 1984: “(‘Always in the same stink of 

women! How I hate women!’ She said parenthetically)” (Orwell 108).1 This above all 

illustrates that the use of parentheses has not changed much over time. The self-aware, 

almost self-reflexive narrative description of “speaking parenthetically” makes it one of 

the only grammatical marks that a text can specifically call attention to its own existence. 

This awareness stems from an awareness of the text itself. The parenthesis can call 

attention to its own existence in a way that only works if the text is at least somewhat 

aware of its existence as a text.  

The notion of “speaking parenthetically” also means that it is a grammatical mark 

that can be performed in some way that is noticeably different2. One cannot help but 
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snicker at the double effect of “says Mr. Bucket parenthetically” while remaining inside a 

pair of parentheses. On the surface level, there is no difference between speaking and 

speaking parenthetically. Speech in its aural capacity cannot actually exhibit 

parenthesis—it is impossible to hear a specific kind of punctuation. You can no more 

hear a pair of parentheses than you could deliberately set out to speak parenthetically. For 

Dickens to ascribe the ability to both Mr. Bucket and Mrs. Piper is a playful commentary 

on the ability of written word. You can no more hear a parenthesis than you could hear a 

quotation mark. As J. Hillis Miller says, “‘Dialogue’… when applied to a text, is a 

metaphor” (253). The act of quotation implies a representation of speech. As readers we 

accept, when marked by quotations, that a character is speaking and that the words on the 

page are an accurate account for what was actually said and how. As readers, we can 

literally see Mr. Bucket speaking parenthetically before we are ever told that he is doing 

so, and consequently the doubling quality of Mr. Bucket’s aside is a jocular punning on 

what can only be demonstrated in a written narration. However, in the same way that a 

quotation marks functions metaphorically for what we hear in dialogue, a parenthesis 

functions as a metaphor for hesitations and asides and interruptive information that 

digresses from regular conversation. A parenthesis can be performed differently, but only 

because it is aware that it holds a specific function in the text.  

 The second, and perhaps the most common understanding of a parenthesis’ use, is 

the fact that it is something that is meant to be dismissed. If you speak parenthetically, 

that means you understand that some things you say are less important than other things. 

The comments, both in Dickens and in Orwell’s novels are comments that are meant to 

be something that is said but also something that is somehow less important than other 
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dialogue or text in those novels. The parentheses, like Miller’s concept of the 

metaphorical quotation marks, function as metaphors for relevance. For Julia or Mr. 

Bucket to “speak parenthetically” we understand that they are performing the function of 

a parenthetical speech—as an aside or a digression. These are comments one can ignore. 

The parenthesis is perhaps the only textual mark that conveys degrees of relevance. The 

narrative gesture that Orwell and Dickens use by stating that their characters “speak 

parenthetically” calls overt attention to the fact that what they said was less important 

than the rest of the dialogue, but to a certain degree any parenthesis has the potential to 

convey that irrelevance without the authorial statement. In Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders, 

shortly after finding out that her current husband is also her half-brother, she attempts to 

voyage back to England and states,  

  In short, I never ceas'd poreing upon the Means to pass my Voyage, and came that 

 length with my Husband at last, as to propose going without him. This provok'd 

 him to the last degree, and he call'd me not only an unkind Wife, but an unnaturall 

 Mother, and ask'd me how I could entertain such a Thought without horror as that 

 of leaving my two Children (for one was dead) without a Mother, and to be 

 brought up by Strangers, and never to see them more? (Defoe 74-75). 

This is not the only instance in which Moll informs the reader of the death of one of her 

children in a casual way, nor is it even the first time she informs us of one of the deaths 

of her children in parenthesis3. Throughout the novel, Moll has many children by her 

various husbands and lovers, and she never treats their deaths as particularly important 

events. When they die in parentheses, it is the ultimate demonstration of the 

unimportance their deaths have to her life. The deaths of her children become all the 
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more insignificant because they are written as parenthetical afterthoughts to the main 

narrative. 

 Which brings us to the third use of parenthesis, and that is to distinguish between 

texts. The parenthesis is one text that exists as something separate from the main text. 

What is said in parenthesis is often interruptive. It interrupts the story and quite often 

interrupts a sentence. Anything in parenthesis could be read alongside the main body of 

text but there is also the tacit understanding that it can be ignored. The reader has 

permission to skip over anything in a parenthesis in order to continue with the main text, 

uninterrupted, or they can allow the interruption to take place and read what the 

parenthesis contains. The only thing for certain is that the text in parenthesis is a 

distinguishable text from that which exists outside parenthesis even if the two together 

make one whole. One of the best examples of this interruption occurs in e. e. cummings 

famous poem “l(a” that goes as follows: 

l(a 

le 

af 

fa 

ll 

s) 

one 

l 

iness 
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This is one of the ultimate interruptive parentheses—one that interrupts mid-word. The 

parenthetical “a leaf falls” interrupts the completed word “loneliness” and it is very clear 

that the parenthetical text is a separate, distinguishable, text from the word it interrupts. 

How we choose to read the poem, indeed, how we even interpret the poem, solely 

depends on the fact that “a leaf falls” and “loneliness” are two separate texts that are 

combined as one whole through the use of parentheses.  

 The fourth and final main use of a parenthesis is that it calls attention to the 

physical nature of text more than any other authorial gesture. One of the best examples of 

this exists in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland, when the narrator often 

interrupts the text with comments like, “if you don’t know what a Gryphon is, look at the 

picture” (76), or when the King wears his crown over his Judge wig, and the author-

narrator comments that the reader can, “look at the frontispiece if you want to see how he 

did it” (89). A “frontispiece” is obsolete in the contemporary book publishing world, and 

many editions of Alice simply move the picture of the King next to the quote, if the 

picture is included at all. The specific textual gesture towards the pictures (and the 

location of the pictures) only works with specific editions of Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland. This kind of interaction solidifies the physical presence of a book more than 

any of the other parenthetical interjections. When the reader can, in fact, look at the 

picture of a Gryphon, or turn to the frontispiece for explanation, the reader grows aware 

of the book itself in a way that most other novels try to actively avoid.  

 Somewhat similar to the self-aware aspect of a parenthesis is the idea that the 

parenthesis calls attention to the physical presence of the text. In the very overt example 

in Carroll’s novel, the narrator is able to directly speak to the implied reader and begs 
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them to examine what the narrator knows to also be in the book—a picture of a gryphon. 

This example demonstrates an awareness of physical text that to some extent, all 

parentheses have. The fact that the text within a parenthesis exist as something separate 

from the main text calls attention to an intention towards placement. The parenthesis 

interrupts (either the story or just a sentence) in a very strategically decided location. 

Whether you choose to read the parenthetical interruption or ignore it for the sake of 

finishing the sentence, the parenthesis exists where it does for a reason. With that in 

mind, any parenthesis potentially raises questions regarding placement. The reader might 

have to consider things like why the parenthesis exists where it does, or why the 

parenthesis interrupts what it does, or whether or not the main text changes if the 

parentheses were located somewhere else. These questions all call attention to the 

physical presence of the text itself in a way that other markings—dashes, ellipses, 

periods, commas, etc.—have all been ingrained to be consciously ignored as we read 

words. The Carroll parenthesis overtly calls the readers’ attention to the physical 

presence of a book but any parenthesis, simply by its placement, potentially does the 

same. 

 All of this is purely a generalization. It would be beyond the scope of this project 

to discuss the nuances of how parentheses are used in all their myriad fashions in all 

texts. While parentheses are used throughout the history of the English Novel4, I have 

chosen to focus on the Twentieth Century. My reason is that this project does not focus 

on the use of parentheses so much as representations of time. And it was with the 

Twentieth Century novel when authors began experimenting more frequently with how to 

represent the experience of time with the written word. And while parentheses are used in 
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a number of genres (as the e.e. cummings poem illustrates, there can be any number of 

notable parentheses in poetry) I have chosen to focus on the novel. The reason for my 

choice in focusing on the novel specifically centers on my desire to examine what the 

parenthesis can do in terms of representation of time in narrative. For that reason, the 

novel is the best genre in order to understand how representations of time can influence 

our understanding of the narrative depending on how we read the uses of select 

parentheses.  

 Gerard Genette, in his famous work Narrative Discourse, uses the phrase 

“temporal ellipses” in order to frame his discussion of prolepses and analepses and 

duration in the novel. The ellipses, “or leap forward without any return, is obviously not 

an anachrony but a simple acceleration of the narrative” (Genette 43). He makes the 

distinction that, “it certainly has to do with time, but not time approached as order” 

(Genette 43 emphasis his). The use of the phrase “temporal ellipses” is very casual, and is 

largely consumed by the discussion on analepses and prolepses, but I think it is an 

interesting and useful phrase regarding my own project. The phrase “temporal ellipses” 

invokes the sense that with the simple grammatical marking “…” a skip in time can be 

conveyed without much written context framing the temporal skip. We do not need to 

write out the intervening years to take us from one year to another, the temporal ellipses 

nods to the intervening missing years but allows the representation of time passing 

without having to write out that time has passed. 

 What I would like to introduce is the concept of the “temporal parenthesis” and 

that is, the way the authors of the Twentieth Century have used parentheses in order to 

represent some kind of experience of time. Just to reiterate, the purpose of this project is 
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not meant to imply that the authors in the Twentieth Century have used parentheses in a 

markedly different way than authors in previous centuries. The use, in as much as any 

particular reason can be said for using a parenthesis, has remained essentially the same. I 

only mean to argue that in the Twentieth Century, when novelists were beginning to 

explore the possibilities and nuances in representing time in their novels, they also used 

the “temporal parenthesis” (as I call it) as one of the methods in which time could be 

represented through text. 

 That being said, the authors I have chosen to focus on, and the specific works I 

have chosen to examine, all contain examples of the different ways in which I argue the 

temporal parenthesis are used. The novels I have chosen, I argue, each use the temporal 

parenthesis but each in a different way, and thus, are good examples of what it is I intend 

to illustrate. I very purposefully chose two American authors and two European authors, 

as well as two novels in the early Twentieth Century that could be classified as “Modern” 

and two novels in the later Twentieth Century that could be classified as “Postmodern” in 

order to ultimately demonstrate that such classifications as “American” and “British” or 

“Modern” and “Postmodern” did not really have any significance in terms of what it is 

that I am examining. 

 In many ways, what began this project is the infamous bracketed death scene of 

Mrs. Ramsay in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Reading the way in which, “[Mr. 

Ramsay stumbling along a passage stretched his arms out one dark morning, but, Mrs. 

Ramsay having died rather suddenly the night before, he stretched his arms out. They 

remained empty]” (Lighthouse122). The death is shocking, in part, because of its 

parenthetical nature. It recalls Moll Flanders reporting the deaths of her children in 
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parenthetical asides and would seemingly suggest that the death of the character the first 

section of the book focused so heavily upon was just as unimportant as the nameless 

children in Moll Flanders. I wished to interrogate this assumption of equaling 

parentheses with irrelevance precisely because Mrs. Ramsay’s death is more essential 

then Moll Flanders’ unnamed children. In my first chapter, “Simultaneous Experience (in 

Time): Death, Mrs. Ramsay, and Parenthesis” I begin with the infamous death scene 

precisely so I could highlight that it was not less relevant simply because it was 

parenthetical.  In A. A. Mendilow’s Time and the Novel he posits the problem that, 

“Language cannot convey non-verbal experience; being successive and linear, it cannot 

express simultaneous experiences; being composed of separate and divisible units, 

whether of words or groups of words, it cannot reveal the unbroken flow of the process of 

living. Reality cannot be expressed or conveyed—only the illusion of it” (Mendilow 81). 

I argue that by using the “temporal parenthesis” Woolf is able to convey simultaneous 

experiences with language. 

 Woolf herself provides the pivotal point of my argument when she discusses in 

her diary how she struggled with composing the end of To the Lighthouse, and she 

wonders how she can present two narratives at the same time. She asks herself, “I had 

meant to end with R[amsy] climbing on the rock. If so, what becomes [of] Lily & her 

picture? Should there be a final page about her & Carmichael looking at the picture & 

summing up R[amsay]’s character? In that case I lose the intensity of the moment” (Diary 

106). Her question seemingly speaks to the self-aware nature of the parenthesis. What she 

puts in brackets is very much something that is aware that it is a parenthesis—it exists as 

something markedly different than the rest of the narrative. Consequently, the temporal 
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parenthesis in Woolf’s novel can perform in a way that is different than the main text. If a 

character can somehow “speak parenthetically” while existing within a parenthesis, what 

Woolf does is have a narrative description that “functions parenthetically” with regards to 

the main text. That is to say, the narrative is able to “work” precisely because it is aware 

that it rests within a parenthesis. 

 This awareness, although not as overt as the comical description of “she said 

parenthetically,” enables Woolf to capture the simultaneous experience of time of two 

different places in a single present moment. Lily can be painting at the same time Mr. 

Ramsay is climbing on the rock because the parenthesis is aware that it is functioning in 

that capacity. I argue that we can then examine the bracketed death scenes of the Ramsay 

family members as expressions of simultaneity. The main narrative focuses solely on the 

decaying abandoned house—everything that takes place somewhere else cannot be 

captured with the main text and therefore can only exist in the separate form of a 

parenthesis. Mrs. Ramsay dies, as do Andrew and Prue Ramsay, in parenthesis to 

illustrate that they die away from the empty house they have left behind.  

 My second chapter, “Compression and (the Heavy Burden) of Time in William 

Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!” examines the interruptive nature of a parenthesis in 

conjunction with temporal representation. William Faulkner tends to use a parenthesis in 

open defiance to commonly accepted conventions. He will insert a parenthesis mid-

sentence in order to convey long descriptions that delay the completion of the original 

sentence for an entire paragraph. Parentheses are usually (although obviously, there are 

no hard “rules” regarding the length of a parenthesis) short in nature. A few quick 

sentences in order to convey minor details that can be disregarded. Faulkner’s 
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parentheses in Absalom, Absalom! can and do go on for pages at a time, often including a 

multitude of parentheses within parentheses that can be difficult to track from beginning 

to end. 

 Faulkner purposefully attempts to convey the sense of delay with his temporal 

parentheses, more to the point, Faulkner creates the feeling of heaviness within his 

sentences as he adds so much “weight” with his extended parentheses. The incredible 

length of the parentheses adds to the feeling of compression—the sensation of packing in 

large amounts of text in a space that is too small for everything that is going on. This 

sensation of heaviness within the sentence mirrors the heavy nature of the past on the 

present generation. Quentin inherits the Sutpen story by nature of being a Southern 

gentleman. It is his inescapable destiny that he must inherit the past, and by doing so, the 

past becomes a heavy burden that weighs on the present.  

 My third chapter, “History (and His Story) in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 

Children” focuses on the third use of a parenthesis—as something that is used to 

distinguish one text from another. Oftentimes, the parentheses in Midnight’s Children, as 

a novel that sets itself up as a memoir, has two temporalities, or two “Narrative-NOWS” 

as Seymour Chatman calls them. There is the present moment of Saleem the narrator, as 

he writes his memoir in a pickle factory, and the present moment of the story Saleem 

writes—or rather, the present moment of Saleem-the-hero (which is Saleem the narrator’s 

past). Because Saleem-the-narrator often inserts a commentary on past events—usually 

parenthetically—he creates what I call the “great narrative problem” of Midnight’s 

Children.  
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 The structure of Midnight’s Children’s two temporalities works such that 

Saleem’s past, his story, moves to the present moment of where he is when he begins 

writing his story. But Saleem-the-narrator does not keep these two temporalities distinct 

from one another. Recalling the simultaneous present in To the Lighthouse, the 

parentheses help create the sense in Midnight’s Children that not only can two separate 

spaces be conveyed in one present moment, but two separate timelines can occur 

simultaneously. There is a feeling throughout Midnight’s Children that the past and the 

present occur at the same time. The more Saleem-the-narrator intrudes upon his story, the 

more he deliberately entwines his own identity with the creation of that story. 

Consequently, when Saleem reaches the end—when his past catches up with his 

present—he has no choice but to predict his own death—will  it into existence—because 

for his story to end, so must he. 

 In Chapter Four, “Place (and Permanence) in Toni Morrison’s Sula” I examine 

the final use of parenthesis as something that calls attention to the physical place and 

presence in the text. While Toni Morrison’s novel is by far the least parenthetical of all 

the novels I examine, I argue that the parentheses reflect the core concept of the novel 

regarding parenthetical markers, in some sense physically resemble bindings or 

imprisonment. The barrier-like structure of a parenthesis creates a “walled-in” text. That 

which exists within parenthesis is very contained, separated and insular from the rest of 

the text. The structure of Sula makes it so that time becomes walled in the same way as a 

parenthesis works. The novel is written in sections, each labeled with the year the events 

take place. And each section a death occurs—either the death of a person or the death of a 
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relationship. In this way, death becomes linked with time, and the time becomes a way of 

“containing” death. 

 These is a sense throughout Sula that the characters all fear death and long for a 

sense of permanence, of “always.” The passage of time is linked with the notion of death, 

and through this, with the idea that the citizens actually fear change. Thus, they attempt 

to restrict death (and change) by confining their lives into something “small.” It is only 

the titular character Sula who resists the notion of “always” Sula embraces change and 

death and ultimately breaks free from the confined notion of “always.” 
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CHAPTER ONE: SIMULTANEOUS EXPERIENCE (IN TIME): DEATH, MRS. 

RAMSAY, AND PARENTHESIS 

 

“Could I do it in a parenthesis?” 

 Every first-time reader of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse shares the same 

shock. It is during the moment in the middle section of the novel, “Time Passes,” when 

the reader first discovers that Mrs. Ramsay, central character of the first hundred pages of 

the novel, is dead. 

 The death is shocking for multiple reasons. First, it goes against all commonly 

accepted convention of narrative to have the main character abruptly die in the middle of 

the novel. When we have experienced a character’s thoughts, feelings, memories, and 

expectations as closely as we experience Mrs. Ramsay’s in “The Window,” the first of 

three sections in the novel, we expect to follow her all the way to the end of the book. 

Second, if the main character of a novel is going to die in the middle of the plot, we 

expect her to die in a grand way. We expect train accidents or lighthouse failures or 

prolonged death throes that continue for pages. Instead of a grandiose death scene, all To 

the Lighthouse gives us is simply: “[Mr. Ramsay stumbling along a passage stretched his 

arms out one dark morning, but, Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly the night 

before, he stretched his arms out. They remained empty]” (Lighthouse 122). 

 Mrs. Ramsay’s death is a death in absentia. She dies in retrospect; we only 

discover her death through her husband’s futile outstretched arms. Her death seems for all 

intents and purposes to exist only as an afterthought, a footnote in the prose. The fact that 

her death occurs in brackets only solidifies this feeling. Randall Stevenson writes that 
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Mrs. Ramsay’s death is “one of the most disturbing moments in twentieth-century 

fiction” (Stevenson 174). Mrs. Ramsay’s death feels so shocking at first because main 

characters do not die in the middle of the novel, and if they do die, they do not die away 

from the narrative’s focus; and they most certainly do not die in parentheses.5 

 The bracketed death scene, indeed the “Time Passes” section as a whole, remains 

problematic for some critics. In Maud Ellman’s introduction for To The Lighthouse, she 

writes, “In ‘Time Passes,’ human experience is relegated to parentheses: Mrs Ramsay 

disappears, Prue dies in childbirth, Andrew Ramsay is slaughtered in the bloodbath of the 

First World War, but these events are recorded only in square brackets, brief as 

newsflashes on the radio” (Lighthouse xxi). Her use of the word “relegated” suggests that 

because Woolf put the Ramsay deaths as bracketed information, it somehow makes the 

inclusion of these details less important. Ellman goes on to say that, “Meanwhile the 

house, or more specifically the emptiness enclosed by it, takes over the main body of the 

narrative. How is absence to narrate itself? Under the pressure of this impossible task, it 

is not surprising that the prose turns purple…” (Lighthouse xxi). Ellman criticizes the 

prose of “Time Passes” while acknowledging Woolf’s overall motivation behind 

describing the house devoid of people—the intent to capture emptiness. Ellman’s 

reference to Woolf’s “impossible task,” and her assertion that Woolf failed in her goal, 

casts a disparaging light on the middle section that taints the reading of the novel as a 

whole. If Woolf does, indeed, fail to capture absence in the middle section, then it is hard 

to consider the novel an overall success. 

 Other critics do not condemn “Time Passes,” or Woolf’s use of bracketed deaths, 

as failures. Allen McLaurin makes the point of stating that one of the “dominant shape[s] 
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in To the Lighthouse is the arabesque, which is described by the rounded brackets” 

(McLaurin 199), giving the sense that the rounded brackets are mascot-like quintessential 

representations of the shape and body of the novel as a whole. He also asserts that: 

In To the Lighthouse the use of square and round brackets cannot be described 

simply as a typographic device, although this is certainly part of it. Virginia 

Woolf uses parentheses as something more than a mere device in the novel, for 

the whole form can be seen as a parenthesis. The first and last sections, being 

parallel, form brackets around the central section ‘Time Passes.’ Throughout the 

novel smaller parenthesis mirror this overall pattern; the book is made up of 

‘curves and arabesques flourishing round a centre of complete emptiness.’ Within 

the ‘emptiness’ of the central section, there are various parentheses which give a 

sense of the mere contingency of human life. (McLaurin 198) 

McLaurin’s assessment places the middle section—shortest of all three in the novel and 

largely devoid of characters—almost as the most significant section in the book. It is 

quite literally the “center” but it is also central in the sense that the two other sections 

surround it like the rounded brackets of a parenthesis. Within his argument is the idea that 

if the novel itself serves as one long rounded bracket the information contained in 

brackets can be no less important for its parenthetical form. And yet even while he 

acknowledges the importance of the round brackets, his idea that the “various 

parentheses” give sense “of the mere contingency of human life” (emphasis mine) once 

again suggests, as Ellman does, that Woolf viewed human experiences as somewhat 

tertiary simply because of their brevity within bracketed information.  
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Virginia Wool’s diary reveals the fact that she regarded the parentheses as more 

than mere typographic devices to relegate information. She discusses in her diary how 

she struggled with composing the end of To the Lighthouse, and she wonders how she 

can present two narratives at the same time. She asks herself, “I had meant to end with 

R[amsy] climbing on the rock. If so, what becomes [of] Lily & her picture? Should there 

be a final page about her & Carmichael looking at the picture & summing up R[amsay]’s 

character? In that case I lose the intensity of the moment” (Diary 106). This moment of 

reflection demonstrates how representation of simultaneity was an important issue for 

Woolf. She points out the conflict between her intended ending and incorporating a 

conclusion to all her plot lines while still keeping faithful to the “intensity of the 

moment.”  She then proposes the solution by asking, “Could I do it in a parenthesis? So 

that one had the sense of reading the two things at the same time?” (Diary 106). This 

awareness of parentheses, as well as its use for presenting simultaneous experiences, 

suggests that Virginia Woolf did, in fact, regard the brackets as something other than a 

simple “typographic device,” and that, furthermore, she linked their use with the 

construction of “time” in her novel. 

To the Lighthouse is undeniably a “tale about time” (to borrow a phrase Paul 

Ricouer borrowed from Thomas Mann), and it is clear that Virginia Woolf intended it to 

be so from her earliest conception of the novel. Virginia Woolf, like many of the high 

modernist authors, returns to the theme of time throughout her novels, often focusing on 

representations of “temporal operations of the human mind and its potential conflicts with 

the linearity of public time” (Heise 36). The more obvious novels about time, Mrs. 

Dalloway and Between the Acts, take place in a single day while prolonging the 
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experience of the present by dipping into memories of the past or anticipation of the 

future. Between the Acts displays an awareness of this temporal slippage when the 

narrative-voice says, “It took her ever five seconds in actual time, in mind time ever so 

much longer, to separate Grace herself, with blue china on a tray, from the leather-

covered grunting monster who was about, as the door opened, to demolish a whole tree in 

the green steaming undergrowth of the primeval forest” (Between 9). This awareness 

continues with, “Tempted by the sight to continue her imaginative reconstruction of the 

past, Mrs. Swithen paused; she was given to increasing the bounds of the moment by 

flights into the past or future; sidelong corridors and alleys” (Between 9). The fact that 

this occurs early in the novel suggest that these slippages into past and future that prolong 

“mind time” are inherent to the very structure of the novel. Those “sidelong corridors and 

alleys” implies that “mind time”—the time “ever so” different than actual time—has an 

in-between like quality; temporal slippages occur somewhere sandwiched in during the 

events of “actual time.” Even the title, Between the Acts, suggests that the majority of the 

action of the novel will take place in those in-between moments. There is this idea that 

any present moment (like watching the town play) can be prolonged by extending “mind 

time” into past and future. 

While Between the Acts is the only novel in which the notion of “mind time” vs. 

“actual time” is explicitly stated within the text, the exchange between the two differing 

temporalities is something that Woolf clearly experimented with in the novels preceding 

the last one she composed before her death. Paul Ricouer, when analyzing Mrs. 

Dalloway, states that, “the long sequences of silent thoughts—or what amounts to the 

same thing, of internal discourse—not only constitute flashbacks that, paradoxically, 
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make the time advance by delaying it, they hollow out from within the instant of the 

event in time, so that the total interval of narrative, despite its relative brevity, seems rich 

with immensity” (Ricouer v. 2 103-104). The key phrase, “advance by delaying it,” 

becomes a characteristic mode for the way time works in Woolf’s novels. 

 When Ricouer makes the distinction between narrator and author he emphasizes, 

“the narrative voice that makes the work speak and address itself to the reader” (Ricouer 

v. 2 102), and in doing so, he highlights the importance of the reader’s experience of the 

work. This “narrative voice”6 works in Mrs. Dalloway to always, “offer the reader an 

armful of temporal experiences to share” (102). The striking of Big Ben throughout the 

novel, unequivocally signaling the experience of time, suggests to Ricouer, “what is 

important is not this reminder of the hour, striking at the same time for everyone, 

however, but the relation that the various protagonists establish with these marks of time. 

The variations in this relation, depending on the character and the occasion, themselves 

constitutes with such extreme care in order to be convincing to the reader” (103).  Time, 

then, is not so much what’s important as what kind of relationships the characters—by 

extension, the readers—have with time. It is those moments of “mind time” that the 

characters associate with the passage of “actual time” that the reader cares about the 

most, and it is precisely that experience of “mind time” that becomes so important in 

understanding the passage of time in To The Lighthouse. 

To the Lighthouse does not take place in a single day, but instead spans years by 

focusing on a single moment in the life of a family in two of the sections (“The Window” 

and “The Lighthouse” while attempting to capture the very passage of time in the middle 

section. It is largely with the central section “Time Passes” that we begin to understand 
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the way in which the novel as a whole struggles to convey a particular interpretation of 

time; moreover, it is only with a close study of the way in which Woolf uses parentheses 

throughout her novel that we understand the deliberate relationship between space and 

temporality Woolf tries to portray in text. As David Sherman suggests, “Woolf structures 

the representation of the deaths of the Ramsays so that we are both present and absent at 

them; they occur at a narrative distance, bracketed and elliptical, but at a distance that is 

fraught with ethical desire” (Sherman 175). For Woolf, time might move in a linear 

fashion—past, present, future—but despite this linear progression, all aspects of time can 

be captured simultaneously in a single moment. Most novelists can agree that it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to represent multiple events occurring at the same time if they 

do not take place in the same physical location. Most narrative revolves around a single 

character’s point of view, or a single setting, and it is limited by the constraints of their 

textual medium when it comes to describing events that occur outside the chosen 

framework. For Woolf, the brackets (round and square alike) are one way in which she 

strives to express simultaneity in a single narrative moment.  

It is important to stress that parentheses are not the only way in which Woolf 

attempts to depict time—many temporal slippages and shifts occur without the use of 

round (or square) brackets. However, when she does use parentheses, she attempts to 

portray a specific kind of time that captures both the experience of “mind time” as well as 

“actual time.” Throughout To the Lighthouse there is a sense of time passing and a sense 

of present time occurring all at once. The importance of the brackets is specifically 

highlighted once we realize that they did not exist in earlier drafts of “Time Passes.” By 

examining an early typescript manuscript of the middle section, where the infamous 
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bracketed death scene of Mrs. Ramsay does not occur, we understand that it is only with 

“Time Passes,” and a close examination of the infamous bracketed Ramsay deaths, that 

Woolf crafts simultaneity of past and present across spatial and narrative separation. 

 

“Yes, I think Nancy did go with them” 

In A. A. Mendilow’s Time and the Novel he posits the problem that, “Language 

cannot convey non-verbal experience; being successive and linear, it cannot express 

simultaneous experiences; being composed of separate and divisible units, whether of 

words or groups of words, it cannot reveal the unbroken flow of the process of living. 

Reality cannot be expressed or conveyed—only the illusion of it” (Mendilow 81). He 

articulates exactly what Virginia Woolf attempts to challenge with To the Lighthouse. I 

argue that Woolf is very much aware at all times of the difficulties of expressing the 

“unbroken flow of the process of living” and attempts to defy the logic that proper 

representation is impossible with words. The main way she attempts to represent 

“simultaneous experiences,” as her question “could I do it with a parenthesis?” in her 

diary reveals, is to insert a parenthetical moment that breaks up the flow of a text in order 

to capture the flow of simultaneously experienced time within reality. 

Before the bracketed deaths in “Time Passes” there are a few very interesting 

parenthetical moments that occur in the first section of the novel, “The Window,” that 

serve as keys to unlocking the mystery behind the Ramsay deaths in the central section. 

The parenthetical chapter fourteen regarding Nancy’s trip to the beach with Paul and 

Minta serves as one of the best examples of Woolf’s demonstration of simultaneity in 

parenthesis. The preceding chapter thirteen ends with Mrs. Ramsay asking her daughter 
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Prue, “Did Nancy go with them?” (68). The narrative-voice of chapter fourteen 

immediately answers Mrs. Ramsay’s question by stating, “Certainly, Nancy did go with 

them” (68). This entire chapter then describes Nancy’s outing with Paul and Minta in 

parenthesis, as a way to convey the sense that Nancy is at the beach while Mrs. Ramsay 

asks about her whereabouts. Chapter fifteen is one of the shortest in the whole novel, 

consisting only of: “‘Yes,’ said Prue, in her considering way, answering her mother’s 

question, ‘I think Nancy did go with them’” (73). The pause in Prue’s answer, her 

“considering way,” contains the possibility of deliberation: Prue pauses to consider how 

to answer before she speaks. It recalls the narrative pause that took place between Mrs. 

Ramsay’s question in chapter thirteen and Prue’s answer in chapter fifteen. It is also a 

pause that recalls the tangled relationship between “actual time” and “mind time.” In 

Prue’s “considering way” she enters a space for “mind time” while Nancy is at the beach 

with Paul and Minta in “actual time.” The pause then leaves us with the sense that 

perhaps the parenthetical chapter fourteen took place during Prue’s deep consideration.  

It is with this parenthetical chapter that we begin to see what takes spatial 

narrative priority: Mrs. Ramsay and Prue are in the house; Nancy is down at the beach. 

While I do not agree with the idea that the events that take place in parentheses are 

somehow “lesser” simply because they take place in parentheses, the interruptive quality 

of a parenthetical at least suggests that there is a difference between the main narrative 

and what occurs within brackets.7 Mrs. Ramsay and Prue exist in the main narrative, 

while Nancy’s experiences at the beach are separated from that narrative with the barrier-

like walls of a parenthesis. One might also argue that the parenthetical chapter also 

contains a removal from our main narrators. While there is a certain amount of 
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omniscience that takes place in To the Lighthouse, with a type of “tunneling effect”8 we 

see in Mrs. Dalloway (and most of her other novels) as the narrative dips into the mindset 

of many different characters, the central characters we spend the majority of our time 

with as readers are undoubtedly Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe. The parenthetical 

narrative at the beach focuses on neither of these women, and instead follows the 

thoughts of Nancy, a daughter barely mentioned again after her beach outing and who 

never reenters the novel after the first section ends. 

 Everything about the parenthetical chapter is a removal. Focusing on a minor 

character like Nancy, taking place at the beach away from the family, occurring during a 

pause between question and answer. Woolf is determined to illustrate this removal 

without losing the narrative flow of time within her text. Nancy, Andrew, Paul and Minta 

can all have their outing in the exact same moment Mrs. Ramsay questions Prue about 

Nancy’s whereabouts, and we have a representation of a “non-verbal experience” 

occurring with language. Moreover, the “beach outing chapter,” as I refer to it, captures a 

moment that reoccurs throughout the text that I will call a “parenthetical experience” or 

“parenthetical moment.” This moment occurs in two different ways and often both ways 

occur at the same time. The first way this moment occurs is whenever there is a 

juxtaposition between what a character feels internally with what a character currently 

experiences externally. The “parenthetical moment” is the feeling of two disparate 

sensations brought together simultaneously as a parenthesis brings two narratives 

together. The second way the “parenthetical moment” occurs is when a character 

experiences a profound feeling of enclosure. The characters of To the Lighthouse, most 

notably Mrs. Ramsay, William Bankes, and Lily Briscoe, all experience parenthetical 
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moments throughout the novel, and those moments are usually emphasized by Woolf’s 

own use of parenthesis within the description of that experience. 

Nancy’s parenthetical experience at the beach serves as a foil for the rest of the 

parenthetical moments that occur, specifically those experienced by Mrs. Ramsay, 

William Bankes, and Mr. Ramsay. Nancy has her parenthetical moment while looking 

out at the ocean:  

Out on the pale criss-crossed sand, high-stepping, fringed, gauntleted, stalked 

some fantastic leviathan (she was still enlarging the pool), and slipped into the 

vast fissures of the mountain side. And then, letting her eyes slide imperceptibly 

above the pool and rest on that wavering line of sea and sky, on the tree trunks 

which the smoke of steamers made waver upon the horizon, she became with all 

that power sweeping savagely in and inevitably withdrawing, hypnotized, and the 

two senses of that vastness and this tininess (the pool had diminished again) 

flowering within it made her feel that she was bound hand and foot and unable to 

move by the intensity of her feelings which reduced her own body, her own life, 

and the lives of all the people in the world, for ever, to nothingness. So listening 

to the waves, crouched over the pool, she brooded. (70) 

The parenthetical experience (as it occurs in To the Lighthouse) usually accompanies a 

profundity associated with identity and introspection. The simple phrase, “she brooded” 

sums up what is already clear within the moment: Nancy undergoes a profound feeling of 

who she is in the universe and she must reflect upon the emotions brought upon by this 

identity conflict. 



 Denham 31 

Throughout To the Lighthouse, parentheses have a way of occurring within 

parentheses. It is not unusual to experience a prolonged parenthesis—like the beach 

outing chapter—and have multiple parenthetical asides also within that parenthesis. The 

parentheses that occur within the passage also physically demarcate the spatial 

orientation of the pool, acting as a touchstone to the physicality of the text. This 

touchstone effect is something that continually occurs within extended parenthetical 

moments. It’s a way of acknowledging “actual time” just as the moment is seeped within 

“mind time.” “She was still enlarging the pool” and “the pool had diminished again” 

serve as two contrasting descriptions that both reminds us of the motion of waves and 

tides and represent Nancy’s own feelings of rising and diminishing. The simultaneous 

experience of vastness and tininess is too much for Nancy—it paralyzes her—and we see 

time and time again how such simultaneity is too much for the characters to handle. 

A parenthetical experience is often also marked by the feeling of enclosure, of 

being walled in, surrounded, or in Nancy’s case, being “bound hand and foot and unable 

to move.” This feeling of enclosure is what gives Nancy her profound experiences of 

parenthesis, as she begins to feel trapped by the two senses of “that vastness and this 

tininess.” In Nancy’s case, the juxtaposition of her surroundings—the vast mountain 

landscape, the ocean that can be both vast and tiny at the same time, the tree trunks on the 

horizon—and her own sense of being leads to the second parenthetical moment of feeling 

enclosed by her environment. Nancy feels bound by her surroundings while she at the 

same time suffers from a sense of internal paradox. When she compares “her own body, 

her own life” and even “the lives of all the people in the world, for ever” to the grandeur 

of the “intensity of her own feelings,” the paradox breaks her—it reduces her to 
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nothingness. Nancy, when confronted with too many contrasting narratives 

simultaneously, cannot make them cohere. In fact, almost all of the characters in the 

novel, when confronted by a parenthetical experience, feel too paralyzed by the 

conflicting sensations and the overwhelming enclosure to properly merge the experience 

together as a whole. (It is only Mrs. Ramsay who possesses the ability to merge 

everything together. Everyone else remains bound hand and foot.) 

 As with Nancy at the beach, Mrs. Ramsay experiences her own parenthetical 

moment while ladling soup: 

Raising her eyebrows at the discrepancy—that was what she was thinking, this 

was what she was doing—ladling out soup—she felt, more and more strongly, 

outside that eddy; or as if a shade had fallen, and, robbed of colour, she saw 

things truly. The room (she looked round it) was very shabby. There was no 

beauty anywhere. She forbore to look at Mr. Tansley. Nothing seemed to have 

merged. They all sat separate. And the whole of the effort of merging and flowing 

and creating rested on her. (77-78) 

The sentence “The room (she looked round it) was very shabby” represents one of the 

most common ways a parenthesis tends to occur in narrative. The parenthetical 

information—she looked round it—serves as a physical description of a character’s 

actions while still narrating their thoughts and observations. Even while declaring the 

shabbiness of the room, the parenthesis inserts Mrs. Ramsay’s actions—looking—so that 

the shabbiness of the room presents itself in description just as it has been seen by Mrs. 

Ramsay. She looked—so we look. She notes the shabbiness just as we see the shabby 

room. At the same time, both sentences can exist without each other. Grammatically, 
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“The room was very shabby” and “she looked round it” could exist as separate sentences 

because they are separate sentences; one must always read them as separate. But the 

parenthesis is there to merge them together. The sentence seamlessly blends “mind time” 

and “actual time” so that we, the reader, can be in Mrs. Ramsay’s mind while still seeing 

what she is doing outside of her own reveries. This is the same effect we see when the 

text touches back to the status of the pool with Nancy, the scene with her experience at 

the beach could easily exist without the reference to the enlarging or diminishing of the 

pool, but the fact that the statement occurs within a parenthesis allows the reader to exist 

within Nancy’s thoughts and observations while still acknowledging her physical 

surroundings. 

 Mrs. Ramsay’s sense of “discrepancy” causes her to feel a sense of alienation. 

Her private feelings contrast with her action of ladling soup, and it is so jarring that she 

begins to feel the same sense of nothingness that Nancy did when faced with the vastness 

of nature. It is this discrepancy, this parenthetical moment of inside disparate from 

outside, that Mrs. Ramsay begins to “see things truly,” and she notes, “They all sat 

separate.” But unlike Nancy, Mrs. Ramsay is not overwhelmed by her profound 

realizations. She does not feel “bound” or walled in, but instead realizes that, “the whole 

of the effort of merging and flowing and creating rested on her.” One of the most obvious 

and specific ways Mrs. Ramsay merges, flows, and creates is the way in which she 

effortlessly combines the sexes and blurs gender barriers while doing so. 

When Paul reflects upon his recently forged engagement, he thinks, “It had been 

far and away the worst moment of his life when he asked Minta to marry him. He would 

go straight to Mrs. Ramsay, because he felt somehow that she was the person who had 
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made him do it” (Lighthouse 72). Mrs. Ramsay’s declarations that Paula and Minta 

should become engaged somehow, at least in Paul’s mind, forces him to actually propose. 

This is one of the ways Mrs. Ramsay can merge and create. Her own refusal to let people 

remain separate from one another causes her to impose her will upon other people as 

often as she can. This matchmaking has genuine consequences with people’s lives, as we 

learn later that the marriage between Paul and Minta was not a happy one, and that her 

own daughter’s marriage ended with death in childbirth. Jane de Gray puts it best when 

she states, “Mrs. Ramsay’s role as matchmaker literally has life and death significance 

and the sense of power and mystery which surrounds her is enhanced rather than 

exploded. Positioned at the centre of this festival…she becomes the focus of anxieties 

about the future, about life and death, and about the survival of civilization (de Gray 

106). Part of the reason why Mrs. Ramsay’s parenthetical death comes as such a shock in 

“Time Passes” is because of her larger-than-life quality in “The Window.” Mrs. 

Ramsay’s will—here ability to “make” Paul propose to Minta, the careful orchestra of 

bring disparate people to a dinner some are reluctant to attend—surrounds her with that 

“sense of power and mystery.” She becomes the living embodiment of a parenthesis, 

forcibly bringing people together when otherwise they might remain separate. 

Lily Briscoe feels Mrs. Ramsay’s will more clearly than others. She knows when 

Mrs. Ramsay attempts to set her up with William Bankes and in many ways she thwarts 

Mrs. Ramsay’s will and refuses to merge with others. Lily acknowledges that, “For what 

happened to her, especially staying with the Ramsays, was to be made to feel violently 

two opposite things at the same time; that’s what you feel, was one; that’s what I feel was 

the other, and then they fought together in her mind, as now” (Lighthouse 95). Lily’s 
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reflection on the Ramsays mirrors the parenthetical moment of feeling two opposite 

things at the same time. Her reflection reminds us of Nancy’s paralysis when trapped by 

the inward and outward movements of the ocean. It is the same as Mrs. Ramsay’s 

reflections on feeling something emotionally profound on the inside while outwardly 

ladling soup. But while Lily may refer to the feeling as “staying with the Ramsays” it is 

clear that she really means that, “Mrs. Ramsay” has a way of making her “violently two 

opposite things at the same time.” It is little wonder that everyone’s lives seems to fall 

apart in “Time Passes”—without Mrs. Ramsay to bring everything together only 

emptiness and decay remains. 

“The Window” leaves us decidedly unprepared for Mrs. Ramsay’s absence later 

on in the book precisely because everything about the section builds an intense 

fascination with Mrs. Ramsay’s character. Even the narrative-voice of the text seems 

fascinated with Mrs. Ramsay. In a moment of pure maternal domesticity, when Mrs. 

Ramsay knits socks for the lighthouse keeper’s son while using her youngest child as a 

measuring stick, the narrative-voice interrupts the scene to muse about her appearance: 

“Her simplicity fathomed what clever people falsified. Her singleness of mind made her 

drop plumb like a stone, alight exact as a bird, gave her, naturally, this swoop and fall of 

the spirit upon truth which delighted, eased, sustained—falsely perhaps” (27). The 

description constructs a kind of allure surrounding Mrs. Ramsay. It is the “sense of power 

and mystery” that absorbs readers into Mrs. Ramsay’s life. The statement is not a proper 

depiction of what Mrs. Ramsay looks like; it tries, instead, to capture her spirit, her 

“singleness of mind” suggesting that there is some indefinable quality about Mrs. 

Ramsay that “delight[s], ease[s], sustain[s],” but then destroys that quality in the next 
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breath by suggesting this all occurs “falsely perhaps” (emphasis mine). The narrative-

voice, with the single word “perhaps,” refuses to state whether or not the fascination with 

Mrs. Ramsay is justified. In doing so, we as readers only become more absorbed with 

trying to solve the mystery behind Mrs. Ramsay. (When we encounter her death in the 

next section we know that she is a mystery that must remain a mystery). What 

immediately follows this odd speculation about Mrs. Ramsay that refuses to reveal 

anything concrete is one of the most interesting parenthetical scenes in the novel: 

(“Nature has but little clay,” said Mr. Bankes once, hearing her voice on 

the telephone, and much moved by it though she was only telling him a fact about 

a train, “like that of which she moulded you.” He say her at the end of the line, 

Greek, blue-eyed, straight-nosed. How incongruous it seemed to be telephoning a 

woman like that. The Graces assembling seemed to have joined hands in 

meadows of asphodel to compose that face. Yes, he would catch the 10.30 at 

Euston. 

  “But she’s no more aware of her beauty than a child,” said Mr. Bankes, 

replacing the receiver and crossing the room to see what progress the workmen 

were making with an hotel which they were building at the back of his house. And 

he thought of Mrs. Ramsay as he looked at that stir among the unfinished walls. 

For always, he thought, there was something incongruous to be worked into the 

harmony of her face. She clapped a dear-stalker’s hat on her head; she ran across 

the lawn in galoshes to snatch a child from mischief. So that if it was her beauty 

merely that one thought of, one must remember the quivering thing, the living 

thing (they were carried bricks up a little plank as he watched them), and work it 
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into the picture; or if one thought of her simply as a woman, one must endow her 

with some freak of idiosyncrasy; or suppose some latent desire to doff of her 

royalty of form as if her beauty bored her and all that men say of beauty, and she 

wanted only to be like other people, insignificant. He did not know. He did not 

know. He must go to work.) (27-28) 

This extended parenthetical scene holds many of the reoccurring motifs in 

Woolf’s parenthetical moments. The parenthesis within parentheses, “they were carrying 

bricks up a little plank as he watched them” serves as a touchstone with Bankes’ 

surroundings and physical actions (he’s watching) that provides a grounding in “actual 

time” as Bankes sinks further and further into “mind time” with his recollection about 

Mrs. Ramsay. It also has that same sense of “incongruity”—what Nancy experiences 

when she feels both vastness and tininess, what Mrs. Ramsay feels while she’s ladling 

soup and thinking about people, what Lily Briscoe describes as being made to feel 

“violently two opposite things at the same time.”  In this case, Mr. Bankes reflects on, 

“how incongruous to be telephoning a woman like that.” Mr. Banke’s parenthetical 

experience occurs because he feels a deep sense of conflict between the reality of his 

present moment—where he lives, waiting for the 10.30 train—and the reality of talking 

to a “woman like” Mrs. Ramsay. 

 What is fascinating about this particular analepsis is that it dips (or “tunnels”) 

into Mr. Bankes’ “mind time” when William Bankes is currently absent from the present 

scene of the text. The preceding text, the narrative-voice posing a mystery about Mrs. 

Ramsay’s simplicity, grounds the reader in the present moment of Mrs. Ramsay’s 

actions. After the parenthesis, the text immediately returns to the domestic scene of Mrs. 
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Ramsay’s knitting as she kisses James on the forehead. Mr. Bankes is currently walking 

with Lily Briscoe. The parenthetical break then serves as a physical removal from the 

present moment with Mrs. Ramsay to place the reader in Mr. Bankes’ mind in the past.  

That removal portrays a particularly interesting interaction between “actual time” 

and “mind time.” We move from the “actual time” of Mrs. Ramsay to the “mind time” of 

Mr. Bankes, which suggests that everyone’s individual experience of time connects with 

the everyone else’s individual experience of time. Furthermore, the parenthesis moves us 

not only from present to past, but it also spans a spatial separation. Mr. Bankes, in the 

moment when he reflects on Mrs. Ramsay’s appearance, is not currently visiting the 

Ramsays and is presumably in his own house. Like “the beach outing” chapter, this 

parenthesis breaks up the text to capture a sense of simultaneity across great distances 

and time. The parenthetical scene also offers an example of what the narrative-voice 

attempts to capture about Mrs. Ramsay’s simplicity. Just as the narrative-voice is 

fascinated with Mrs. Ramsay’s nature, Mr. Bankes is also fascinated. The contradictory 

depiction of her “singleness of mind”—how it seems to both drop like a stone as well as 

fly as a bird—seems to be the kind of contradiction that Mr. Bankes tries to resolve about 

her looks. If Mrs. Ramsay is a beautiful woman she must also have some “freak of 

idiosyncrasy” because there is something so ineffable about her appearance that Mr. 

Bankes cannot quite figure out how to properly capture her in his mind. Mr. Bankes 

travels further into his memories about Mrs. Ramsay, recalling her in a deerstalking cap 

or in galoshes, in order to try and capture her “as a woman.” In the end, Mr. Bankes gives 

up trying to quantify just what is it about Mrs. Ramsay that fascinates him with the 

repeated declarations of, “he did not know. He did not know.” Mr. Bankes’ “mind-time” 
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works to prove what the narrative-voice declares about Mrs. Ramsay—that she is 

fascinating, that she is a contradiction, that she is someone that we, the reader, should be 

fascinated with in turn. Mrs. Ramsay is not merely the main character of “The Window;” 

she is a mystery that “the Window” dares us to try and solve.  

Although Mrs. Ramsay’s “simplicity” is the initial focus of fascination, it is clear 

that she is anything but simple. In comparison, her husband, Mr. Ramsay, is almost 

transparently easy to figure out; if Mrs. Ramsay is a mystery, Mr. Ramsay is a question in 

which even he knows the answer. The narrative-voice seems to mock his intellectual 

struggles. Alone in his study, Mr. Ramsay concentrates on, “his effort to arrive at a 

perfectly clear understanding of the problem which now engaged the energies of his 

splendid mind” (Lighthouse 31). The narrative-voice then interjects with, “It was a 

splendid mind. For if thought is like the keyboard of a piano, divided into so many notes, 

or like the alphabet is ranged in twenty-six letters all in order, then his splendid min had 

no sort of difficulty in running over those letters one by one, firmly and accurately, until 

it had reached, say, the letter Q. He reached Q” (Lighthouse 31). The repetition of his 

“splendid mind” three times suggests that a type of mockery in this accomplishment, or at 

the very least, an awareness of how empty the victory is. He feels the kind of existential 

crisis many people feel when they look back on their lives and realize they have not 

accomplished anything of significance. His own feelings of self-doubt, especially when 

trying to reach the letter “R” with his thoughts, only makes him all the more easy to 

quantify. His one solace comes when he remembers his position as a father, “The father 

of eight children—he reminded himself. And he would have been a beast and a cur to 

wish a single thing altered. Andrew would be a better man than he had been. Prue would 
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be a beauty, her mother said. They would stem the flood a bit. That was a good bit of 

work in the whole—his eight children” (Lighthouse 64). His children are proof that he 

“did not damn the poor little universe entirely” (Lighthouse 64) and he can find 

significance in his own existence by the legacy his children will bring him. It is, however, 

particularly haunting and damning that the two children he thinks of in particular—

Andrew and Prue—are the two children whose deaths feature prominently in the 

following section, “Time Passes.” Mr. Ramsay comes to us as a man in need of solace 

and Mrs. Ramsay as a woman who provides that comfort. And it is through Mr. 

Ramsay’s need for comfort that we first learn about her death. We never do figure out the 

mystery behind Mrs. Ramsay; and if her death comes as a shock to us, it is only because 

we were compelled to find her fascinating and because we, like Mr. Ramsay, needed her 

to provide us comfort. 

 

“Night, however, succeeds to night” 

In letters to friends and family, Virginia Woolf reveals how important the “Time 

Passes” section is to her—and how much she struggles with its creation. In a letter to 

Edward Sackville West, excusing herself from visiting on a Tuesday, she states, “The 

truth is I am all over the place trying to do a difficult thing in my novel [the Time Passes 

section]” (Letters 262). After she begins to receive reviews on the novel, she remarks in a 

letter to Lady Ottoline Morrell that, “I’m especially pleased that you like Time Passes—It 

gives me more trouble than all the rest of the book put together, and I was afraid it hadn’t 

succeeded” (Letters 377-378). Part of her struggle with the creation of “Time Passes,” 

and her pleasure when reviewers appreciated that difficult section, stems from the fact 
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that she knew she was deliberately attempting something experimental. When she first 

mentions her design for To the Lighthouse in her diary, she remarks on her conception of 

what will become the “Time Passes” section and refers to it as, “this impersonal thing, 

which I’m dared to do by my friends, the flight of time, & the consequent break of unity 

in my design” (Diary 36). She then continues remarking on “Time Passes” by stating, 

“That passage (I conceive of the book in 3 parts: 1. at the drawing room window; 2. 

seven years passed; 3. the voyage:) interests me very much. A new problem like that 

breaks fresh ground in ones mind; prevents the regular ruts” (Diary 36). Woolf set out to 

capture “seven years passed” (which in the final version ends up being ten years passed) 

and she knows that capturing the passage of time will be a difficult task. Her diary, with 

the phrase “breaks fresh ground in ones mind,” suggests that Woolf welcomed the 

challenge of attempting something new. Despite the fact that she struggled with its 

creation—and the knowledge that it was not always appreciated by its critics—“Time 

Passes,” does, in fact, prevent the “regular ruts” as it attempts to capture absence through 

the passage of Time. 

The set up of “Time Passes” is relatively simple: 

Cut out by square brackets, the singular events of linear history appear as punctual 

interruptions to the recurring natural cycles of night and day, and ‘The Seasons’ 

(Woolf’s outline). These cycles counterpoint not only the (bracketed) singular 

events, but also the linear sequence of the ten numbered sections which 

correspond to the passage of ten years only at the numerical level. (Tudeau-

Clayton 302) 
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But as simple as the ten numbered sections are, the “recurring natural cycles of night and 

day” stumbles upon the key issue of “Time Passes”—tracking down the passage of time 

with no character’s mind set to act as our medium. Maud Ellman’s question, “How is 

absence to narrate itself?” tackles the very problem that Woolf confesses struggling with 

in her letters. With no Ramsay family member or visiting guest to focus on, the text gives 

us an empty house in which we can only track cobwebs and the passage of time. It is easy 

to fixate on the decay of the house, as, “The narrator represents the effects of war as 

cultural ruin. Books have decayed; the Waverly novels have been rescued from 

‘oblivion.’ The building itself might shortly have housed vagrants. And both the witless 

Mrs. McNab and the visionaries who walk the beach are socially marginal” (Dalgarno 

91). The emptiness, the lack of familiar human contact, the ruin, leaves the readers bereft, 

and it is not hard to see why some might struggle through the section where all we have is 

a sense of lacking and revelations of death. And yet, despite all this, it is not that Woolf is 

trying to capture emptiness so much as she tries to convey the passage of time. Woolf 

begins to measure a sense of past in the present moment of the empty house.  

 St. Augustine famously contemplates the matter of Time in his Confessions. St. 

Augustine declares that, “At the moment when time is passing, it can be perceived and 

measured. But when it has passed and is not present, it cannot be” (Augustine 233, 

emphasis mine). The idea that time can only be measured while it is passing rests upon 

Augustine’s notion of the “threefold present.” Augustine rightly points out that “the past 

now has no existence and the future is not yet” (Augustine 231), so one cannot 

definitively state that past or future actually exists. We can only be sure that the present 
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exists in the moment time is passing, because we know that moment is happening. He 

concludes that, 

Perhaps it would be exact to say: there are three times, a present of things past, a 

present of things present, a present of things to come. In the soul there are these 

three aspects of time, and I do not see them anywhere else. The present 

considering the past is the memory, the present considering the present is 

immediate awareness, the present considering the future is expectation. 

(Augustine 235) 

Because the past and future only exist as we are presently aware of them as a concept, 

time can only be measured in the present experience of its passing. While it cannot be 

proven that Woolf was drawing on Augustine while she wrote “Time Passes,” it is 

important to experience the text not so much as a transition from past to future, but as the 

present as it can only properly be captured: while it passes. Ann Banfield sums this up 

succinctly when she states, “To the Lighthouse’s three parts represent past, present, and 

future, but only from the point of view of the characters, who peer into the night of ‘Time 

Passes’ and ‘must wait for the future to show’” (Banfield 502). Banfield quotes the 

opening section of “Time Passes” in order to illustrate how the whole central section 

revolves around the tense interplay of time. “Time Passes” might be the present, captured 

just at the moment it passes, but in it the past of “the Window” lingers and the sense of 

the future haunts the text. Augustine’s approach to the “threefold present” lends itself 

rather easily to the existence of simultaneity, and it is with this notion that Virginia Woolf 

plays with the most in “Time Passes.” With the parenthetical beach outing in “The 

Window” we saw the way in which two narratives—one taking place at the house and 
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another taking place at the beach—could be narratively expressed with the same moment. 

In “Time Passes” we understand that even though the main narrative focuses on an empty 

house, the Ramsay family continues to exist, even across a great distance. Time continues 

to affect the Ramsay family, even if they are no longer the focus of the text. They live on 

without the reader. It is specifically with the Ramsay deaths that we understand how 

simultaneous expression of emptiness and death is so important in the representation of 

the “threefold present.” 

It is with Andrew’s death that we can better understand the deaths that occur in 

“Time Passes.” The narrative, as Ellman suggests, focuses on the emptiness of the house. 

The death of Andrew Ramsay is one of the only ways the presence of World War I 

overtly enters the text—although the effects of the War tend to linger throughout the 

novel. His death recalls the loneliness of Jacob’s Room, when we find out the titular 

character is dead only as his friends and mother sort out the belongings he left behind. 

Jacob’s Room, famously written in response to Woolf’s own brother’s death, is a war 

novel with a decided lack of war. Fredric Jameson’s Antinomies of Realism describes the 

difficulty of representing war in texts, declaring that, “War is one among such collective 

realities which exceed representation fully as much as they do conceptualization, and yet 

which ceaselessly tempts and exasperates narrative ambitions, conventional and 

experimental alike” (Jameson 257). Woolf solves the problem of representation by 

refusing to offer representation. Looking at the presence of war in Mrs. Dalloway, Jane 

Lilienfeld states that, “the novel’s narrative of metaphoric time forwards soldiers’ 

harrowing sense of time into post-war civilian life” (Lilienfeld 120), and that, “Clarissa’s 

persistent sense of time’s brutality, as do so many of her feelings, encodes in it 
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sentiments from the trenches” (120). Even though the war is not explicitly depicted, 

Woolf builds the war into the very structure of the novel. Even representations of time, 

Lilienfeld argues, are representations of war in Mrs. Dalloway. Jameson suggests that 

“the first versions of the form emerge in what we may call a pre-feminist world; and 

certainly the absence of women is a significant structural part of the form… it is above all 

the absence of the family and of peacetime, indeed of wage labor itself, that is the crucial 

features here” (Jameson 236). Perhaps Woolf gives us absence because the war itself was 

an absent concept for her. More likely, Woolf sought to capture war in the removed 

experiences of family in peacetime.9 Betty Flanders, hearing a “dull sound” thinks to 

herself “The guns?” but concludes, “Not at this distance… It is the sea” (Jacob’s Room 

199). Woolf gives us a war that cannot be represented except by absence. Jacob’s Room 

is a novel about aftershocks, which may be guns or may be the sea. Woolf repeats this 

experience with Andrew Ramsay in To the Lighthouse, with an empty house that may be 

under siege or simply creaking with age. 

 With words like “ominous sounds” and “blows of hammer” and “repeated 

shocks” the narrative surrounding the house clearly shows the effects of the war. The 

house is empty, but even with its emptiness the narrative screams in “agony” (Lighthouse 

127). The glass tinkles, the cupboard vibrates, and the silence carries the “thud of 

something falling.” The house undergoes the effects of the war; the vibrations and the 

clashing already set up the mood for violent destruction. Therefore it can come as no 

surprise that, “[A shell exploded. Twenty or thirty young men were blown up in France, 

among them Andrew Ramsay, whose death, mercifully, was instantaneous]” (127). 

Woolf gives us the house under war first, and then gives us the death of Andrew Ramsay. 
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The main narrative of the house with such violent imagery has already anticipated 

Andrew dying in the war. The two narratives, the present existence of the empty house 

and the parenthetical experience of Andrew away from the house, are not to be read as 

two separate experiences. They combine to form one narrative—the effects of the First 

World War—and the brackets only serve to create the sense that Andrew dies just as the 

house begins to shake. 

 This is the same pattern we find with Prue’s death occurring only a page before 

her brother’s. The main narrative presents a somber picture of spring ending; “Moreover 

softened and acquiescent, the spring with her bees humming and gnats dancing threw her 

cloak about her, veiled her eyes, averted her head, and among passing shadows and 

flights of small rain seemed to have taken upon her a knowledge of the sorrows of 

mankind” (Lighthouse 126). Spring, with “bees humming” and “gnats dancing” 

automatically calls to mind the time of childbirth and renewal and beautiful things. But 

the fact that spring “veils her eyes, averts her head” and knows the “sorrows of mankind” 

we already know from the main narrative that all the hope of springtime holds a dark 

undertone of sorrow and even death. It is not so shocking, then, to encounter the short 

scene in brackets informing us that, “[Prue Ramsay died that summer in some illness 

connected with childbirth, which was indeed a tragedy, people said. They said nobody 

deserved happiness more]” (126). Throughout the first section of the novel Prue is always 

described as the most beautiful of the Ramsay children, the one who “deserves 

happiness,” so her death is like the springtime that knows the sorrow of mankind. Her 

death in brackets only startles or seems absurd when the warnings in the main narrative 

are not heeded. We know, before ever learning about Prue’s death, that the death of 
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something beautiful will occur. As with Andrew, the narrative of the empty house, the 

coming and leaving of spring, coincides with Prue’s death as if to suggest they occur at 

the same time.  

 This brings us, finally, to Mrs. Ramsay’s death—the first and most startling 

parenthetical death in the whole novel, one of “the most disturbing moments in twentieth-

century fiction” (Stevenson 174). When Stevenson suggests that, “in describing 

stumbling along a passage, the first sentence of the parenthesis is itself a passage readers 

are bound to stumble over because of its fractured temporality and the odd, almost a-

syntactic way it is expressed” (Stevenson 174), he indicates that the odd structure of the 

sentence is meant to mirror the reader’s own stumbling over the unexpected nature of 

Mrs. Ramsay’s death. Whatever else can be said, it is very strange that the woman who is 

so present in the first part of the novel dies almost as an afterthought. But if the death 

comes as a surprise it is because we do not yet understand the relationship the main text 

has with the parenthetical brackets. “The nights now are full of wind and destruction,” the 

narrative states—preparing the reader for the feeling of sudden loss. The “leaves fly[ing] 

helter skelter” sets us up for our own emotional chaos after the realization that the 

beloved matriarch has suddenly and abruptly left the narrative forever. And the sleeper, 

“fancying that he might find on the beach an answer to his doubts, a sharer of his 

solitude” walks down to the ocean only to find “no image with semblance of serving,” 

prepares us for the sleeper we find in Mr. Ramsay, who, “stumbling along a passage 

stretched his arms out one dark morning, but, Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly 

the night before, he stretched his arms out. They remained empty” (Lighthouse 122). The 
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sleeper finds only emptiness, as Mr. Ramsay finds only emptiness, as the house is empty 

and we the readers are empty. 

Everything about the main narrative of “Time Passes” prepares us for death and 

loss. Roberta Rubenstein argues that the foreshadowing of death occurs as early as “The 

Window,” when she declares that, “Though most first-time readers of the novel are 

justifiably shocked by the understated announcement of Mrs. Ramsay’s death in ‘Time 

Passes,’ the first section of the narrative offers multiple foreshadowings of the event… It 

is [Mrs. Ramsay’s] presence that makes things cohere; in the void created by her absence, 

things fall apart” (Rubenstein 42). Directly before Mrs. Ramsay’s parenthetical death the 

text states, “Almost it would appear that it is useless in such confusion to ask the night 

those questions as to what, and why, and wherefore, which tempt the sleeper from his bed 

to seek an answer” (Lighthouse 122) as if to suggest that there are neither questions nor 

answers where we can find resolution. When we find death over and over again, with 

Prue, with Andrew, we are only sleepers in the dark trying to find an answer to a question 

we do not know how to ask. We do not stumble into Mrs. Ramsay’s death; the darkness 

and night has already told us that she will die (already tells us that we will all die). 

 The asyntactic nature of the passage is something readers “stumble” over, even if 

Mrs. Ramsay’s death is fore-shadowed by the “helter-skelter” nature of the passage 

before it. Her death is troubling, not just because of its parenthetical method of 

revelation, but because we never fully get to experience her death. We do not even fully 

experience her, only her husband. David Sherman discusses the parenthetical Ramsay 

deaths and states, 
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These deaths are shocking precisely because Woolf does not fully give them to us, 

does not deploy the representational apparatus of traditional fiction to render the 

illusion of readerly access to experience. She leaves them in the second-hand 

‘they said’ or ‘people said,’ in an explicit or implied narrative derivation, as if we 

have, in our negligence and distraction, arrived at these scenes too late. This is not 

to say that they happen ‘off stage,’ but that they happen without happening for or 

to us, without their ethical relevance to us simply given to us. (Sherman 175-176) 

Although Sherman rightly points out that the deaths of Prue and Andrew hold a similar 

removal from “readerly experience” they are not as far removed as Mrs. Ramsay’s death. 

We know why Prue and Andrew died— we experience the death in childbirth just as 

spring started to “veil her eyes;” we feel Andrew’s death as the house starts to rattle. But 

we have no indication for the cause of Mrs. Ramsay’s demise. The narrative concentrates 

on Mr. Ramsay, or rather, Mr. Ramsay’s arms. He “stretched his arms” out, and we learn 

about Mrs. Ramsay’s passing the night before; the text repeats “he stretched his arms 

out” after the shocking death-revelation. The repeated stretching of Mr. Ramsay’s arms 

gives us the sense of futilely stretching for someone who will never be there. The 

repetition focuses on Mr. Ramsay’s motion that meets no result (the arms will never 

connect with Mrs. Ramsay) so only the motion of stretching remains with the explanation 

of his wife’s death sandwiched between stretches. We experience Mrs. Ramsay’s death 

for the first time in a moment when Mr. Ramsay recalls her loss and realizes (perhaps his 

first time in fully doing so) that he will never hold his wife again. The narrative-voice 

presents her demise alongside descriptions of the empty houses continued decay, but Mrs. 

Ramsay’s death is always inherently entwined with the memory of her death. 
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Towards the end of “Time Passes,” we start to see the preparation for the return of 

the family, as Mrs. McNab wanders through the empty, abandoned house and tries to 

ready it for the living again. The introduction of Mrs. McNab is pivotal to “Time Passes” 

because it is her memory that becomes so central to understanding Woolf’s intentions. 

But to really understand what Mrs. McNab means to the novel, we first have to 

understand the earlier incarnations of the “Time Passes” section. In another letter to 

Edward Sackville West, Woolf once again expresses her pleasure towards a fan of her 

middle section by stating, “I’m glad, but surprised, that you like Time Passes. I thought 

that between the Princesse Bassiano and the translator it had got into a hopeless mess, 

and was too ashamed to read it” (Letters 315-316). Her pleasure references an earlier 

edition of “Time Passes,” as the moment she references with Princess Bassiano is then 

accompanied by a helpful footnote explaining the dilemma: “Time Passes, the middle 

section of To the Lighthouse, was translated by Charles Mauron, and published in 

advance of the book in Commerce, Paris, winter 1926. Princess Bassiano, the American 

wife of the Duke of Sermoneta, was the publisher of Commerce” (Letters 315). The 

matter of the early publication of “Time Passes” is more fully developed in an article by 

James M. Haule, who reproduces the early French version and subsequent translation of 

“Time Passes”.10 Haule, in his introduction to the early typescript version and the 

subsequent French translation, makes a point of stating that, “revision was not unusual 

for Virginia Woolf; publication of a draft of a section of an unfinished novel was” (Haule 

270) and raises the important question of why Woolf would choose to publish a section in 

its unfinished state, especially considering how much she struggled with the writing of it 

(Haule 270).  
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 Haule highlights some of the key differences between the finished, published 

version and the early typescript. The first major difference occurs because there is no 

mention of people, “it begins in darkness” (Haule 271), and there is no one to guide us 

through it. Then Haule points out the significant difference that, “Absent too are the 

many parenthetical comments on the fate of Mrs. Ramsay, Prue, Andrew, Mr. 

Carmichael, and on the arrival of Lily Briscoe… at the conclusion of the section” (Haule 

271). Much of these changes reflect how Woolf “wrestled with form and format…[and] 

realized that much of what she had done in her first draft did not fit the novel she was 

writing” (Haule 272). Haule ultimately concludes that “the majority of these changes 

reflect Woolf’s desire to reduce the emphasis on the unnamed, ghostly presences so 

eloquent a part of her original version of the section” (Haule 273-274) such that “her 

desire to explain gives way to a more powerful urge to demonstrate, to represent the 

darkness and the power of human understanding” (Haule 274). The early edition of 

“Time Passes,” almost completely devoid of characters, captures absence perfectly, but it 

is only with the integrated parenthetical death scenes that Woolf can successfully 

demonstrate her intentions with “7 years passed.” 

 What I find most essential about the earlier typescript is not just the absence of 

parentheticals, but also the absence of what those parenthetical comments included. 

Without the bracketed information or the mention of characters, the Ramsay deaths are 

almost left entirely out of “Time Passes.” In fact, it is only when Mrs. McNab enters the 

scene (and with her, the first use of parentheticals) that we hear about the deaths at all. 

The scene containing Mrs. McNab’s reflections in the final version is nearly identical in 

how it appears in the final published version, “They had the moth in them—Mrs. 
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Ramsay’s things. Poor lady! She would never again want them again. She was dead they 

said; years ago, in London”11 (qtd. in Haule 288). The passage underwent very little 

alteration from the early typescript version to the final draft. However, the passage as it 

appears in the earlier version holds drastically greater significance than how it appears in 

the final version for one key reason: In the early version, this is the first time we learn 

that Mrs. Ramsay has died.  

Shortly thereafter, the typescript gives us the rest of the Ramsay’s deaths through 

Mrs. McNab’s reflections by stating, “So she was dead; and Mr. Andrew the tall young 

gentleman killed; and Miss Prue with the fair hair, masses of it twisted round her head, 

dead too they said, with her first baby; but everyone had lost someone these years” (qtd. 

in Haule 288). Once again, this reflection exists with only slight variation in the final 

version as, “So she was dead; and Mr. Andrew killed; and Miss Prue dead too, they said, 

with her first baby; but everyone had lost some one these years” (Lighthouse 130). The 

differences are slight, but relevant. The final version is much more sparsely woven 

together, lacking the details of the dead Ramsay children like Andrew’s height and Prue’s 

hair color. The final version creates a much more impersonal Mrs. McNab. Without her 

fond recollections of the “tall young gentleman” or “fair hair, masses of it twisted round 

her head,” Mrs. McNab’s memories could be about anyone. Moreover, without those 

descriptions, Mrs. McNab seems more detached from these deaths; devoid of any real 

emotional attachment to the dead Ramsays she knew as children. In the final version, 

Mrs. McNab becomes more of an impersonal third party observer. 

The main, simple but essential, difference between these reflections is that in the 

typescript, we are getting this information for the first time, whereas in the final version it 
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is a repetition of what we already know. What’s more, because the first time we hear of 

the Ramsay deaths is through Mrs. McNab’s reflections about them, this means we only 

ever hear about these deaths through retrospect. These deaths have occurred, years ago, 

and it is only now that we discover them because the woman fixing up the house has 

recalled those deaths. This creates a very different feeling than when we experience the 

Ramsay deaths first hand alongside the emptiness of the house. Woolf’s move to include 

the deaths while still discussing the house, of introducing characters even though they are 

removed from the location she focuses on, creates the feeling of simultaneity that is 

otherwise absent without the parentheticals. Woolf moved the deaths from the past to the 

present. Woolf, in keeping true to representing the passage of time as well as the feeling 

of absence, is able to present death even as it occurs.  

The Mrs. McNab of the typescript is the medium from which we, the readers, 

learn about the Ramsay deaths. Her personal connections to the family grounds our 

understanding of the Ramsay deaths in someone’s mourning. By making Mrs. McNab 

more removed from the deaths—and by presenting the deaths sooner with the 

simultaneous rendering of the decaying house—the reflections of the servant then 

becomes the site for ghosts to haunt. Jane de Gray raises the question about, “whether a 

person exists when no one else can see them” and “whether there is such a thing as 

personal survival after death” (de Gray 109). She claims that Woolf definitely answers 

these questions in the positive by, “making Mrs. McNab’s mind the site Mr. and Mrs. 

Ramsay’s continued existence” (de Gray 121). Death then becomes just another spatial 

difference.  
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It is with Mrs. McNab that space and time fully intersect. As she catalogues the 

disrepair of the house she remembers the presence of Mrs. Ramsay, and her memories are 

always intertwined with the realization that Mrs. Ramsay is now dead. M. M. Bakhtin’s 

notion of the “chronotope” is useful when looking at the way the space of the empty 

house captures the passage of time. For Bakhtin, the chronotope is “the intrinisic 

connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in 

literature” (Bakhtin 84). The chronotope has specific significance for the meaning of 

narrative because, “they are the organizing centers for the fundamental narrative events 

of the novel. The chronotope is the place where the knots of narratives are tied and 

untied” (Bakhtin 250). The space of the house becomes intrinsically linked with memory. 

Even though the house is a state of decay, “space is everything, for time ceases to 

quicken memory…Memories are motionless, and the more securely they are fixed in 

space, the sounder they are” (Bachelard 9). Mrs. McNab’s inventory of the house triggers 

her memories of Mrs. Ramsay, as if the house contains Mrs. Ramsay, her ghost is fixed in 

the empty space. Mrs. McNab’s memory of the dead woman anticipates the way Mrs. 

Ramsay will continue to haunt the text. Decay mixes with memory as Mrs. McNab 

attempts to restore order: 

They had the moth in them—Mrs. Ramsay’s things. Poor lady! She would never 

want them again. She was dead, they said; years ago, in London. There was an old 

grey cloak she wore gardening (Mrs. McNab fingered it.) She could see her, as 

she came up the drive with the washing, stooping over her flowers (the garden 

was a pitiful sight now, all run to riot, and rabbits scuttling at you out of the 
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beds)—she could see her with one of the children by her in that grey cloak. (129-

130) 

The parenthetical interruptions interweave with the main narrative of Mrs. McNab’s 

thoughts. The parenthesis, “Mrs. McNab fingered it,” acts as a purely physical marker for 

what is happening in “actual time” outside of Mrs. McNab’s thoughts about the grey 

cloak and Mrs. Ramsay. And “the garden was a pitiful sight” serves as a background 

thought for her present imagining of Mrs. Ramsay and her children. The parenthetical 

exchange between what occurs in Mrs. McNab’s thoughts and what occurs outside the 

barrier of the parenthesis captures the sense of the motionlessness of memories. Mrs. 

McNab embeds her memories of Mrs. Ramsay in the space of objects, of the house itself; 

Mrs. Ramsay was absent from the house even before her Absence. Mrs. McNab recreates 

the image of a woman who has been long absent from the actual physical space and will 

never return again as a physical presence.  

When Mrs. McNab wanders through the empty house and visualizes Mrs. Ramsay 

as if she was in front of her, she shows the way death acts as a kind of temporal shift. Just 

as Nancy down at the beach existed in parenthesis because she was not at the house, Mrs. 

Ramsay’s death must be in parenthesis because she has permanently shifted away from 

the narrative. Mrs. McNab’s musings, and the constant parenthetical interruptions, only 

show how temporal matters (Mrs. Ramsay alive in the imagination of a housekeeper even 

as she is dead in real life) act as a kind of spatial separation that still occurs 

simultaneously with the real world of rabbit-savaged gardens and moth-eaten cloaks. 

 David Sherman suggests that in “Time Passes,” “Woolf structures the 

representation of the deaths of the Ramsays so that we are both present and absent at 
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them; they occur at a narrative distance, bracketed and elliptical, but at a distance that is 

fraught with ethical desire” (Sherman 175). And it is because of the parentheses that we 

can be both “present” and “absent” at the time of those deaths. Mrs. Ramsay can be both 

“present” and “absent” even after she is dead—she can haunt Mrs. McNab, Lily Briscoe, 

the reader, even if she is physically no longer in the text. Woolf’s sense of the “threefold 

present” is one that always suggests that any given present moment, the past and the 

future is not too far behind in—“sidelong corridors and alleys”—the mind time of the text 

which is “ever so much longer” than actual time.  
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CHAPTER TWO: COMPRESSION (AND THE HEAVY BURDEN) OF TIME IN 

WILLIAM FAULKNER’S ABSALOM, ABSALOM! 

 

Only when the clock stops does time come to life 

 One cannot read Absalom, Absalom! without thinking about Quentin Compson in 

The Sound and the Fury. Many critics draw parallels between Quentin’s fascination with 

the incestuous brother-sister relationship between Bon and Judith in Absalom, Absalom! 

and Quentin’s own incestuous inclinations in Sound, as evidenced by his declaration that 

it was he who impregnated her. Quentin tries to share the guilt with his sister Caddy’s 

philandering by saying, “I said I have committed incest, Father I said” (Sound 77). When 

Quentin longingly thinks, “If we could just have done something so dreadful that they 

would have fled hell except us” (Sound 79), those who have read both books must recall 

the ways in which Quentin felt drawn to the story of the Sutpen heirs who all shared 

“something so dreadful” they lived to the point of exile from the rest of society. 

 But the two novels share more than an incestuous connection.12 The novels are 

both what Paul Ricouer calls “tales about time.” Ricouer states, “All fictional narratives 

are ‘tales of time’ inasmuch as the structural transformations that affect the situations and 

characters take time. However only a few are ‘tales about time’ inasmuch as in them it is 

the very experience of time that is at stake in these structural transformations” (Ricouer 

Vol. 2 101). In both The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom! Quentin’s 

“experience of time” is what is at stake in the structural transformations of the novel. In 

The Sound and The Fury, Quentin Compson is haunted by time. Quentin begins his 

section of the novel by reflecting on the pocket watch his father gave him and recalling 
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his father’s words: “I give it to you not that you may remember time, but that you might 

forget it now and then for a moment and not spend all your breath trying to conquer it” 

(Sound 76). Mr. Compson’s suggestion implies an awareness of Quentin’s inclination to 

try and “conquer” time. Quentin turns the watch face down in an attempt to avoid 

thinking about the time but instead, only “began to wonder what time it was” (Sound 77) 

as soon as he can no longer see the clock. Quentin’s reflects that, “Father said that 

constant speculation regarding the position of mechanical hands on an arbitrary dial 

which is a symptom of mind-function” (Sound 77) and that his Father likens this 

“symptom” to “Excrement… like sweating” (77). Time, to Mr. Compson, is something to 

break free from or to avoid. And the act of checking time is a habitual act that is almost 

biological. His choice of “excrement” of “sweat” reveals that Mr. Compson feels the 

checking of a clock on the lower, filthier spectrum of biological functions. Quentin 

recalls, “Because Father said clocks slay time. He said time is dead as long as it is being 

clicked off by little wheels; only when the clock stops does time come to life” (Sound 

85). Mr. Compson’s advice seems contradictory: he gives the pocket watch so that 

Quentin will not try to “conquer” time, but he also says that “time is dead” so long as the 

clock ticks. These two ideas create the sense that time cannot possibly be “conquered;” it 

can only be temporarily “killed”—with a pocket watch.  

The notion that “time is dead” when it is “clicked off by little wheels,” suggests 

that there is something inorganic about a clock. If time only “comes to life” when the 

clock is stopped, it suggests that there is something unnatural (or dead) about the human 

construct of time—the measured quality of time. Recalling Mr. Comspon’s other words, 

“It’s always the idle habits you acquire which you regret” (Sound 77), Quentin 
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acknowledges that looking at the clock is only a habit. And, we must recall, it is a filthy 

habit on the level of sweat and excrement. But when Quentin thinks, “That Christ was not 

crucified: he was worn away by a minute clicking of little wheels” (77) he seems to 

suggest it is not only that time is dead: time seems to carry death. And we must 

remember that for Quentin, time is death. As André Bleikasten points out, “in the hours 

preceding his suicide Quentin has come to identify time as his supreme enemy, the 

nameless and invisible power that has reduced his dreams to naught and hurls him on to 

death” (Bleikasten 125). Even as he tries to fight his compulsion to check the time by 

turning the clock facedown he begins to wonder what time it is and concludes, “All right. 

Wonder. Go on and wonder” (77), suggesting that not knowing the time is the better 

alternative to the act of “regarding the position of mechanical hands on an arbitrary dial.” 

Every act of avoiding the clock is Quentin’s attempt to cling to life.13 

 Unfortunately, Quentin only becomes more obsessed with time despite the fact 

that time “is being clicked off by little wheels,” and his acts of defying the clock by not 

checking it are few and far between. Throughout his section of the novel Quentin is 

always aware of the clocks around him, noting, “When the shadow of the sash appeared 

on the curtains it was between seven and eight oclock (sic) and then I was in time again” 

(Sound 76), “The hour began to strike” (Sound 79), “The watch ticked on” (Sound 80), 

“The quarter hour sounded. I stopped and listened to it until the chimes ceased” (Sound 

81), “The place was full of ticking, like crickets in September grass, and I could hear a 

big clock on the wall above his head” (Sound 83).  These constant reminders of the 

ticking of time recall the sounding of Big Ben throughout Mrs. Dalloway. However, the 

tolling of Big Ben in Mrs. Dalloway summons memories—as Ricouer suggests, it serves 
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as a way for the characters to reflect upon their own relationship to time. Quentin’s 

obsession with the ticking and hour striking in Sound and the Fury only calls attention to 

time and furthers his anxiety about its passage. When Quentin once more calls attention 

to the passage of time he says, “While I was eating I heard a clock strike the hour. But 

then I suppose it takes at least one hour to lose time in, who has been longer than history 

getting into the mechanical progression of it” (Sound 83). Bleikasten writes, “Quentin’s 

time-awareness projects itself onto the external world, temporalizing space, spatializing 

time. Everything becomes a virtual signal or metaphor of time; the whole world is 

transformed into a gigantic chronometer” (Bleikasten 124). Mr. Compson’s warning 

against “that constant speculation regarding the position of mechanical hands on an 

arbitrary dial” goes unheeded, “So much so that he not only tends to forget the pastness 

of the past, but that the hallucinatory reactivation of memory-traces sometimes totally 

obliterates the present moment” (Bleikasten 129). Quentin fixates on the passage of time 

perhaps because he cannot “conquer” it—because he cannot accept that “time is dead.” 

 Quentin’s idea about “longer than history” reflects his relationship to time in 

Absalom, Absalom! While the two novels are distinct from one another, it is easy to see 

how the Quentin who is haunted by the ticking of time in Sound stems from the Quentin 

who feels plagued by an overloaded experience of time in Absalom. The antagonism 

Quentin feels towards time in Sound and the Fury is a full blown war in Absalom, 

Absalom! When Paul Ricouer discusses Mrs. Dalloway he introduces the concept of 

“monumental time.” Ricouer states that “chronological time is but the audible 

expression” (Ricouer Vol 2. 106) of monumental time. He continues to say that, 

“monumental time belong the figures of authority and power that form the counterweight 
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to the living times experienced by Clarissa and Septimus; of the time that, because of his 

severity, will lead Septimus to suicide, and that, because of her pride, will push Clarissa 

to confront life head on” (Ricouer Vol. 2 106).14  And when he declaratively states, “the 

time of monumental history, the time of authority-figures—the same time! Dominated by 

this monumental time, more complex than simple chronological time, the hours are heard 

to ring out—or better, to strike—throughout the course of the narrative” (Ricouer Vol. 2 

106), it recalls the way the clock ticks in Sound and the Fury. Ricouer links the notion of 

“monumental time” to the idea of “monumental history”—implying that every mention 

of chronological time (such as the sounding of Big Ben) which represents the “living 

times” of what the characters are doing in their present moment always holds the weight 

of the “monumental” time that they are living in. That is, their present moment always 

holds the monumental and inescapable history of the First World War. This monumental 

time manifests itself both in The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom! because at 

any present moment or “living times” of the individual characters bears the heavy weight 

of the historical presence of the post-slavery, post-Civil War South.  

Ricouer’s notion of monumental time correlates well with Mr. Compson’s idea 

about the watch. Time as humans measure it becomes the dominating force that not only 

drives people with its passing but also represents the ultimate authority. Quentin 

consistently struggles with monumental time in Absalom, Absalom!—specifically with its 

link to the past. Quentin’s struggles with time stem from his struggles with the way the 

Southern past inherently represents Southern authority for future generations. Time is not 

so much a chronological linear fixation as it is an acknowledgement of those “figures of 

authority and power that form the counterweight to the living times” that always seems to 
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exist in a “time before” Quentin’s present. Faulkner uses and analyzes methods of 

storytelling such that the very nature of telling a story becomes representative of the 

nature of time. For Quentin, time is a burden, so much so that it seems to carry a physical 

weight. Faulkner represents the heaviness of monumental time with the use of 

parentheses, emphasis, and repetition. Faulkner creates the feeling of time compression—

the lingering sense throughout the novel that so much of the past is packed into the 

present moment that time becomes so compressed that everything in the South is 

somehow older than its actual years. Faulkner uses parentheses to create an elongated 

sense of time in a way that always embodies the oppressive nature of monumental time in 

the South. 

 

“The demon,” Shreve said 

 Before going into how Faulkner represents time, a few things must be said about 

what Faulkner does stylistically with his sentences. The “Faulknerian sentence” is 

infamous. Taking a random sentence from Absalom, Absalom! as an example, Arthur L. 

Scott states, “By no means is this sentence one of those less common Faulknerian 

grotesqueries replete with italics, dashes, parentheses, vacillating viewpoint, quotations 

within quotations, and all sorts of fantastic convolutions which seem to have sprung 

hideously malformed from the brain of a wasted genius during an opium trance” (Scott 

92-93). This biting critique of Faulkner’s writing characterizes many critics frustrations 

with Faulkner’s stylistic choices. But even as his style frustrates, it is integral to 

Faulkner’s message. Robert H. Zoellner suggests that Faulkner’s style of writing mirrors 

Faulkner’s conception of time. Zoellner states that Faulkner,  
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…Apparently feels the conventional paragraph tends to obscure the massive, 

monolithic quality of real experience—Faulkner will have no hierarchy of 

sentences or sequence of impressions; he aims at the total impression and the total 

sentence. To achieve this aesthetic totality, he must establish the closest possible 

relation between the central idea and the peripheral tonal material. (Zoellner 489) 

And he goes on to suggest that all those “grotesqueries” (to use Scott’s word—the italics, 

dashes, parentheses, etc.) lead to, “a monolithic sentence which conveys stylistically the 

massive quality of actual experience” (Zoellner 490). This “massive quality of actual 

experience,” I argue, is part of the “monumental time” experience where the present is 

always weighed down by the past. 

 While Faukner uses many stylistic choices that expand a sentence, I focus on his 

use of parentheses. Absalom, Absalom! is perhaps Faulkner’s most parenthetical novel. In 

“Faulkner Adds Up,” Hortense J. Spillers15 offers up Absalom as “a candidate for the 

longest parenthesis in the language” (Spillers 361). The novel contains parentheses within 

parentheses and one infamous parenthetical moment that goes on for pages and 

seemingly never ends.16 It is with the parentheses that Faulkner creates simultaneously 

the sense of compression and a sense of delay. Faulkner’s use of the parentheses is one 

method he employs to add more information in a single sentence and delay the reader’s 

experience of that information. With parentheses, Faulkner can interrupt his own 

sentence with more information; compressing and delaying so that a single sentence 

represents that massive quality of actual experience. As Zoellner says, “the reader ignores 

the parenthesis marks in one case, and reads them in the other, or, to be more exact, 

unconsciously apprehends both readings simultaneously” (Zoellner 494). For Woolf, 
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simultaneity was always the simultaneous moments occurring in a present instant. For 

Faulkner, simultaneity reaches heavily across time so that what is past always weighs on 

the present. 

Before I begin my discussion on time, I would like to discuss the various ways 

Faulkner uses parentheses to emphasize (or, add weight) to the story he (and his 

characters) tell. By discussing how Faulkner stylistically adds weight to the story, I hope 

to then demonstrate how time weighs down the story (and lives of the characters) as well. 

One of the most common ways William Faulkner uses the parenthesis in Absalom, 

Absalom!, is in what I call the “clarifying parenthesis.” Throughout the novel, Faulkner 

repeatedly places a parenthesis after a pronoun to clarify who the pronoun specifically 

references. For example, “She (Miss Rosa) would have called the gold seal and the 

ribbons vanity” (39).  The use of the clarifying parenthesis is a deliberate stylistic choice 

on Faulkner’s part—one has to trust that he was a talented enough writer to simply write 

“Miss Rosa would have called the gold seal and the ribbons vanity” if he so chose.  

Sometimes the clarification seems even more overtly unnecessary, as with the case of, 

“He (Quentin) couldn’t pass that” (140). This clarification comes in a moment when 

Quentin is alone with Miss Rosa. He is the only man physically in the room, and thus 

placing “(Quentin)” after “he” seems redundant.  

This added parenthesis only expands the narrative, creating an elongated 

experience of reading. “She (Miss Rosa)” drags the reader through the text and adds to 

that feeling of “compression”—of densely packed in text that hinders the reader’s 

experience. The clarifying parenthesis also furthers the feeling of delay that so often 

occurs with Faulkner’s parentheses. Adding “(Quentin)” after the pronoun “he” only 
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delays the action of the sentence. It is a doubled focus on the subject of the sentence. By 

stating the subject twice, Faulkner emphasizes the subject as the important aspect of the 

sentence in a way that simply using the name or the pronoun would not. Faulkner use of 

emphasis throughout Absalom, Absalom!, usually by repeating information, only adds to 

the sense of weight throughout the novel.  

 The double emphasis on the subject also reflects the verbal aspect of Absalom, 

Absalom! Among the many things one can say about the novel, it is a story about 

storytelling. Throughout the novel, the speaker and audience of the narrative shifts 

multiple times—Quentin Compson occupies both roles through the course of the novel—

and the novel itself highlights the aspect of doubt that exists in any recounting of a story. 

By the time Quentin and Shreve start telling the story to each other it is impossible to say 

how much of the story they actually know and how much of it they are making up. And 

while there are textual aspects of Sutpen’s story—the letter Quentin receives from his 

father, or Bon’s letter to Judith—much of the story is verbal. Verbal narration causes a 

type of confusion with pronouns that makes the clarification necessary. The consistent 

use of the parenthetical names within the text reminds the reader that the characters of the 

novel (Quentin, Shreve) are listening to what we are reading, and that they are attempting 

to trace the “characters” of Sutpen’s story. The clarifying parenthesis suggests that the 

action of any given story is not as important as who is doing that action. This tracing of 

the subject illustrates how Quentin and Shreve regard the story—the actions, or true 

recounting of events, are less important to them than figuring out who did what. 

 This aspect of clarification in a verbal story is most clearly seen when Quentin 

and Shreve take turns telling the story. Quentin begins the recounting, and as the story 
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goes on the two roommates alternate with the telling so often it becomes increasingly 

muddled as to who is actually speaking in any given moment. Early on in their 

recounting, Shreve adopts Miss Rosa’s point of view and begins retelling her story, and 

refers to Sutpen as “this Faustus, this demon, this Beelzebub” (Absalom 145). From then 

on in Shreve’s narration of events, he parenthetically distinguishes between “he (the 

son)” and “he (the demon)” (146).  Shreve clings to this terminology, and from then on, 

often when Quentin says “He,” meaning Sutpen, Shreve interjects, usually 

parenthetically, with “the demon.” This begins with, “‘and he—’ (‘the demon, hey?’ 

Shreve said)” (177), which sets up the precedent for Quentin, “who did not answer him, 

did not pause, his voice level, curious, a little dreamy yet still with that overtone of sullen 

bemusement” (177). We can assume this is Quentin’s response to all of Shreve’s further 

interruptions, such as,  “‘But he—’ (‘The demon,’ Shreve said) ‘—didn’t know, or 

remember, whether he had ever heard, been told, the reason or not’” (181), “‘So that 

his—’ (‘the demon’s,’ Shreve said)—destiny had fitted itself to him…’” (198), “‘That 

day he came to the office, his (‘the demon’s,’ Shreve said) ‘—one day of leave at home’” 

(217). Shreve’s interjections interrupt, but do not halt, the progression of the sentence. 

Just as Zoellner suggests, the reader can choose to ignore Shreve’s interjections, read 

through them, or comprehend both Quentin’s narration and Shreve’s interruption at the 

same time. As so often is the case with Absalom, Absalom! the parenthesis interrupts 

mid-sentence, delaying the telling of the story (because it interrupts the narrator) as well 

as the reading of that story (because it interrupts the reader). 

 Shreve’s interruptions with “the demon” repeatedly occur to the point of 

redundancy. It becomes clear that Shreve needs to interject with “the demon” every time 
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Quentin says “He” for Sutpen, not because Shreve needs to clarify Quentin’s pronoun, 

but because he feels that “the demon” needs that added emphasis. It is important to note 

that Shreve uses the demonic monkier as his point of emphasis, and not Sutpen’s actual 

name, because it serves to emphasize the villainous role the two Harvard roommates have 

cast Sutpen in their version of the story. 

 The two men clarify pronouns for emphasis throughout their narration because the 

two “characters” they deem most worthy of this clarification are often Sutpen and Bon. 

At times, the inclusion of the parenthetical name does read as actual clarification, as in, 

“When he realized that Sutpen was going to prevent the marriage if he could, he (Bon) 

seems to have withdrawn into a mere spectator, passive, a little sardonic, and completely 

enigmatic” (74). At this point in the story there are multiple uses of the pronoun “he” and 

adding “(Bon)” does actually serve as a way of distinguishing son from father. However, 

more than simply clarifying Bon from Sutpen, every time Quentin or Shreve adds 

“(Bon)” to “He” he adds weight to Bon’s name, solidifying Bon as the “main character” 

of his story. 

 If Quentin and Shreve have cast Sutpen in the role of the story’s villain, they also 

seem to have clearly cast Bon as the story’s tragic hero. As Terrence Doody states, “In 

other narrators’ accounts, Henry simply murders Bon; in Quentin and Shreve’s, Bon 

cooperates in his own death and gives it the character of romantic suicide” (Doody 466). 

Shreve and Quentin humanize Bon (just as Shreve continually “demonizes” Sutpen) to 

such an extent that Bon becomes the most important figure in their story. Bon becomes 

such an all-encompassing figure for the two men, that there comes a point in their telling 

where the narrative-voice feels the need to interject a clarification that neither of the boys 
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felt the need to interject a clarification. This happens twice in the story, first as Shreve 

begins to say, “‘And him—’(Neither of them said ‘Bon’)” (245) and again later on with 

an extended explanation “(neither of them said ‘Bon.’ Never at any time did there seem 

to be any confusion between them as to whom Shreve meant by ‘he’)” (249). The 

parenthetical interjection by the objective narrative-voice highlights an absence. As with 

the doubled subject of “He (Quentin),” the repetition of “(Neither of them said ‘Bon’) 

emphasizes this absence so much that the absence becomes more significant than what is 

actually given to us in text. The fact that, “Never at any time did there seem to be any 

confusion between them as to whom Shreve meant by ‘he’” signifies that Bon has 

become so elevated in their minds that any clarification becomes wholly unnecessary. 

 It is not surprising that Bon, of all those in the Sutpen’s story, becomes the most 

mythic. He is the one character shrouded in mystery, until Quentin and Shreve make up a 

past for him. It is with this made-up past for Bon that Faulkner begins to intersect that 

nature of storytelling with the nature of time. While almost all of the Sutpen’s are 

deceased by the time Quentin inherits their story, Bon’s death is arguably the reason why 

there is a story to tell. Bon is inherently linked with the nature of the past. As Irwin C. 

Lieb defines,  

The past is not a place to which things go. It does not begin at a point on a line, 

the point immediately before the present time. There is no location for the past, 

neither spatial nor temporal. The past is part of time and, like the present and the 

future, it is not set inside a further time. Individuals and the changes and actions 

they originate become past when the time that had been in them becomes past, 
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when time overcomes the hold that individuals have on it in the present, when it 

comes to be outside them, and when it makes those changes past. (Lieb 110). 

Lieb often describes time as “time that had been in” people, and I find this concept 

essential to my reading of how time works in Absalom, Absalom! Bon is always 

associated with the past because “the time that had been in him” has become past. Bon is 

not part of the past simply because he is dead; he is the past because the circumstances of 

his life—all things that had a “hold” on him—have become past. And it is this pastness 

that directly influences Quentin’s present. Quentin then must define his own time, the 

“time inside” of him, always in relation to that past “inside” the Sutpens. And this “time 

inside” Quentin, and indeed all Southerners, is always somehow “more” that the time 

“inside” anyone else. 

 

I am older at twenty than a lot of people who have died 

Towards the end of Absalom, Absalom!, after the telling and shared-telling of 

Sutpen’s story, Shreve tells Quentin, “The South. Jesus. No wonder you folks all outlive 

yourselves by years and years and years” and Quentin’s response is, “I am older at twenty 

than a lot of people who have died” (301). Throughout Absalom, Absalom there is a sense 

that, in the South, everyone is older than they appear. The South “outlive[s]” itself “by 

years and years and years” because of Faulkner’s notion of inherited past. There is a 

sense in Absalom, Absalom! that every Southerner inherits the past of every Southerner 

who comes before him. Quentin becomes “older at twenty than a lot of people who have 

died” precisely through the process of listening to Sutpen’s history, to the South’s 

history. This feeling of inherited past is the first way time becomes compressed. And it is 
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the dominating nature of Southern past that represents the monumental time against 

which Quentin so often struggles. 

 The two characters who most suffer from this compression of time are Quentin 

and Miss Rosa Coldfield. Both of these characters are frequently described as being older 

than their age suggests, because they must carry the burden of a Southern history that 

ages those who bear it. Quentin is the container for the Sutpen story, functioning 

somewhat like a mixing bowl—he inherits bits and pieces of the story from various 

sources and that story fills him and turns into one complete story. He receives the story 

first from Miss Rosa, then from his father, (and through Mr. Compson, Quentin’s 

grandfather), and finally at the end of the story from himself firsthand. It is only because 

all the pieces come together in Quentin that he can then patch together the complete story 

with Shreve later on.  Early in the novel, Quentin thinks about the historical names and 

figures he has grown up with all his life and reflects that, “His childhood was full of 

them; his very body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names; he was 

not a being, an entity, he was a commonwealth” (7). The image of Quentin’s body as an 

“empty hall” reflects how Quentin views himself as something history (or the “sonorous 

defeated names”) fills. 

 As he listens to Miss Rosa’s story, Quentin recalls the conversation he had with 

his father before coming to her home. Through a parenthetical memory, we learn that 

Miss Rosa specifically asked for Quentin to listen to her story and to help her return to 

the house where, we will find out later, Henry Sutpen still lives. Quentin asks, “But why 

tell me about it?”(7) because at that point he still does not understand the full extent of 

his inherited past. Quentin’s father explains that Quentin’s grandfather was Sutpen’s best 
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friend, and it is that relationship that forges Quentin’s connection to the Sutpen story two 

generations later. Quentin’s father suggests that without his grandfather’s friendship, 

Sutpen wouldn’t have been able to establish a foothold in the town, and offers, “So 

maybe she considers you partly responsible through heredity for what happened to her 

and her family through him” (8). It is from this moment on that Quentin realizes that he is 

a “commonwealth.” His position in relation to Miss Rosa, as the most convenient 

Southern gentlemen who could escort her in her task to confront Henry, stems from the 

fact that he has inherited this position from his grandfather, and to some extent, inherited 

purely because he is a Southern gentleman. Quentin has no choice but to listen to Rosa’s 

story—just as he has no choice but to complete the story and to retell it later on. 

 From the moment Quentin hears the story’s beginning from Miss Rosa, he must 

struggle to redefine himself against that story. Lieb suggests that, “the past affects what is 

in the present not by moving or changing or being an efficient cause of things but simply 

by being the past to which individuals adjust themselves as they themselves are becoming 

past” (Lieb 115). It is easy to see the way Quentin struggles to “adjust” himself to the 

past. Even when it is just a simple question about why he of all people must listen to Miss 

Rosa’s story, Quentin tries to understand himself in relation to the Sutpens. Lieb 

discusses the past in terms of transformation, stating, 

The past is effective on individuals in the present by being a condition for the 

transformation that individuals undergo when they become past. Individuals 

become past together because they are contemporaries, because the same time is 

in all of them, because that time carries them apace to the past, and because they 
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all have the same past to which they must adjust as they adjust to one another. 

(Lieb 162). 

Once again, we see how Lieb defines time as something people carry, something inside 

all people. But Lieb suggests that this shared time is what creates contemporaries. By this 

notion, everyone moves along from present to past on the same path because the time 

they carry is a shared time that works the same way on everyone. And on the literal level, 

this is true. One person who has lived forty-five years has lived the same time (and shares 

the same past time) with everyone else who has lived forty-five years. But Quentin’s 

declaration “I am older at twenty” suggests that his twenty years are different than 

someone else’s twenty years. 

 Quentin’s experience with the story is always put in terms of “too much.” He 

repeatedly demonstrates that the burden of the story literally weighs upon him. He thinks, 

“Yes. I have heard too much, I have been told too much; I have had to listen to too much, 

too long thinking Yes, almost exactly like Father” (168). His repetition of “too much” 

three times emphasizes the way the story burdens him. Examining repetition in Sound, 

Spillers states, “Repetition here is simple recurrence, with grace notes, as we see it 

choreographed in the three movements, but it also creates a coherence of mental disarray 

that lifts the mundanity of Quentin’s psychic wounding to a level of powerful poetic 

ritual and achievement” (Spillers 356). Spillers associates Quentin’s repetition in Sound 

with Quentin’s increasing mental instability. In Absalom, Quentin’s “mental disarray” is 

not as easily identifiable—any more than any other Faulknerian protagonist, that is—but 

it is easy to see where he is “psychically wounded.” Quentin also makes the distinction 

between “heard,” “been told,” and “listen”—stating that all these auditory experiences 
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have been “too much.” By creating a distinction between the three different auditory 

receptions, Quentin reveals his own passivity. He “has heard” too much, he “has been 

told” and “has listened”—the repeated passive voice reflects Quentin’s own reluctance to 

listen. Listening is not something Quentin does, it is something done to him. And it is 

through this passivity that Quentin processes who he is after having been forced to listen 

to the Sutpen story. Quentin’s adjustment to the past begins to weigh on him, as the 

repetition provides a weighted emphasis that demonstrates Quentin’s mental disarray.  

Quentin’s stress on the word “thinking” illustrates the strain on Quentin’s mind. 

And we get the sense that Quentin perhaps would not have minded the listening if only it 

had ended there—it is the repetitive aspect of the telling that starts to plague him. He 

thinks, “Am I going to have to hear it all again…I am going to have to hear it all over 

again I am already hearing it all over again I am listening to it all over again I shall 

have to never listen to anything else but this again forever so apparently not only a man 

never outlives his father, but not even his friends and acquaintances do” (222). The story 

is recursive; every time Quentin shares the story, with his father, with Shreve, he hears it 

all over again in the telling. Quentin resists sharing the story because he cannot escape 

listening with the telling. He once again experiences the hearing as something he is 

forced to participate in, with his choices removed from him. The passivity of the 

experience mirrors Quentin’s earlier picture of himself as an “empty hall.” The hearing—

like the echoes of defeated names—is something that continues to live inside of him. The 

fact that it is all “too much” only illustrates the way Quentin feels too full. If once he was 

an empty hall he is now overflowing with “sounds.” Spillers states, “If Quentin, the 

‘commonwealth,’ bears the symptoms of a cultural and historical wounding, then the 
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repetitive and obsessive onrush that grinds him down offers monumental tribute to that 

past” (Spillers 357). In many ways, Quentin’s own “wounding” from listening to the 

story represents the way the cultural history of the south is itself wounded. The Southern 

past is always defined by the South’s history with slavery and their defeat in the Civil 

War. The past that haunts Quentin is the past all Southerners share; Quentin cannot 

escape from being part of that Southern whole. The story consumes him, and like time, he 

has no way of hoping to “conquer” his experiences. 

 Miss Rosa, like Quentin, is always cast as older than she appears. Growing up 

during the war, Miss Rosa represents all the children who never had the chance to be a 

child. Her house reflects her experience, and the parenthetical narrative describes her 

home as; “(it too somehow smaller than its actual size—it was of two storeys (sic)—

unpainted and a little shabby, yet with an air, a quality of grim endurance as though like 

her it had been created to fit into and complement a world in all ways a little smaller than 

the one in which it found itself)” (6). The house, “somehow smaller than its actual size” 

corresponds to the way in which Miss Rosa is always older than she seems, or how 

Quentin can be “older at twenty than a lot of people who have died.” Throughout the 

novel, there is the sense that one cannot trust appearances. Like the house, everything is 

bigger (or more accurately, older) on the inside. Like the house, Rosa Coldfield is “made 

to fit and complement a world” that is somewhat harsher than the world of other people.  

Miss Rosa is always aware that she never had the chance to be young. She knows 

that she has lost out on something that other women—who do not come from the South— 

have a chance at getting. When she agrees to marry her dead sister’s husband—a man she 

has detested since childhood and continues to detest even as she accepts his proposal—
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she is aware that she is making a mistake and does not attempt to excuse herself. She 

simply says, “I do not plead youth, since what creature in the South since 1861, man 

woman nigger or mule, had had time or opportunity not only to have been young but to 

have heard what being young was like from those who had” (12), indicating her own 

sense of what she has lost by living in the South. Like Quentin, Miss Rosa accepts that 

she never had a choice but to be complicit with the history of the South, or the way it 

ages people.  

In many ways, Miss Rosa accepts this compressed way of experiencing Southern 

history in a way that Quentin cannot. Miss Rosa comments, “Perhaps it’s what I 

expected, knew (even at nineteen knew, I would say if it were not for my nineteen, my 

own particular kind of nineteen years) that I should find” (114). Miss Rosa is aware that 

her nineteen years are not like nineteen for other people (very much like Quentin’s 

understanding that his twenty years of living is different than other people’s experience 

of twenty years). Both Quentin and Miss Rosa feel as if they possess a different amount 

of time “inside of them” (as Lieb would put it) than their contemporaries living the same 

amount of years anywhere else than the South. And Faulkner mirrors the sensation of 

“inside time” prolonging actual years with the parenthetical delay we saw with the 

clarifying parenthesis. The parenthetical clause, “even at nineteen knew, I would say if it 

were not for my nineteen, my own particular kind of nineteen years” interrupts the 

suspended sentence, “Perhaps it’s what I expected, knew that I should find.” The reader’s 

experience of time, in the moment of reading that sentence, becomes delayed. The reader 

must absorb and retain more information just as Quentin and Miss Rosa absorb more 

time.  
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 It is perhaps telling that Shreve—the Canadian and therefore geographical 

opposite of Quentin and Miss Rosa—looks exactly as old as he is. The narrative tells us 

in parenthesis that: 

(Shreve was nineteen, a few months younger than Quentin. He looked exactly 

nineteen; he was one of those people whose correct age you never know because 

they look exactly that and so you tell yourself that he or she cannot possibly be 

that because he or she looks too exactly that not to take advantage of the 

appearance: so you never believe implicitly that he or she is either that age which 

they claim or that which in their sheer desperation they agree to or which 

someone else reports them to be). (236) 

Shreve is both literally younger than Quentin (even if it is only by a few months) as well 

as spiritually younger. The narrative makes the point of discussing Shreve’s appearance 

as exactly as old as he appears to the point of absurdity. The idea that Shreve looks so 

exactly nineteen “people” cannot possibly guess his true age suggests an inherent mistrust 

in youthful appearance. It gives the sense that being older than one appears is the norm. 

Shreve’s appearance defies the expectations that Quentin and Miss Rosa set up—he has 

lived nineteen years and he looks precisely nineteen. Shreve is, as Lieb would say, 

someone whose time inside of him corresponds exactly with the time inside of his 

contemporaries. Quentin, at nearly the same age, still manages to somehow “live more” 

in the same amount of years. Shreve, as an outsider, specifically, a northern outsider, 

represents all those people that Miss Rosa believes were able to be young. 

 

Maybe nothing ever happens once and is finished 
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 Much of Absalom, Absalom! has the air of a Greek tragedy. The two primary 

tragic figures that Faulkner employs are Cassandra (in the body of Miss Rosa) and 

Oedipus (with Bon and Henry). It is significant that Faulkner chooses these two figures, 

as they represent those whose prophecies are ignored and those who ignore the 

prophecies. What builds the sense of prophecy throughout the novel is the constant 

repetition that occurs both on a textual level as well as on the inherited legacies of the 

South. When Miss Rosa comes to the Sutpen household at her sister’s deathbed, her sister 

forces her into a deathbed promise to “protect Judith.” The narrative expains how Miss 

Rosa, “…in actual fact was the girl’s aunt and…by actual years should have been her 

sister and…in actual experience and hope and opportunity should have been the niece” 

(55). The repetition of the word “actual” recalls Quentin’s refrain of “too much.” The 

repetition puts added emphasis on “actual,” and in doing so, calls into question what 

exactly should we consider to be “actual” time. Faulkner challenges us to decide if we 

should consider relationships by fact, years lived, or experience. Miss Rosa, as the much 

younger sister to the mother of her nieces and nephews, always finds herself in the 

position of being out of sync with time.  

 Integral to Rosa Coldfield’s character is the idea that she never had the chance to 

be young. In a lengthy description of Miss Rosa’s childhood, Faulkner writes: 

…a grim mausoleum air of puritan righteousness and outraged female 

vindictiveness in which Miss Rosa’s childhood (that aged and ancient and 

timeless absence of youth which consisted of a Cassandra-like listening beyond 

closed doors, of lurking in dim halls filled with that presbyterian effluvium of 

lugubrious and vindictive anticipation while she waited for the infancy and 
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childhood with which nature had confounded and betrayed her to overtake the 

precocity of convinced disapprobation regarding any and every thing which could 

penetrate the walls of that house through the agency of any man, particularly her 

father, which the aunt seems to have invested her with at birth along with the 

swaddling clothes) was passed. (47) 

The amazing description of Miss Rosa as “that aged and ancient and timeless absence of 

youth which consisted of a Cassandra-like listening beyond closed doors” resonates for 

many reasons. Miss Rosa as a “Cassandra-like” figures stems from the fact that she is 

physically young at the beginning of the story but placed in the position of an elder. Miss 

Rosa’s childhood consists of taking care of her father who has holed himself away in his 

bedroom, and then taking care of her niece and nephew who are both older than her. Miss 

Rosa’s loss of childhood, the way she must care for her elders, indicates a kind of role 

reversal. She manages to exist both as child and adult, taking on both roles at once while 

never truly being either one. The descriptions of Miss Rosa as “aged” and “ancient” and 

“timeless absence of youth” recall the three different ways Quentin is forced to listen to 

the story. The repetition once again functions as a tool for emphasis that adds weight to 

the description. The three phrases are essentially synonyms for each other, but the fact 

that all three words are used only emphasizes the way in which Miss Rosa never had the 

chance to be young. It is somehow not enough to merely call Miss Rosa aged or ancient, 

only by describing her in three different forms of timelessness can Faulkner properly 

emphasize Miss Rosa’s loss of youth. 

 The passage also serves as another demonstration of Faulkner’s fondness of 

breaking up a sentence with an almost comically long parenthetical aside. While the 



 Denham 79 

sentence continues on much longer than what I chose to focus on, the parenthesis in its 

sparsest form interrupts the sentence “Miss Rosa’s childhood was passed.” The fact that 

the parenthesis interrupts the description of Miss Rosa’s childhood only highlights the 

way in which her childhood was interrupted. We also must take notice of Faulkner’s 

sense of humor: the fact that we as readers struggle through the very long parenthetical 

description of Miss Rosa’s childhood only to complete the sentence with “was passed” 

shows the way in which Faulkner pokes fun at the readerly experience of the text. The 

delay the reader experiences to reach that “was passed” only furthers the understanding 

of Miss Rosa’s life as being delayed. 

 When Miss Rosa recalls first entering the Sutpen household, she says, “I had been 

inside it before too, of course, but even when I saw it for the first time that I could 

remember I seemed already to know how it was going to look just as I seemed to know 

how Ellen and Judith and Henry would look before I saw them for the time which I 

always remember as being the first” (18).The recalls Miss Rosa’s “Cassandra-like 

quality” and her ability to experience before she actually experiences. It also 

demonstrates the sense of temporal repetition that permeates the novel. Absalom, 

Absalom! centers around a dense amount of repetition in the storytelling—information 

about the Sutpens that is told once usually is told to us over and over again. The repetitive 

nature of the text only mirrors the way the South tends to repeat itself. The same mistakes 

are made over and over again, inherited by the descendents whether or not those 

descendents are aware of the mistakes their ancestors have made. Sutpen’s first wife and 

the child that union produced haunt the family he builds with his second wife, just as the 

child of that union, Charles Bon, marries one woman with “negro” blood and attempts to 
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marry again. When Miss Rosa talks about how she “seemed already to know how it was 

going to look just as [she] seemed to know how Ellen and Judith and Henry would look” 

it is because she taps into that primordial Southern memory where everyone seems to 

know what is going to happen because it has already happened before. 

 Even though Charles Bon repeats the mistakes of his father, he is not the only 

Sutpen son who inherits his father’s past. When he finally learns about Charles’ 

relationship to their family and his intention to marry their sister we read that Henry was 

“holding all three of them—himself, and Judith and Bon in that suspension while he 

wrestled with his conscience to make it come to terms with what he wanted to do just like 

his father had that time more than thirty years ago” (217). The idea that Henry wrestles 

“just like his father had that time more than thirty years ago” does more than simply draw 

a parallel between Henry’s actions and his father’s. It shows that the past is a reoccurring 

intrusion upon the present. Henry does not simply repeat his father’s actions, he acts out 

the same role, and he recalls Quentin’s thoughts that “not only a man never outlives his 

father, but not even his friends and acquaintances do” (222). While there is certainly a 

psychoanalytic reading with Bon-Henry-Quentin’s undeniably Oedipal relationship with 

their fathers,17 I am more interested in the position of “the Father” as an authority-figure. 

In many ways, a man’s father is also that man’s past. And throughout Absalom, Absalom, 

the tension between father and son is not simply a familial tension but also representative 

of the struggle with monumental time. 

 In many ways, Absalom, Absalom! is a novel about fatherhood. William Faulkner 

summarized his novel as, “the story…of a man who wanted a son through pride and got 

too many of them and they destroyed him” (qtd in Porter 171). Carolyn Porter 
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investigates the novel as “a concerned interrogation of fatherhood as the enigmatic source 

and vehicle of social identity and political sovereignty” (Porter 170). Just as Quentin 

inherits the Sutpen story, he inherits the repetitive legacy. Quentin demonstrates his 

notion of fatherhood as source for social identity when he and Shreve continue to make 

up the story and he thinks, “Maybe we are both Father. Maybe nothing ever happens 

once and is finished… Or maybe Father and I are both Shreve, maybe it took Father and 

me both to make Shreve or Shreve and me both to make Father or maybe Thomas Sutpen 

to make all of us” (210). Quentin’s notion of “making” reflects his own sense of how the 

past relates to the present and the future. When he thinks about the idea that he and 

Shreve “made” his own father he does not think of it in terms of procreation any more 

than the idea that somehow Quentin and his father produced Shreve. Quentin’s idea 

reflects his own sense that he (and his father, and Shreve) are all part of a grander sense 

of history that enables others to exist. Quentin’s struggle, just like Henry and Bon’s 

struggle, is against the authority of monumental time. Quentin has the sense that time is 

always bound with figures of authority—the figure of the father being the ultimate 

authority figure. In this way, his final conclusion that, “Thomas Sutpen [made] all of us” 

is his most accurate observation. Even Quentin’s own relationship with his father 

(Quentin’s personal authority figure) collapses under the weight of Thomas Sutpen as the 

ultimate primogenitor. Sutpen becomes the father of all simply because, without the 

history of Thomas Sutpen, the story would not have been passed down to Quentin’s 

father, to Quentin, to Shreve. What ties all of those men together is the story they have 

been piecing together, and Quentin’s reflection that, “maybe nothing ever happens once 

and is finished” reflects his own awareness of the repetitive nature of time. Because 
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Quentin does not just inherit the story, he inherits the obligation to carry the story and 

pass it on. Every story of the South is his story, and like Henry, he inherits the role that 

must continue the cycle. 

 

First two of them, then four; now two again  

When Quentin and Shreve begin to piece together the story to its completion, they 

do so using a letter; “Mr Compson’s letter would carry up from Mississippi and over the 

long iron New England snow and into Quentin’s sitting-room at Harvard” (23). It is with 

this letter that Quentin and Shreve finally have all the pieces they try to cohere. Shreve 

somewhat ironically comments to Quentin the fact that, “Your father… He seems to have 

got an awful lot of delayed information awful quick, after having waited forty-five years” 

(214). Shreve’s joke mocks the convention of literary convenience—had Mr. Compson 

suddenly received all the information after so long it would seem like a convenient 

authorial ploy to progress the novel forward. However, as Quentin reveals, Shreve has the 

order wrong: it is not Quentin’s father who has all the information—it is Quentin himself. 

Shreve’s comment on the “delayed information awful quick” is a testament to the way the 

novel itself slowly reveals itself, and as always, it is because Quentin can act as the 

container, or “commonwealth,” for the story that such information is available in the first 

place.  

 The slow reveal of Sutpen’s story is inherent to the structure of Absalom, 

Absalom! and, indeed, characteristic of many Faulkner novels. Erik Dussere suggests that 

“The structure of the text itself draws attention to the act of revision, creating tension 
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around the revelation of a certain mystery” (Dussere 42), and he is not the only one to 

liken Faulkner’s style to mysteries. Fredric Jameson remarks, 

This is the deeper structure of Faulknerian cataphora, to construct a secret and a 

mystery which is the result only of the author’s withholding of information, rather 

than latent in the plot itself. The author of a detective story withholds the identity 

of the criminal no doubt, but this mystery is part and parcel of the plot itself, as all 

the characters experience it. In Faulkner, only the reader is inflicted with this 

mystery, inasmuch as the author has not seen fit to provide information which 

would at once make it clear what the situation is: and nameless third person or 

not, this peculiar beginning “in media res” is characteristic of most of Faulkner’s 

novels. They thereby bear witness to a modern necessity of constructing a 

narrative out of what were not initially narrative materials: in other words, they 

testify to the weakening of récit, of the past-present-future system itself, by the 

dominance of an eternal present which seeks then to disguise itself as récit and 

narrative to be told and story or destiny to be revealed. (Jameson 176) 

Jameson’s assessment of the author’s “withholding of information” is integral to the 

nature of storytelling as representative of the nature of time. Because the novel attacks 

our presumptions of linear storytelling—it does not move from past to present to future—

but instead creates a sense of “eternal present” that must return to the past in the form of 

stories. However, Dussere posits the “mystery” aspect of the novel to be much more 

sinister, because he asserts that the heart of the mystery in Absalom, Absalom is race. Or, 

more specifically, the crucial mystery (and revelation) that is Charles Bon’s race. Dussere 

states that, “By positing race as a mystery that must be hidden, must be revealed, 
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Faulkner draws attention to the centrality of racial division and inequality to Southern 

white identity and social structure; his fiction registers the desperation with which whites 

cling to that division, and can only continue to cling to it by denying its existence” 

(Dussere 42). By treating Charles Bon’s race as a mystery, or even by treating it as a 

mystery novel—a story that Shreve and Quentin make up between them—suggests how 

very much the South is stuck in the mentality of their past.  As Dussere states, “If 

Faulkner’s narrators are unable to create or imagine a more progressive Southern future 

as a result of their confronting these buried histories, it is because they remain transfixed 

by the debt those histories represent for them” (Dussere 58). The stories they tell that are 

so centered in what happens in the past becomes indicative of a people who literally 

cannot imagine a future. 

 It is important to note that the Sutpen story is not entirely created by the South, as 

Shreve also bears responsibility in its creation and revelation. Shreve enters the story as 

an outsider. As someone from the north he holds no conceptual understanding for what 

life in the South is like, and as someone from Canada he becomes a kind of doubled 

outsider, without even the remotest connection to what life in the Southern United States 

would be like. Ulfried Reichardt says, “For Shreve, the south is remote, theatrical, and 

centered around something that is seen as having been dealt with once and for all in the 

North: slavery” (Reichardt 614). At the beginning of the story telling the narrative 

emphasizes how remote Shreve is from Quentin’s experience: 

---bringing with it that very September evening itself (and he soon needing, 

required, to say “No, neither aunt cousin nor uncle Rosa. Miss Rosa. Miss Rosa 

Coldfield, an old lady that died young of outrage in 1866 one summer” and then 
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Shreve, “you mean she was no kin to you, no kin to you at all, that there was 

actually one Southern Bayard or Guinevere who was no kin to you? then what did 

she die for?” and that not Shreve’s first time, nobody’s first time in Cambridge 

since September. Tell about the South. What’s it like there. What do they do there. 

Why do they live there. Why do they live at all). (142) 

Shreve’s command, “Tell about the South,” betrays his own disconnection from the place 

as well as the impossibility of the demand. Quentin could never explain the South in a 

way Shreve would be able to understand. Shreve, as an outsider, cannot fathom why 

Quentin would carry the story of Miss Rosa Coldfield if she is not a blood relative. The 

fact that he fixates on the fact that “she was no kin to you, no kin to you at all” and in 

fact, that not one of the Sutpens is kin to Quentin, only reveals the way he does not 

understand the shared history of the South. Quentin, though somewhat reluctantly, comes 

to understand that he inherits the story simply because he is a Southern gentleman, but 

Shreve cannot accept the idea. His continues to obstinately refer to Miss Rosa as “Aunt 

Rosa” despite Quentin repeatedly attempting to correct him because in Shreve’s mind, a 

blood relation must exist in order for Quentin to pass on the story. 

 Doody states that Shreve “is the novel’s perfect audience” (Doody 455). And it is 

because, “At Harvard… Quentin is something of an outsider himself, and what he has to 

say about Sutpen is a great deal more than merely local history. So Quentin needs an 

audience like Shreve precisely because another outsider gives him the necessary 

freedom” (Doody 461). But in many ways, Shreve begins to take the story on as his own. 

He becomes one of the primary creators of the Sutpen story, even going so far as to make 

up a whole history and set of characters in Bon’s past that the reader begins to accept as 
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truth. When Quentin and Shreve begin sharing the creation of the story, an interesting 

parenthetical exchange takes place: 

They stared—glared—at one another, their voices (it was Shreve speaking, 

though save for the slight difference which the intervening degrees of latitude had 

inculcated in them (differences not in tone or pitch but of turns of phrase and 

usage of words), it might have been either of them and was in sense both: both 

thinking as one, the voice which happened to be speaking the thought only the 

thinking because audible, vocal; the two of them creating between them, out of 

the rag-tag and bob-ends of old tales and talking, people who perhaps had never 

existed at all anywhere, who, shadows, were shadows not of flesh and blood 

which had lived and died but shadow in turn of what were (to one of them at least, 

to Shreve) shades too. (242) 

At the point in which Shreve and Quentin are sharing the story, the story belongs to both 

of them. It has coalesced inside of them, and that is why it does not matter who is 

talking—be it Shreve, Quentin, or the text itself. By the end of there story, Shreve and 

Quentin have been creating the events of Sutpen’s Hundred so much that a narrative 

collapse occurs between the four men. The text states, “Charles-Shreve and Quentin-

Henry, the two of them both believing that Henry was thinking He (meaning his father) 

has destroyed us all, not for one moment thinking He (meaning Bon) must have known or 

at least suspected this all the time; that’s why he has acted as he has, why he did not 

answer my letters last summer nor write to Judith” (267). As the phrase “Charles-Shreve 

and Quentin-Henry” suggests, the two Harvard boys have taken on the roles of the story. 

As they participate in the act of storytelling they have assumed the roles and become the 
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characters in that story. The use of the clarifying parenthesis here is significant. The “He 

(meaning his father)” and “He (meaning Bon)” once again functions on the level of literal 

clarification of the male pronoun “He.” However, in the instance where “Charles-Shreve” 

and “Quentin-Henry” represent the ultimate merging of past and present, the use of he 

parentheses only furthers to merge all the men together. Their merging, or 

“compounding” is only furthered by the end of the novel. The way the story consumes 

the roommates transcends time, as the narrative states, “They were both in Carolina and 

the time was forty-six years ago, and it was not even four now but compounded still 

further, since now both of them were Henry Sutpen and both of them were Bon, 

compounded each of both yet either neither, smelling the very smoke which had blown 

forty-six years ago…” (280). The men have all become parenthetical. Just as Zoellner 

suggests you can chose to read the parenthesis into a sentence, or ignore the parenthesis, 

or read is all simultaneously, the men’s existence can be read as separate individuals, two 

sets of men, or all the men compounded into one entity in Shreve and Quentin’s 

collective imagination. 

Shreve and Quentin participate in an imaginative re-imagining of the past. This 

process is something that Lieb suggests is a natural part of constructing History. Lieb 

states, “We cannot really imagine what is past for it is not something we can see. What 

things are as past is the subject of history, however, and we must imagine a surrogate for 

them. History is the work of imagination constrained somewhat by our knowledge of 

facts that were once discrete” (Lieb 133). Sutpen’s history is largely a “work of 

imagination” and it is always constrained by what discernable “facts” exist in the novel. 

The interesting thing about Shreve and Quentin’s imagining is that it does properly fill in 
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a lot of the blanks the reader senses surrounding the rest of the Sutpen history. And 

considering their story is all we, as readers have, we are left in the position of treating 

their imagining as historical fact. Richard Reed remarks on the reader’s experience and 

says, 

The reader of Absalom, Absalom! encounters a series of conjectures made by, 

added to, and altered by each of the tellers of Thomas Sutpen’s story. Each teller, 

in effect, creates his own story; the novel’s narrative method forces the reader to 

do the same—to take what facts he can find and what conjectures he chooses and 

with these forge his own story, a story that Faulkner hoped would be the story. 

(Reed 38-39). 

Shreve clearly “creates his own story” more than any other teller in the novel, and as such 

he most clearly resembles the reader. And we, as readers, must create our own history for 

the Sutpens from that past. 

Because Quentin has chosen Shreve as his audience, (just as Quentin was the 

chosen audience for Miss Rosa), Shreve inherits the Sutpen story just as much as Quentin 

does. However, as the parenthetical aside tells us, even though Shreve takes part in the 

story, it is still just a story to him. Despite the fact that he is the one who currently tells 

the story, he still remains alienated from it. The Sutpens, “were shadows not of flesh and 

blood which had lived and died but shadows in turn of what were …shades too” (243). 

The text interrupts itself by saying “to one of them” (243) implying the remoteness, but 

even that is not enough. It continues to make it clear that the shades exist “to Shreve.” 

The Sutpens are always shadows to both Quentin and Shreve, but Quentin at least also 
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actualizes them as real “flesh and blood” people. For Shreve, the shadows only stem from 

more shadows. 

 When the two boys disentangle from the story-telling, “First, two of them, then 

four; now two again” (275) they shake off the roles of Bon and Henry. However, while 

both of them inherited the roles of the story, the difference is, at the end Shreve is able to 

pull back and remember that he is Shreve18, but Quentin must always live with the 

haunting memory of the South. The story does not end for Quentin, any more than it ends 

for any Southerner. Dussere states, “Paralyzed by the unpayable debt they know 

themselves to owe, Quentin and his kin are not healed but disabled, doomed to endless 

contemplation of the past” (Dussere 58). Shreve ends the novel by asking, “Now I want 

you to tell me just one thing more. Why do you hate the South?” and Quentin has to 

“quickly, at once, immediately” reply “I don’t hate it.” He says this twice and the novel 

ends with Quentin repeating the answer over and over again in his mind, “I dont. I dont! I 

dont hate it! I dont hate it!” (303).19 Shreve’s final question, “Why do you hate the 

South?” shows that he has not really learned anything from the experience of Sutpen’s 

story. It is not much different than his earlier demand of, “Tell about the South.” But 

Quentin’s repeated assertion also reveals the way in which Quentin will never be able to 

escape the demands of the South. Nor will he ever escape those contemplations of the 

past. His response that comes “quickly, at once, immediately” recalls the three different 

ways he is forced to listen. The narrative asserts that Quentin responds automatically, 

instinctively. One could easily see that Quentin’s repetitive “I dont. I dont hate it!” 

betrays just how much he feels the opposite, but I argue that this instead only illustrates 

the fact that Quentin has no other way of answering; he is literally incapable of 
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responding to that accusation any other way. Quentin is still part of that inherited story, 

as he always will be.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Denham 91 

CHAPTER THREE: HISTORY (AND HIS STORY) IN SALMAN RUSHDIE’S 

MIDNIGHT’S CHILDREN 

 

To understand just one life, you have to swallow the world 

Salman Rushdie returns to the theme of temporality throughout his novels and 

“Time” usually has a very overt presence. Throughout his books depictions of time 

coincide with the nature of story-telling, as in his first children’s novel Haroun and the 

Sea of Stories. This novel subtly equates the process of telling stories with the passage of 

time. The novel’s events begin, “On the day that everything went wrong” (Haroun 20)—

when Haroun’s mother runs away with their next door neighbor. This causes Haroun to 

do two terrible things: break all the clocks in the house, and ask his father, “What’s the 

use of stories that aren’t true?” (Haroun 22). Haroun’s question then causes his father 

Rashid, a renowned storyteller, to lose his ability to tell stories. Haroun similarly loses his 

ability to pay attention to anything for longer than eleven minutes. The next door 

neighbor’s left-behind wife declares that because Haroun’s mother ran away at precisely 

11 AM, “The young master is stuck fast on his eleven number and cannot get to twelve” 

(Haroun 24). Haroun muses, “Was he stuck in time like a broken clock? Maybe the 

problem would never be solved unless and until Soraya [his mother] returned to start the 

clock up once again” (Haroun 24). Haroun then embarks on a journey to save “the Sea of 

Stories”—the origin of all fictional inspiration—so that his father can tell stories once 

more. The novel ends with Haroun saving the Sea, returning his father’s storytelling 

abilities, and enabling his mother’s return. With her return, he also receives a new clock 

as a birthday present, thereby restoring his sense of time. Time resumes just as the ability 



 Denham 92 

to tell stories returns and Haroun’s family reunites. In this way, Rushdie neatly equates 

personal family events with time and the ability to tell stories. All three things: family 

history, storytelling, and time, entwine together on a much larger scale in Midnight’s 

Children.  

 Storytelling is an art grounded in our sense of the past, the ability to tell a true 

story necessitates that something notable has already taken place in which the story can 

recount. In Midnight’s Children storytelling becomes directly linked to the nature of 

History.20 Midnight’s Children is the story of one man’s life—and in true Tristram 

Shandy fashion, one man’s life must also contain the whole of his father’s past and his 

grandfather’s past. Rushdie constructs the story of one man’s life and at the same time 

inextricably links that man’s life to the history of India. The novel opens up in a David 

Copperfield-esque manner with the narrator declaring his birth: 

I was born in the city of Bombay… once upon a time. No, that won’t do, there’s 

no getting away from the date: I was born in Doctor Narlikar’s Nursing Home on 

August 15th, 1947. And the time? The time matters, too. Well then, at night. No, 

it’s important to be more… On the stroke of midnight, as a matter of fact. 

Clockhands joined palms in respectful greeting as I came. Oh, spell it out, spell it 

out: at the precise instant of India’s arrival at independence, I tumbled forth into 

the world. (4) 

The premise of Midnight’s Children is very clear: this is a story about a man but also 

about a point in history. Although Saleem Sinai begins his novel with the moment of his 

birth, he is doing more than simply stating “I am born.” That is, his birth begins the novel 

not because the beginning of his life is the start of the story, (in fact, we will learn that his 
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birth is not the beginning of the story. Saleem’s story begins properly with his 

grandfather breaking his nose on a mat while praying, thirty-two years before his birth), 

but because his birth coinciding with the moment of India’s independence is the most 

important aspect of his story. His deferment in “revealing” the truth behind the date of 

birth—telling himself that it “won’t do” to be vague and to just “spell it out”—only 

emphasizes the actual revelation of his time of birth.  

The concept behind the Midnight’s Children—those children born in the hour 

after India’s Independence—is obviously the most important aspect of the novel. Not 

merely because Rushdie titled the novel after this idea, but because these “…children 

were being born who were only partially the offspring of their parents—the children of 

midnight were also the children of the time: fathered, you understand, by history” 

(Midnight 132). The Midnight’s Children are the living embodiment of the personal and 

the historical. If Saleem Sinai, fathered not just by his parents but by Time, tells the story 

of his life, he is not merely reciting personal history but History, in the grander sense of 

the word, as it applies to everyone. In this way, simply by telling his story, Saleem Sinai 

constructs history. 

 Because Saleem Sinai blends his story with history, we must treat Midnight’s 

Children as a historical novel. It is a novel that blends truth with fiction and even the 

historically documented facts that occur must be treated as artificial constructs of 

Saleem’s imagination. In his third volume of Time and Narrative, Paul Ricouer develops 

a theory on “Poetics of Narrative: History, Fiction, Time” that I draw heavily upon for 

my understanding of Rushdie’s novel. Ricouer states that, “One and the same work can 

thus be a great book of history and a fine novel. What is surprising is that this interlacing 
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of fiction and history in no way undercuts the project of standing-for21 belonging to 

history, but indeed helps recognize it” (Ricouer 3:186). The inclusion of the historical is a 

very conscious choice on Rushdie’s part. In Salman Rushdie’s memoir, Joseph Anton, he 

describes the process of writing Midnight’s Children and says, “History rushed into his 

pages, immense and intimate, creative and destructive, and he understood that this 

dimension, too, had been lacking from his work” (Joseph 55), and he states that historical 

events that he read about in the newspaper would be “transmuted into fiction” (Joseph 

55). It is important to acknowledge the deliberate inclusion of historical events in 

Midnight’s Children, but one must always remember that the “transmutation” into fiction 

has taken place. Midnight’s Children is, at its best, a “standing-for” (or “taking-the-place-

of”) “actual history” that can, in some parts, be supported through documented fact, but it 

is always Saleem’s representation of that history. The fictional nature of the novel is not 

in question. We do not doubt that the novel is only ever a representation. However, it is 

the way Saleem represents History that requires further examination. 22  Saleem’s 

project—his “standing-for” of history—depends on his assertion that his personal life’s 

story is the history of India. Saleem constructs a history based on the theory that one life 

(his life) can “stand-for” the whole of history regarding India’s Independence. 

When Ricouer examines the nature of the historical novel, saying, “Like the word 

‘time,’ the term ‘history’ also designates some collective singular reality, one that 

encompasses two process of totalization that are under way at the level of historical 

narrative and at that of actual history” (Ricouer 3:102), he draws attention to the 

difference between “historical narrative” and “actual history” that allows for certain 

inaccuracies to occur in the fictional historical novel. There is something about the phrase 
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“actual” history that automatically suggests a level of pure veracity that no mere 

representation (historical narrative) could possibly capture due to the nature of 

representation. Saleem often acknowledges his own historical inaccuracies, but often 

dismisses those inaccuracies as nothing important. In his own words, “Some legends 

make reality, and become more useful than the facts” (Midnight 47). If Ricouer draws the 

line between historical narrative and “actual history,” Saleem disregards the distinction 

entirely. Saleem’s historical narrative, at least as Saleem himself would argue, “stands-

for” actual history despite chronological errors and historical inaccuracies. The notion of 

“actual history,” for Saleem, is not something so precise and pure as it is for Ricouer. 

Facts and truth are not always “useful” when constructing a history.  

 Saleem allows for a certain “artistic license” to exist within his narrative—

presenting the facts and standing firm even when those facts historically cannot be true. 

A historical novel, by nature, must balance “actual history”—that which documentation 

can prove occurred, and “historical narrative” that which exists with the telling of a 

historical story. And it is, “From these intimate exchanges between the historization of 

the fictional narrative and the fictionalization of the historical narrative is born what we 

call human time, which is nothing more than narrated time” (Ricouer 3:102). The idea of 

“human” or “narrated time” allows the blending of history and fiction to be something 

that naturally occurs through the process of narration. In the realms of “narrated time” 

history and fiction are allowed certain “intimate exchanges” such that facts do not 

necessarily need to line up as they would in a history textbook.  

One of the most important concepts to the novel is the idea that important things 

in your life can happen when you are not actually present (or even born) when they 
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occur. Saleem states early on in the novel that, “Most of what matters in our lives takes 

place in our absence: but I seem to have found from somewhere the trick of filling in the 

gaps of my knowledge, so that everything is in my head, down to the last detail, such as 

the way the mist seemed to slant across the early morning air…everything, and not just 

the few clues one stumbles across” (Midnight 14-15). Saleem repeats this again towards 

the end of his novel, “Most of what matters in our lives takes place in our absence; I must 

be guided by the memory of a once-glimpsed file with tell-tale initials; and by the other, 

remaining shards of the past, lingering in my ransacked memory-vaults, like broken 

bottles on a beach” (Midnight 491). The line, repeated twice in the novel, carries more 

significance when we learn that, “Most of what matters in our lives takes place in our 

absence” actually began the novel, before Rushdie decided that it was too “Tolstoyan” for 

his opening line.23  Nevertheless, even though the line remains “buried elsewhere in the 

text” (Joseph 65) it remains a very significant concept for the narrative structure. 

Saleem’s position as first person narrator recounting his life seems like it should 

inherently contradict the story he tells because he does not, in fact, only tell the story of 

his life. With a first person narrator, “A voice speaks, recounting what for it has taken 

place. To enter reading is to include in the pact between the reader and the author the 

belief that the events reported by the narrative voice belong to the past of that voice” 

(Ricouer 3:190 emphasis mine). This “pact” between reader and author depends upon the 

trust between storyteller and audience. It is a trust that Midnight’s Children purposefully 

puts into question due to the fact that Saleem claims the right to report events that do not 

belong to his past. Saleem asserts early on that, “I must commence the business of 

remaking my life from the point at which it really began, some thirty-two years before 
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anything as obvious, as present, as my clockridden, crime-stained birth” (Midnight 4). 

Saleem narrates the events that occur before his own birth with the same authority he has 

when he narrates the events that occurred during his own lifetime. The notion that “most 

of what matters in our lives takes place in our absence” allows Saleem to claim the events 

of his grandfather’s life as part of his own.  

This concept separates Rushdie’s notion of history from Faulkner’s notion of 

inherited past. For Faulkner, this past was cyclical, and something that was passed down 

from one generation to the next like a family curse. The Sutpens’ story becomes 

Quentin’s story because he has inherited the story through a system of generational 

storytelling that passes down from primogenitor to descendent. For Saleem Sinai, his 

family’s history is his history, just as his history is India’s history. There is no separation 

between generations—everything that came before Saleem is what makes Saleem who he 

is now. And everything that makes Saleem is what makes the people of India who they 

are now. Saleem proclaims very early on in the novel that, “I have been a swallower of 

lives; and to know me, just the one of me, you’ll have to swallow the lot as well” 

(Midnight 4). And the refrain, “to understand just one life, you have to swallow the 

world” (Midnight 121) repeats throughout the novel as one of the most essential concepts 

in Saleem’s philosophy. Saleem’s personal history is everyone’s story. If the Sutpens’ 

history becomes Quentin’s history, the history of Saleem’s parents and grandparents was 

always already his own history.  

 What complicates Saleem’s position as narrator is the fact that he is a first person 

narrator who essentially functions as an omniscient third person narrator. Saleem asserts 

that he can accurately portray the thoughts and actions of other people because of the 
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special abilities bestowed upon him as a midnight’s child. If we believe Saleem’s story, 

he literally has the ability to enter the minds of other characters and know their thoughts. 

First, as a child, when he actually holds telepathic abilities that allows him to read the 

thoughts and secrets of those around him. When he loses his telepathic abilities (after his 

parents drain his nose) the adult Saleem later possesses the ability to “sniff out” the truth. 

From his position as narrator, Saleem can say things like, “Using my nose (because, 

although it has lost the powers which enabled it, so recently, to make history, it has 

acquired other, compensatory gifts)—turning it inwards, I’ve been sniffing out the 

atmosphere in my grandfather’s house in those days after the death of India’s humming 

hope; and wafting down to me through the years come a curious mélange of odors” 

(Midnight 84). We accept that this first person narrator gains narrative omniscience 

through the power of his nose. He demonstrates the ability again when he accurately 

reports what the poet, Nadir Khan, thinks, “My God (I sniff out the thoughts of the 

clammy-palmed poet), the world is gone insane” (Midnight 55). As readers, we come to 

accept that, “A history book can be read as a novel” (Ricouer 3:186), and that in those 

history books, “The reader is prepared to accord the historian the exorbitant right to know 

other minds” (Ricouer 3:186). Saleem’s ability to “sniff out” the truth seems no less 

plausible than any other historian’s right to know other minds. What occurs as a 

consequence of this is what I call the great “narrative problem” of Midnight’s Children—

Saleem is at the same time the omniscient narrator of Midnight’s Children as he is the 

hero of the novel.  

 Midnight’s Children has two different narratives set in two different temporal 

realities: the story of Saleem’s present, in the pickle factory, and the story of Saleem’s 
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past, which all cumulates to the point in which Saleem arrives in the pickle factory. 

Because of the two separate temporal narratives, there are two different Saleems—

Saleem the narrator, and Saleem the hero of his own story. Midnight’s Children often 

collapses the two temporalities into one—usually by inserting a parenthetical “trace” of 

the present into the past narrative. The two temporalities become increasingly entwined 

and Saleem’s position as writer grows more tenuous with the errors, either acknowledged 

or not, permeate his narrative. Time, and more importantly, history, is inherently linked 

to Saleem’s personal family history. But whereas in Haroun, time, family history, and the 

storytelling are all linked and coexist as one, in Midnight’s Children, the more the 

personal and historical become entwined—the more Saleem’s present intrudes upon 

Saleem’s past—the more Saleem loses the ability to command his own story. Saleem’s 

personal identity directly stems from his sense of history and the telling of his story, so 

much so that it ultimately leads to his own destruction when Saleem the hero and Saleem 

the narrator become one.  

 

Meanwhile, I am ten years old 

  There are two temporalities in Midnight’s Children, or two “narrative NOWs”24 

as Seymour Chatman calls them, which is a result of Saleem’s presence as an overt 

narrator. The two temporalities of the novel are not kept separate from one another. 

While it is certainly not unusual for a fictional novel to move backwards and forwards in 

time as the narrative suits, Midnight’s Children possesses the added complication when 

Saleem-as-narrator intrudes upon the past events of Saleem-the-hero. In fact, Saleem-as-

narrator at times seems to suggest that the past events he narrates are occurring at the 
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same time he narrates them. When he says things like, “Meanwhile, I am ten years old, 

and working out how to hide in the boot of my mother’s car” (243), he purposefully plays 

with our expectations of temporality. The “meanwhile” suggests a  simultaneous present, 

implying he truly is ten years old “somewhere else” even as he sits in the pickle factory 

and constructs his story. This “meanwhile” suggests a spatial separation in the same way 

the parentheses in To the Lighthouse suggest the simultaneous nature of the Ramsay 

deaths with the present moment of the decaying house. And yet it is not a spatial 

separation but a temporal separation that suggests the ten-year-old Saleem exists at the 

same time thirty-year-old Saleem does. This is the most important temporal aspect of 

Midnight’s Children—it is not a novel that transports back and forth between past and 

present, it is a novel where past and present occurs at the same time.  

With any historical novel there is a level of the simultaneous experience of time 

due to the fact that two temporalities will always inevitably occur with the reading of that 

novel: the past moments recounted within the historical text and the present moment of 

the reader.25 Ricouer phrases the simultaneous temporal paradox nicely when he asks, 

“As readers of history are we not ourselves made contemporaries of past events by a 

vibrant reconstruction of their intertwining? In short, is the past intelligible by any other 

way than as persisting in the present?” (Ricouer 3:144). Midnight’s Children confronts 

Ricouer’s question head-on—the present is contemporaneous with the past. Saleem, with 

his “meanwhile” suggests the past does persist in the present. Or more accurately, 

perhaps it could be said that Saleem deliberately creates the idea that the present persists 

in the past. One of the main ways the present appears to persist in the past is with the 

novel’s narratee-character, Saleem’s physical audience, Padma. Padma’s reactions to 
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Saleem’s story, her commentary, her urging for details and “bullying [Saleem] back into 

the world of linear narrative, the universe of what-happened-next” (Midnight 39) serve as 

a surrogate for the reader and acts as the reader’s voice.  

For any novel, there is an implied reader and an implied author, but the notion of 

the text as something that is read, usually remains implied. It is accepted that with any 

novel, “Without the reader who accompanies it, there is no configuring act at work in the 

text; and without a reader to appropriate it, there is no world unfolded before the text. Yet 

the illusion is endlessly reborn that the text is a structure in itself and for itself and that 

reading happens to the text as some extrinsic and contingent event” (Ricouer 3:164). 

Midnight’s Children collapses that “illusion” so that reading is not just an extrinsic event. 

The novel builds its own audience just as it contains its own author—Padma “reads” the 

story just as Saleem “writes” it. Saleem begins as a solitary writer of memoir but Padma 

insists that, “if you are going to spend you’re your time wrecking your eyes with that 

scribbling, at least you must read it to me” (Midnight 29). We know that Saleem 

considers there is another audience to his story, a more “implied reader”—or extrinsic 

and contingent affair—because he constantly references another audience beyond Padma. 

Even after Padma momentarily leaves his side, he states, “thus abandoned, I have 

returned, having no option, to my work” (Midnight 138), which demonstrates that her 

presence is not required for the construction of his project. Saleem even depends upon a 

certain kind of audience participation beyond Padma, as he says, “I have not, I think, 

been good at describing emotions—believing my audience to be capable of joining in; of 

imagining for themselves what I have been unable to re-imagine, so that my story 

becomes yours as well” (Midnight 336 emphasis his). While an extrinsic reader is a 
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necessary part of the novel that Saleem acknowledges, depending upon Padma as 

audience is an essential aspect of the story’s creation. First and foremost, Padma-as-

audience serves as an important touchstone to the present moment of narration that 

Saleem can use as a method to critique his own story, often (but not exclusively) in 

parenthetical format. 

 The two “narrative NOWs” of the novel are distinct from one another. There is 

Saleem’s present, in a pickle factory writing his story and talking to Padma, and there is 

the present of Saleem’s story, which is in fact, Saleem’s past. This is slightly reminiscent 

of the temporal reality in Absalom, Absalom! Quentin’s timeline in the present is very 

distinct from the past events of the Sutpen’s story. The relationship between the two 

temporalities, however, is completely different. In Absalom, Absalom! Quentin’s present 

attempts to piece together what occurred in the past, such that the narrative of those past 

events resembles the slow uncovering of a mystery novel. Saleem’s present commands 

the past-narrative, such that the narrative of those past events is a slow revelation 

completely at Saleem’s manipulations. Furthermore, the two temporalities of Midnight’s 

Children differ sharply from the two temporalities in Absalom, Absalom! because 

Quentin’s present remains completely distinct from the Sutpen’s past. In Midnight’s 

Children, Saleem as narrator often interrupts his own presence into the narrative of the 

past. Even before he is born, Saleem-of-the-present consistently inserts his own presence. 

 Unlike Absalom, Absalom! the narrative of Midnight’s Children is not easily split 

between “past” and “present” in part because Saleem reverses the nature of “trace” by 

inserting the present into the past narrative. Any accurate recounting of the past is made 

possible because traces of that past still exist in the present moment. This works with the 
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idea that, “If archives can be said to be instituted, and their documents are collected and 

conserved, this is so on the basis of the presupposition that the past has left a trace, which 

has become the monuments and documents that bear witness to the past” (Ricouer 3:119). 

Ricouer’s notion of the “trace” is important, because I am going to use his definition in a 

slightly different way. Quoting Littré, Ricouer defines the trace as, “any mark left by a 

thing” (qtd. Littré 119) and continues on to say, “On the one hand, the trace is visible 

here and now, as a vestige, a mark. On the other hand, there is a trace (or track) because 

“earlier” a human being or an animal passed this way. Something did something. Even in 

language as we use it, the vestige or mark “indicates” the pastness of the passage…” 

(Ricouer 3:119). Ricouer’s trace, then, is anything created in the “past” that continues to 

exist in the present moment. Ricouer finds a paradox with this trace because, “the passage 

no longer is but the trace remains” (Ricouer 3:119) and, “People pass, their works 

remain. But they remain as things among other things” (Ricouer 3:120). As Ricouer 

explains, the existence of footprints suggests that at one point there was an animal in the 

spot, but that animal is no longer in the present (Ricouer 3:119). In the same way that old 

letters and historical artifacts prove that at one point, someone was alive, but all that 

remains is a “thing among other things.” The trace exists and existed in two different 

temporal realities. The significance of this “trace” is that, “This double allegiance of the 

trace, far from betraying an ambiguity, constitutes the trace as the connection between 

two areas of thought, and, by implication, between two perspectives of time” (Ricouer 

3:120). The trace is a bridge between two separate temporalities. It is only because of this 

bridge that the present moment has any proof that a past moment existed at all. Without 

the traces of the Sutpen past—Miss Rosa, Quentin’s grandfather, the letter from Bon to 
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Judith—Quentin would have no connection to the Sutpen’s story and thus the past might 

as well never existed at all. Without proof of the past, there is no past.  

 The slight twist in Midnight’s Children is that the trace, I argue, does not serve as 

a reminder that the past existed in the present moment, but rather, reminds us instead that 

the present exists in the past moments. Saleem as narrator, or, Saleem in the “present,” 

inserts reminders throughout his story, often parenthetically, that his present still exists as 

our future. These parenthetical reminders, or traces, bridge Saleem’s two different 

temporal realities together as one. It is the way Saleem bridges history (the past) with his 

story (the present moment of the telling of his past), and in doing so, Midnight’s Children 

deliberately calls attention to the tenuous distinction between the two temporalities. The 

novel revolves around certain binaries—past and present, history and fiction, narrator and 

hero—but by reversing the order of the trace (no longer as proof of the past in the present 

but as proof of present in the past), the structural integrity of the binaries begins to 

collapse. 

 The parentheses serve as a way for Saleem to pause his narration and comment 

upon it. Or rather, the parentheses serve as a kind of trace of the present found in 

Saleem’s past recollections. It is a way of “[signifying] something without making it 

appear” (Ricouer 3:125). Often times, the parentheses provide a way of bringing the two 

temporalities of the text together: Saleem can tell the story of his past while 

parenthetically discussing what occurs in the present, most often by using Padma as the 

touchstone for the present reality of his story. Padma is someone who only exists in 

Saleem’s “present” (the future moment of the readers). She is someone who, we find out 

at the end, only appears in Saleem’s life at the very end of his story, and so her presence 
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becomes wholly aligned with the present. Whenever Saleem takes the time to 

parenthetically comment to Padma, as when we are about to hear the prophecy regarding 

his birth, “(And now we’re here. Padma: this is it)” (63), we know that Padma stands in 

for a deliberate reminder that there is some other temporal reality existing within the 

story. She is the present colliding with Saleem’s past, and the future that we the readers 

are slowly building towards. The parenthetical trace then serves as a reminder that all of 

this has already taken place.  

Early on in the text the parentheses provide a kind of foreshadowing. In a 

parenthetical aside, Saleem inserts a commentary, “(…And already I can see the 

repetitions beginning; because didn’t my grandmother also find enormous…and the 

stroke, too, was not the only…and the Brass Monkey had her birds… the curse begins 

already, and we haven’t even go to the noses yet!)” (7). The “repetitions” that make up 

the core of the novel are the deliberate themes Saleem will use throughout his story. The 

parenthetical trace in these instances allow Saleem to comment upon his own life. These 

foreshadows once again alert the reader to Saleem in the present, remind us that all of this 

has already happened, and force us to pay attention to the themes that Saleem feels are 

important. Saleem often provides his story (and his readers) with glimpses into the future 

of the tale. He references Brass Monkey before we know who she is. This means that in 

any given parentheses, Saleem-from-the-present inserts the future-for-the-reader into the 

past-present of his story.  

Gerard Genette tells us that in a novel with a narrator, “Like the narrator, the 

narratee is one of the elements in the narrating situation, and he is necessarily located at 

the same diegic level; that is, he does not merge a priori with the reader (even an implied 
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reader) any more than the narrator necessarily merges with the author” (Genette 259). 

And while this is true for Midnight’s Children as well, this novel deliberately challenges 

the idea that the “narratee” and “the reader” cannot be the same person. In the same sense 

that the novel deliberately collapses the difference between “narrator” and “hero” or even 

“narrator” and “author.” Which is to say, the “narratee” and the “reader” might not 

necessarily merge together, but they do their best to do so through the course of 

Midnight’s Children. Padma, unlike other famous narratee-characters is not simply 

listening to the narrator tell a story. She reads (or listens to Saleem read) an actual text 

after Saleem finishes writing it down. This distinction is slight but important, it means 

that Padma, unlike the narratee-characters of texts like Heart of Darkness or Wuthering 

Heights, has an actual, physical text in the same way actual readers do. This brings 

Padma closer to the implied or actual audience as narratively possible. 

For example, before we know which of Aadam Aziz’ daughters is Saleem’s 

mother, a parenthesis interrupts the story with, “(‘Her?’ Padma guesses. ‘That hussy is 

your mother?’ But there are other mothers-to-be, other future fathers, wafting in and out 

through the silence)” (57). Padma’s question—mirroring the reader’s own uncertainty, 

touches back to Saleem’s present in the pickle factory. Saleem, as far as we are aware, 

does not directly answer Padma’s question, but he makes a point of telling the reader that 

there are “other mothers-to-be”—a reference to Saleem’s assertion that many people have 

taken on the role of his parents. Padma’s question places her in the position of the reader; 

she is just as ignorant about what will happen as those reading the book. Saleem’s answer 

(or nonanswer) places him in the position of the author—the all knowing creator who 

holds all the answers but chooses when and where to reveal them. While the implied 
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reader and the implied author are still necessary to the reading of the text, Padma and 

Saleem as literal reader and author within the text helps create the “intimate exchanges” 

between history and fiction, where Ricouer states we find “narrated time.” 

 The parenthetical trace in this moment—Padma in the “present” questioning 

Saleem’s story in the “past” and Saleem’s answer in the “present” that foretells the 

reader’s “future” experience—combines the past, present, and future experience of the 

reader. Because Saleem’s story crosses so many temporal spaces it is important for 

Saleem-the-narrator to be able to comment on his story from the position of his present. 

This is not an unusual narrative device; “The ‘first-person’ narrative lends itself better 

than any other to anticipation, by the very fact of its avowedly retrospective character, 

which authorizes the narrator to allude to the future and in particular to his present 

situation, for these to some extent form part of his role” (Genette 67). This “anticipation” 

that exists in a first person retrospective occurs by the very nature of the fact that there is 

a disconnect between what the narrator knows and what the narrator chooses to reveal to 

the audience. Unlike journals or epistolary styles popular in the Eighteenth Century that 

depend upon dictating actions as they occur in the present moment—narrators like 

Pamela and Clarissa are in as much ignorance of their fates as the readers—whenever the 

narrator holds a different temporal vantage point from his story there exists a difference 

in power between narrator and audience. Saleem, up until the very end, has the 

advantage;“The distinction between story-NOW and discourse-NOW remains perfectly 

clear, for the narrator knows the outcome of the story, and it is evident that his present 

remains posterior to that of the characters” (Chatman 83). Even though Padma’s present 

aligns itself with Saleem’s present—posterior to any other character—she remains as 
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oblivious to the outcome as anyone else. “Narrated time” occurs because Saleem can 

withhold the identity of his mother from Padma. As the narrator, he exists on a separate 

temporal reality than Padma or the reader. For him, the events have already occurred. For 

Padma and the reader, the events will occur. 

Saleem takes advantage of this temporal distance to often reveal information 

before revelations are meant to occur, such as when he comments upon himself in regards 

to his pregnant mother and says, “(No: not that fraudulent tadpole in her stomach: I mean 

myself, in my historical role, of which prime ministers have written “…it is, in a sense, 

the mirror of us all.” Great forces were working that night; and all present were about to 

feel their power, and be afraid.)” (94-95). Saleem’s commentary on his life is an example 

of what Genette calls the “interpolated” or “between the moments of the action”  (Genette 

217) type of narrating where, “the extreme closeness of story to narrating produces here, 

most often, a very subtle effect of fiction…between the slight temporal displacement of 

the narrative of events (‘Here is what happened to me today’) and the complete 

simultaneousness in the report of thoughts and feelings (‘Here is what I think about it this 

evening’)” (Genette 217-218). Saleem’s remarks are, of course, before we know who the 

“fraudulent tadpole in her stomach” is, and more importantly, before we as readers even 

know a switch has taken place. He is not just someone who has experienced these events, 

he is the person who exists because these events have already occurred.  

He can report both on what happened to him as well as what he thinks about what 

happened to him at a much later vantage point. The parenthetical trace serves as a way to 

link the two Saleems (past and present) together. The best way to understand Saleem is to 

understand that, “The narrator is at one and the same time still the hero and already 
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someone else: the events of the day are already in the past, and the “point of view” may 

have been modified since then, the feelings of the evening or the next day are fully of the 

present, and here focalization through the narrator is at the same time focalization 

through the hero” (Genette 218). On the one hand, Saleem-the-narrator is just like any 

other narrator who has had the proper time to modify his point-of-view after experiencing 

his story. When he offers interpolated narrative hints about what will occur in the future, 

such as with the “fraudulent tadpole” comment, he is still providing the proper 

focalization of events. When Padma expresses outrage after the revelation regarding how 

he was switched at birth, Saleem very accurately defends, “Nor have I been guilty of 

trickery. I provided clues” (Midnight 131). Saleem provides focalization, his point of 

view as the narrator has already been altered by the events that take place when he is the 

hero. Saleem is always at the same time the “narrator” and “someone else.” However, the 

“narrative problem,” as I call it, occurs because Saleem is not content to remain 

“narrator” and “someone else.” “Meanwhile, I am ten years old” calls for two separate 

states of being existing concurrently. That is to say, Saleem is not a narrator who once 

was a ten year old boy, hiding in his mother’s car, he is a narrator at the same time he is a 

ten year old boy, hiding in his mother’s car.  

 

The wild god of memory and the lotus-goddess of the present 

 Throughout the novel it is very clear that Saleem takes his role as a storyteller 

very seriously. He very deliberately constructs a story that emphasizes his desired themes 

and has the proper narrative structure. It is through this conscious effort to not only tell 

his story but to tell the right story that we begin to see the ways Saleem falls apart. The 
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more “Saleem the narrator” intrudes upon “Saleem the hero’s” story, the more Saleem as 

narrator begins to lose control over his own story. In a scene that takes place in the pickle 

factory, in “Saleem’s present,” he comments, “Someone (never mind who) stands beside 

Padma at my bedside, holding [my son] in her arms” (Midnight 239). The parenthetical 

“never mind who” at first appears like a dismissal of unimportant information. It would 

stand to reason that what currently happens in Saleem’s present is of less narrative 

importance than what takes place in the past. And yet when he speaks of “someone” 

again he is clearly not speaking about this person because he views her identity as 

unimportant. The more he speaks about this “someone” the more we realize this nameless 

person’s extreme importance: 

Someone speaks anxiously, trying to force her way into my story ahead of time; 

but it won’t work…someone, who founded this pickle-factory and its ancillary 

bottling works, who has been looking after my impenetrable child, just as 

once…wait on! She nearly wormed it out of me then, but fortunately I’ve still got 

my wits about me, fever or no fever! Someone will just have to step back and 

remain cloaked in anonymity until it’s her turn; and that won’t be until the very 

end. (239) 

This “someone” takes on a mysterious air because of Saleem’s refusal to name her. 

Moreover, his insistence that she must remain unnamed speaks to Saleem’s own 

awareness of a storyteller. Despite Saleem’s own sporadic foreshadowing, he clearly 

wants to present his story in a (somewhat) linear fashion, introducing characters and 

events in their proper place. He does not want this “someone” to appear in his story 

“ahead of time.” She has to wait for “her turn” and, he tells us, that “won’t be until the 
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very end.” This is what Genette refers to as “a recall that is anticipated,” or, “a detour no 

longer by the past but by the future—[which] occurs each time the narrator explains in 

advance how he will later, after the event, be informed of a present incident (or of its 

significance)” (Genette 81). Saleem very obviously takes a detour from his recollections 

by discussing this “someone” who stands by him in the present. He gives us this “recall 

that is anticipated” at the same time he declares his intentions to preserve the linearity of 

his story and leave the future experience of the reader in the reader’s future experience.  

When we reach the end of his story we learn that the “someone” Saleem was so 

desperate to remain anonymous was his old ayah, Mary Pereira, the woman responsible 

for him being switched at birth and one of his “many mothers.” However, long before 

Saleem’s proper introduction of Mary Pereira as the owner of the pickle factory we 

realize that he already told us who the mysterious “someone” was when he discusses the 

chutney that the pickle factory makes: “And while chutney—the same chutney which, 

back in 1957, my ayah Mary Pereira had made so perfectly; the grasshopper-green 

chutney which is forever associated with those days—carried them back into the world of 

my past…” (241). By stating that it is the “same chutney” which his “ayah Mary Pereira 

had made so perfectly” “back in 1957” he has already unwittingly confessed the fact that 

Mary Pereira has reentered his life. 

 It must be assumed that this reveal is accidental on Saleem’s part because of his 

earlier desperation at the idea of revealing Mary Pereira’s identity “ahead of time.” 

Mary’s presence at his bedside—and thus the narrative—is intrusive, almost a violation. 

The language he uses—saying that she tries to “force” her way into his story or that she 

“nearly wormed it out” of him—suggests a deliberate threat to his narrative integrity. He 



 Denham 112 

claims he only manages to withstand introducing her too early because he “still” has his 

“wits,” despite his fever. Keeping Mary Pereira’s identity a secret seems like a battle he 

can only win with intense focus and deliberation. It is clearly important to Saleem that he 

maintains control of his story. The fact that he does reveal who stands by him when he 

discusses the chutney suggests that he does not always possess the control he claims to 

have. Mary Pereira’s introduction (or his deliberate refusal to introduce her before her 

time) represents a problem of balance between past and present. Or, more specifically, 

between memory and present; to use Saleem’s phrasing, “I have become, it seems to me, 

the apex of an isosceles triangle, supported equally by twin deities, the wild god of 

memory and the lotus-goddess of the present” (171). Saleem must always balance the 

events of his memory and the events of his present, and both must be successfully 

navigated through his position as a storyteller. Saleem’s position as the “apex of an 

isosceles triangle”—balance between present and memory—reflects the pervasive 

narrative problem between balancing Saleem as the hero of his story with Saleem as the 

narrator of his story. 

Saleem is always aware of his position of narrator, or rather, of his position as a 

storyteller, and is often seen as deliberately constructing his story in a certain way.  

Genette differentiates between “story” and “narrative” by defining the terms as such: “I 

propose… to use the word story for the signified or narrative context… to use the word 

narrative for the signifier, statement, discourse or narrative text itself, and to use the 

word narrating for the producing narrative action and, by extension, the whole of the real 

or fictional situation in which that action takes place” (Genette 27). I propose there must 

also be a difference between narrating as a production and storytelling as a deliberate 
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crafting of the narrative context. Genette calls attention to the way narrating differs from 

merely reporting events as they occurred because narration contains “the complete 

simultaneousness in the reports of thoughts and feelings” (Genette 218) or “the whole of 

the real or fictional situation” (Genette 218). The act of narrating requires the temporal 

disconnect in order to contain the whole experience in which the narrator has then 

processed and can then articulate. Storytelling, then, must be able to do all this—contain 

the thoughts and feelings post-event—but also hold an awareness for how best to convey 

the “whole” fictional situation. In other words, storytelling must have an audience—and 

some awareness as to how best to convey any given narrative whole to that audience. In 

one of the parenthetical traces of the present, Saleem muses on Padma as his audience 

and thinks, “(I wish, at times, for a more discerning audience, someone who would 

understand the need for rhythm, pacing, the subtle introduction of minor chords which 

will later rise, swell, seize the melody…” (Midnight 112-113). Saleem demonstrates his 

need to tell a story, not just to narrate a simple statement of facts, through his own 

awareness of “rhythm, pacing, the subtle introduction of minor chords which will later 

rise.” He asserts that he crafts his tale in a very particular way that “a more discerning 

audience” would better appreciate. Saleem always tries to maintain control over how he 

tells his story. It is not merely that he tries to reveal narrative events in their proper 

“place” but he maintains the right to misinform the reader as he sees fit to do as a 

storyteller. 

Saleem, in numerous occasions, exaggerates, alters or outright lies about what 

actually occurs. And most often, Saleem asserts that these inaccuracies are still 

nevertheless true. Saleem declares, “I told you the truth… Memory’s truth, because 
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memory has its own special kind. It selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, minimizes, 

glorifies, and vilifies also; but in the end it creates its own reality, its heterogeneous but 

usually coherent version of events; and no sane human being ever trusts someone else’s 

version more than his own” (242). Saleem’s definition of “memory’s truth” brings to 

mind Ricouer’s question, “What does the term ‘real’ mean when it is applied to the 

historical past? What are we saying when we say that something ‘really’ happened?” 

(Ricouer 3:142). Memoirs or autobiographies often depend upon memory as the sole 

source for information regarding the past of the individual. And yet, without the 

documents or archives (the “trace” as Ricouer puts it) to support memory’s claims any 

recounted memory must naturally be questioned as possibly unreliable. Midnight’s 

Children poses itself as a fictional memoir, however Saleem argues that this kind of 

uncertainty is unnecessary. The events that he narrates are true because they stem from 

his memory—“memory’s truth.” His idea is almost syllogistic: “this is true because I say 

it is true.” Saleem asserts that just because memory alters what actually occurs, does not 

mean what he remembers is any less accurate. Indeed, by saying that memory’s truth 

“creates its own reality” he seemingly opens up the idea of parallel universes or multiple 

realities—one person’s understanding of how things occurred is no less true than 

someone else’s different recounting of the same thing. All things can be true at once—

there is no single truth. History, or historical texts, must “aim at being reconstructions of 

the past” (Ricouer 3:142). Midnight’s Children, as a fictionalized version of history, is 

still fiction and as such, “Fiction alone, because it remains fiction even when it projects 

and depicts experience, can allow a little inebriation” (Ricouer 3:137). It does not have to 
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be wholly accurate, and built into the narrative of the text is the idea that even 

inaccuracies can be true.  

However,  “the truth” Saleem asserts as true—or “memory’s truth” only remains 

an acceptable version of “what really happened” if Saleem maintains control over his 

narrative and either creates the inaccuracies intentionally or reports the events as he 

remembers them to have occurred, even if later proved incorrect. But as Saleem’s slip 

with revealing Mary Pereira’s identity “ahead of time” shows, he is not always in control 

of his own narrative. Saleem, as the “apex of an isosceles triangle” constructs a narrative 

where: 

To be sure, we can speak again in this connection of coincidence, in 

characterizing the interplay between the perspective of the hero, who advances 

toward his uncertain future through the apprenticeship to signs, and that of the 

narrator, who forgets nothing and anticipates the overall meaning of the 

adventure. The narrator we might say is caught up in a sort of overlapping of time 

spans by incorporating the reminiscences of the hero in the course of a search that 

moves forward, giving the narrative the form of a ‘future in the past.’ (Ricouer 

3:134) 

Saleem’s problem as that apex is that he attempts at once to seem like the hero advancing 

to an uncertain future and the narrator caught up in overlapping time spans. He is not 

always able to maintain this separation between what he does not know and what he 

chooses not to reveal. Furthermore, his position as a narrator becomes increasingly 

threatened each time he is unable to maintain control over the “overlapping time spans.” 

As the narrator, he must always anticipate the overall meaning of the adventure. 
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Furthermore, we trust that as the narrator he “forgets nothing” and that every move the 

hero makes is one that the narrator carefully crafts within his tale to guide us to that 

overall meaning. Thus, when Saleem does forget little things—when he makes errors 

within his story, or tries to force some cohesion that does not quite fit with the overall 

vision, he loses his ability to remain as a narrator distinct from the hero.  

 

Rereading my work, I have discovered an error in chronology 

 Saleem always works to direct his audience to his intended theme, and as the 

writer of his tale he very consciously constructs what he wishes to reveal and what he 

wishes to remain hidden. Furthermore, he never expects his audience to take everything 

he says at face value. He addresses his physical audience and says, “Padma: if you’re a 

little uncertain of my reliability, well, a little uncertainty is no bad thing. Cocksure men 

do terrible deeds. Women, too” (242). Saleem never denies that he is an unreliable 

narrator, and indeed, he even goes so far as to assert that unreliability is a good thing. At 

the idea that potential critics of his writing might take issue with his inaccuracies, he 

states, “Although I’m well aware that I am providing any future commentators or venom-

quilled critics (to whom I say: twice before, I’ve been subjected to snake-poison; on both 

occasions, I proved stronger than venenes)” (414). Saleem positions himself as the master 

of his narrative and displays a dismissive attitude towards his literal audience (Padma) 

and any hypothetical/implied audience (his potential critics) at the notion that incorrect 

facts might invalidate his text. Saleem encourages unreliability, which would suggest that 

any errors in his text are only errors because the audience cannot fully understand his 

vision. By likening the critics to snakes—a reoccurring motif throughout the book—and 
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acknowledging his supposed invulnerability to venom, Saleem asserts that critics who 

strike at narrative errors are threats he knows he has the power to withstand. 

Saleem works with “memory’s truth,” and repeatedly reassures his audience that 

just because his story might not be historically accurate it does not make his story any 

less true. As a narrator, Saleem has no obligation to present historical truth. Midnight’s 

Children is, after all, a novel and not a history book, and, “the most visible but not 

necessarily the most decisive feature in the opposition between fictive time and historical 

time is the emancipation of the narrator—whom we are not confusing with the author—

with respect to the major obligation imposed on the historian, namely, the need to 

conform to the specific connectors acting to reinscribe lived time upon cosmic time” 

(Ricouer 3:128). The only thing that complicates Saleem’s “emancipation” as a narrator 

is Saleem himself. The basic set-up of the novel is that Saleem physically writes out 

everything we are reading. This written text is than read by Padma (including the parts 

where Saleem writes out Padma’s response to her own descriptions) and then the written 

text is preserved in a pickle jar. Saleem complicates this set-up because at times he will 

read over what he wrote, taking himself out of the position of writer and placing him 

alongside Padma and the implied readers as audience to his own story. The important 

distinction to make is that while Saleem might critique his own work, he never edits what 

is written. Even when he realizes there are errors with what he previously wrote, he is no 

different than any other reader with an unalterable text. When he acknowledges his own 

chronological error, he panics but never attempts to alter what he wrote: “Rereading my 

work, I have discovered an error in chronology. The assassination of Mahatma Gandhi 

occurs, in these pages, on the wrong date. But I cannot say, now, what the actual 
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sequence of events might have been; in my India, Gandhi will continue to die in the 

wrong time” (Midnight 190). The “error” that Saleem discusses is an event that can be 

factually proven—there is an actual, recorded date for the assassination of Mahatma 

Gandhi. Despite knowing that he got the date wrong, Saleem insists that it will just have 

to keep being on the wrong date in his own work, creating a type of “alternate universe” 

history. Saleem will later assert that memory’s truth “creates its own reality” so his India 

is a separate reality in which Gandhi’s assassination occurs on the wrong date. The 

possibility of fixing the error never seems to occur to him. The text becomes “fixed” the 

moment it is written which creates the illusion that the story we have read as audience 

becomes reality and truth at the moment Saleem writes it. Saleem creates a separate 

temporal reality, no less true than historical fact, by the mere act of writing it and it 

becomes solidified the moment it is read. 

By all accounts, Saleem should accept his “emancipation as a narrator.” And yet, 

the more errors he discovers in his chronology, the more he begins to fall apart. Saleem 

asks the all important question: “Does one error invalidate the entire fabric? Am I so far 

gone, in my desperate need for meaning, that I’m prepared to distort everything—to re-

write the whole of history of my times purely in order to place myself in the central 

role?” (Midnight 190). He questions his very setup—and begins to wonder aloud what 

the readers have been wondering all along—how far is he willing to distort history in 

order to make himself the central figure? Because, we must recall, Saleem is not just 

constructing a historical text. He is writing a History of India that perfectly aligns with 

his personal family history. Rushdie reveals that the attempts to weave history into 

Midnight’s Children were integral to the creation of the novel. In his memoir he states, 
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“He had found an intersection between the private and the public and would build his 

book on the crossroads. The political and the personal could no longer be kept apart” 

(Joseph 56). He expresses disdain towards novels written with a historical background 

that do nothing towards integrating that history in the contents of the story.26 It is an 

interesting critique, because it implies the idea that a fictional novel set in a particularly 

historically charged era has an obligation to acknowledge the times. Regardless of 

whether or not that implication is true, I am attempting to call attention to the difference 

between Rushdie’s project and Saleem’s. Rushdie’s intention, as revealed in his 

memoir,27 is to write a novel where personal and private are not kept apart. In this task, 

he unarguably succeeds. Saleem’s project, however, is to write a novel that demonstrates 

that his private realm directly reflects and even causes the events in the public sphere and 

this goal, arguably, fails. 

Integrating the “real” (that is, that which is historically documented fact) with the 

realms of fiction is not universal. As we recall, it is that blend of history and fiction that 

we can expect to find “narrated time.” If a fictional text includes a historically factual 

event, then the historical event inevitably becomes no different than fiction within the 

parameters of that text. However, 

…We would be sorely mistaken if we were to conclude that these dated or datable 

events draw the time of fiction into the gravitational field of historical time. What 

occurs is just the opposite. From the mere fact that the narrator and the leading 

characters are fictional, all references to real historical events are divested of their 

function of standing for the historical past and are set on par with the unreal 

statues of other events (Ricouer 3:129) 
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Once again, I state that Rushdie’s project is undeniably fiction, and the datable events are 

the set on par with his fictional events within the text of Midnight’s Children. It is only 

examine Saleem as “writer” and Saleem’s goals where the project begins to fall apart. 

What continues to define Saleem as a narrator is his willingness to accept his own 

“emancipation” in one moment and have a complete breakdown in the next over his own 

narrative confinement. Rushdie knowingly included history into his fictional text, this 

much is undeniable. In doing so, this history is on par with the fictional ones, just as 

Ricouer suggests. However, Saleem’s acceptance that Gandhi’s assassination will just 

have to continue to be on the wrong date to his later realization, “And then it occurs to 

me that I have made another error—that the election of 1957 took place before and not 

after, my tenth birthday, but although I have racked my brains, my memory refuses, 

stubbornly, to alter the sequence of events. This is worrying. I don’t know what’s gone 

wrong” (Midnight 254) demonstrates that merely accepting the historical moments as 

fictional is not enough. Saleem accepts his story as a construct, but the more he loses 

control over the construction, the more he himself begins to fall apart as a narrator. 

Padma tries to console him, saying, “Everybody forgets some small things, all the time!” 

(Midnight 254). But Saleem refuses consolation, stating only, “But if small things go, 

will large things be close behind?” (254). Saleem might go so far as to assert that 

“memory’s truth” is its own kind of truth within narrative, but if he doubts his own 

memories he no longer has narrative control over his story. It must always be 

remembered that Saleem is not just telling the story of his personal history, but the 

History of India. But in the immortal words of Ezra Pound, Saleem “cannot make it 
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cohere.” The more Saleem as narrator falls apart, the more Saleem as “someone else”—

Saleem the hero—loses the ability to advance. 

 The most telling example of this occurs at the end of the novel when he reveals 

that he has deliberately lied about only one thing: “To tell the truth, I lied about Shiva’s 

death. My first out-and-out lie—although my presentation of the Emergency in the guise 

of six-hundred-and-thirty-five-day-long midnight was perhaps excessively romantic, and 

certainly contradicted by the available meteorological data” (510). This confession comes 

on the coattails of revealing Shiva’s death—murdered at the hand of one of his (many) 

lovers. He asserts that Shiva still terrifies him, and, “That’s why I fibbed, anyway; for the 

first time, I fell victim to the temptation of every autobiographer, to the illusion that since 

the past exists only in one’s memories and the words which strive vainly to encapsulate 

them, it is possible to create past events simply by saying they occurred” (510). Saleem’s 

reflection about his “first lie” seems willfully ignorant regarding his own narrative style, 

since all along he has been trying to “create past events simply by saying they occurred.” 

He shifted the date of Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination simply because it suited his 

narrative better. He already acknowledges that “memory’s truth creates its own reality,” 

so arguably Shiva’s death scene should be no different. His graceful nod regarding his 

“excessively romantic” representation of the long midnight seems to imply that all other 

exaggerations do not “count” as “lies.” This is not the first time he acknowledges that 

“available meteorological data” contradicts his assertions, as he previously describes 

how, “When they emerged from the jungle, it was October 1971. And I am bound to 

admit (but, in my opinion, the fact only reinforces my wonder at the time-shifting sorcery 

of the forest) that there was no tidal wave recorded that month, although, over a year 
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previously, floods had indeed devastated the region” (Midnight 423). Saleem seems 

willing enough to credit time-shifting forests, romanticizations, and “memory’s truth” as 

reasons why his story can be true even when historical “trace” proves otherwise. And yet, 

his “first lie” regarding Shiva’s death remains the one thing he cannot allow to remain as 

part of his narrative. It could be seen as the only thing Saleem ever attempts to “edit” out 

of his novel.  

 What Saleem’s “lie” demonstrates is the fact that Saleem has not been faithful to 

his own vision for his project. If he was in complete mastery of his narrative then his 

“lie” would not matter. As with Gandhi’s death occurring on the wrong date, Saleem 

could create the reality of Shiva’s death. However, while Saleem is willing to allow that 

just because a memory is false, it is no less true, a deliberate “out-and-out” lie crumbles 

at the seams. The reason for this is because Saleem is always trying to craft not just a 

history but his own identity. His project is not just a story but a reflection of his being as 

it parallel’s India’s state of being. Therefore, as a narrator, he must be able to control his 

story to the point where he is clearly in charge of what it conveys and how. But Saleem 

continually falls apart at this mastery. Either by unwitting errors like the revelation of 

Mary Pereira’s identity “ahead of time” or errors in chronology Saleem as the narrator 

cannot control his story. By lying about Shiva, Saleem falsifies his own identity, and 

perhaps invalidates the whole project. 

 

Aircraft, real or fictional, dropped actual or mythical bombs 

 It becomes very clear by the end of the novel that telling this story is not just a 

way of preserving a history, but Saleem’s way of preserving his own identity. The core of 
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the novel revolves around the idea that Saleem is linked to India and therefore his identity 

parallels India’s national identity. Throughout the course of the novel, Saleem Sinai 

integrates the idea that what happens to him and his family correlates directly with what 

happens in the grander scheme of history.28 Put more concisely, Saleem asserts that his 

personal history somehow causes or at least parallels the political reality. When he states 

that, “Such historical coincidences have littered, and perhaps befouled, my family’s 

existence in the world” (23) it is clear from his narrative that he does not actual consider 

these parallels to be “coincidence.” Especially considering how often he has to alter 

historical dates in order to align with personal occurrences. In many cases he goes so far 

as to say these events occur because of what happens in his personal family history. We 

must always remember that the Midnight’s Children were, “fathered by history.” For 

Saleem (and the rest of the Midnight’s Children) personal history is always already 

intersected with political history because they are children of time as much as they are 

children of their parents.  

There is a sense throughout Saleem’s narrative that history and reality are close 

enough together that it is not difficult to breach from one place to the next. Or rather, 

Saleem occasionally creates the idea that both “history” and “reality” are places that one 

can move in and out of at will. In one example towards the end of the novel, he discusses 

Pavarti-the-witch’s return to his life and says, “and there was one more curious 

fact…unless I have forgotten, unless it was on another day… it seems to me, at any rate, 

that on the day of Pavarti’s return, an Indian Cabinet Minister was in his railway carriage, 

at Samastipur, when an explosion blew him into the history books” (476). Although he 

integrates his standard level of uncertainty with the phrases, “unless I have forgotten” and 
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“unless it was on another day,” creating a level of plausible deniability, he ultimately 

asserts that these parallels are there for a reason. The explosive return of Pavarti is no 

different than the explosion that kills a Cabinet Minister. When he speaks of the Cabinet 

Minister who was thrown “into the history books,” he calls attention to the idea that the 

separation between reality and history is a fragile one. Here, it is significant that he refers 

to “history books” instead of just “history” because it reflects the idea that history is 

something that is written. If there is no one to write down the events, then it does not 

become history. It then follows that Saleem’s story is history because he is writing it 

down, and preserving his words in pickle jars.  

Saleem would argue that it is not so much the writing of a story that creates 

history, but the telling of that story. It is essential to Saleem that he has an audience; he 

does not merely narrate a story, he crafts his tale with the knowledge that it not only will 

be read (by the implied reader) but that it is read by Padma. The true connection between 

audience and the recitation of history does not become clear until towards the end of the 

novel during the Indo-Pakistani War. Saleem momentarily loses his memory and serves 

the soldiers as a “dog-man” who sniffs out the locations of landmines. He and four others 

become lost in a jungle, and it is there that we see the way history is pivotal to the 

creation of identity. It is only through the telling of his story that Saleem can recapture 

himself.  

Saleem refers to this jungle as “the jungle which is so thick that history has hardly 

ever found the way in” (Midnight 413). This place that “history” cannot find alludes to 

the idea of history as a man-made construct. It conjures up the idea that the jungle is so 

thick that men cannot find their way in or out of it, and consequently, there can be no 
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recounting of what takes place in that jungle. If men cannot record their experience then 

the jungle exists outside of “time” as Saleem constructs it. Without written 

documentation, or history books, there can be no history. Saleem also takes this a step 

further and suggests that the jungle is also a place where the common rules of temporality 

do not exist. But before we can properly examine the timelessness off the jungle, it is 

essential to look at who Saleem is when he enters the jungle. 

At the time Saleem serves in the Pakistan War, he is no longer Saleem. He has 

lost his memory. He cannot even properly be called a “soldier” in the army; he is a “dog-

man” (called “the buddha”) who exists as little better than an animal that can sniff out 

bombs. When Padma says, “I am happy you ran away,” Saleem’s narrative replies, “But I 

insist: not I. He. He, the buddha. Who… was still separated from his past” (Midnight 

414-415). It is very important for Saleem to distinguish himself as a separate entity from 

the buddha in the war; Saleem’s core sense of self derives from his awareness of his 

history—family and political history combined. Without a sense of history (without his 

memories) he can no longer be “Saleem Sinai.”  

Even the buddha seems dimly aware that he is not someone controlled by history. 

When one of the soldier’s asks, “Don’t you remember really? Nothing?” The dog-man 

replies, “Don’t try to fill my head with all that history. I am who I am, that’s all there is” 

(Midnight 403). This concept becomes so pivotal that the narrative parenthetically asserts 

a reminder of this interaction only a few pages later, “(‘Don’t fill my head with all this 

history,’ he had once told Ayooba-the-tank. ‘I am what I am and that’s all there is’)” 

(Midnight 410).  When Saleem regains his memory he states, “In the aftermath of the 

Sundarbans, my old life was waiting to reclaim me. I should have known: no escape from 
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past acquaintance. What you were is forever who you are” (Midnight 423). The refrain 

“what you were is forever who you are” directly contrasts with the buddha’s repeated 

assertion, “I am what I am and that’s all there is,” which solidifies Saleem and the buddha 

as separate people. The buddha is a creature who rejects history and exists only in the 

moment—outside of time because of his absence of history. Saleem, on the other hand, 

wholly defines himself by his relationship to the past. It is only when he regains his 

memories that Saleem returns to the experience of time.  

Saleem describes the jungle as a hellish place that exists outside of time. One of 

the most torturous effects the jungle has on the soldiers walking through it is the 

experience of regression. Saleem says, “When it had punished them enough—when they 

were all trembling shadows of the people they had once been—the jungle permitted them 

the double-edged luxury of nostalgia” (Midnight 418). The soldiers, after the jungle 

breaks them, regress in a way that almost returns them to childhood. One starts sucking 

his thumb, another has vivid memories of his childhood. However, “The buddha, 

however, was not granted nostalgia at first” (Midnight 419). It is only after a snake bites 

the buddha that he begins to regain his memories. Saleem narrates, “I was rejoined to the 

past, jolted into unity by snake-poison, and it began to pour out through the buddha’s 

lips” (Midnight 419). After the snake-bite the buddha begins telling Saleem’s story from 

start to finish, and the soldiers listen with rapt attention. It is with this that Saleem-of-the-

present confesses, “You see, Padma: I have told this story before” (Midnight 420). This 

creates the sense that it is not enough to simply remember his past in order to regain his 

sense of self, he must tell his story in order to fully return to who he was.  
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 This scene establishes Saleem’s identity as a construct directly linked to his 

concept of history and his ability to recount that history to his audience. The buddha tells 

his life’s story to the soldiers so that he can once again become Saleem. In this same way, 

Saleem tells his story to Padma in order to forge his identity. However, when Saleem tells 

his story to Padma, he is not simply trying to recapture his own identity, he is attempting 

to forge the identity of India as a whole, and that is why it is so important to him that 

historical tragedies align with personal ones. Fredric Jameson discusses the limitations of 

the historical novel and says: 

The historical novel today must be seen as an immense elevator that moves up 

and down in time, its sickening lifts and dips corresponding to the euphoric or 

dystopian mood in which we wait for the doors to open. For historicity today—an 

acute consciousness of what Heidegger would call the historicality of our 

historical situations—demands a temporal span far exceeding the biological limits 

of the individual human organism: so that the life of a single character—world-

historical or not—can scarcely accommodate it; not even the meager variety of 

our own chronological experiences of a limited national time and place. (Jameson 

302-303) 

From the beginning, Saleem attempts to create a narrative that does exceed the biological 

limits of the individual human organism. By beginning with his grandfather’s story and 

claiming it as his own, he already attempts to exceed the limitations of his own single 

life. Saleem’s solution already conveys the feeling of an “immense elevator” as he moves 

backwards and forwards in time. The only difference is that Saleem would not consider 

these lifts and dips to be outside his own temporal span. His personal mantra, “to 
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understand one life, you must swallow the world” suggests an inverse relationship 

between world and individual than the one Jameson suggests. The portrayal of a 

historicity is not limited by an individual lifespan. The portrayal of historicity must be 

captured in its entirety for an accurate portrayal of a single character. But the limitations 

that Jameson points out still hold true. No matter how much Saleem tries to capture in the 

span of his life, his own meager chronological experiences are not enough to convey the 

national time and place. This is the most obvious in places where Saleem asserts that 

national events occur as a result of some connection to his family.  

 Further into his narration, Saleem begins to assert that the global and the personal 

do more than simply parallel one another; he insists that global events occur in such a 

way because of how they will influence his personal life. The grandest claims linking his 

family with history are the ones he makes regarding the Indo-Pakistani war. He asserts,  

Let me state this quite unequivocally: it is my firm conviction that the hidden 

purpose of the Indo-Pakistani war of 1965 was nothing more or less than the 

elimination of my benighted family from the face of the earth. In order to 

understand the recent history of our times, it is only necessary to examine the 

bombing-pattern of that war with an analytical, unprejudiced eye. (386) 

He lists the destruction of family member after family member with an almost list-like, 

detached manner. His “analytical, unprejudiced eye” almost recalls the way Mrs. Ramsay 

dies in parenthesis, as he summarizes the destruction of his family—of characters that he 

has lovingly described in great detail throughout his narrative—in such a way that 

seemingly underscores the importance of their deaths: 
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 The first landed on the bungalow in which my grandmother Naseem Aziz and my 

Aunty Pia were hiding under a table; the second tore a wing off the city jail and 

spared my cousin Zafar a life of captivity; the third destroyed a large darkling 

mansion surrounded by a sentried wall; sentries were at their posts, but could not 

prevent Emerald Zulfikar from being carried off to a more distant place than 

Suffolk. She was being visited, that night, by the Nawab of Kif and his mulishly 

unmaturing daughter; who was also spared the necessity of becoming an adult 

woman. (Midnight 390) 

 His family, which he has often spoken of as being cursed, is wiped out almost en masse, 

like many families were doing the war. Even though he tells us from the beginning that 

he must analyze the “bombing-pattern” with an “analytical eye” his list-like description 

seems very callous as he removes the horror of the historical event. The events of the war 

should be the most horrifying events of the novel. If we consider that, “The role of fiction 

in this memory of the horrible is a corollary to the capacity of horror, and also of 

admiration, to address itself to events whose explicit uniqueness is of importance. By this 

I mean that horror, like admiration, exerts a specific function of individuation within our 

historical consciousness” (Ricouer 3:189-188). By this theory, the horror behind a 

historical tale is what furthers the societal memory. The more horrifying the history, the 

more it remains in our consciousness. In which case the bombings should be overstated 

because, “It is important instead to elevate, each by means of the other, historical 

exploration and individuation through horror. The more we explain in historical terms, 

the more indignant we become; the more we are struck by the horror of events, the more 

we seek to understand them” (Ricouer 3:188). However, Saleem’s descriptions of the 
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deaths of his friends and family removes the horror behind the acts. Instead of overstating 

the horror, he instead deliberately understates the deaths. In this recounting, he never uses 

the language of death, and instead employs vague euphemisms as if to soften the blow. 

Phrases like, “spared [from] a life of captivity” or “spared the necessity of becoming an 

adult woman” makes it sound like their deaths were in fact a saving grace instead of an 

end. The idea that death “spares” his family members from life softens the horror behind 

the mass explosion that violently puts an end to several characters we have followed 

through the course of the novel. The description moves beyond simple “analytical” and 

“unprejudiced” and remains instead callous and contrary to the nature of the narrative. 

 Saleem’s language is so vague that it almost difficult to understand that anyone 

has died at all. Death is reduced to merely “a more distant place than Suffolk,” and it 

seems completely devoid of sentiment. Saleem does not act like the narrator surviving a 

war. Ricouer says, “Fiction gives eyes to the horrified narrator. Eyes to see and weep… 

Either one counts the cadavers or one tells the story of the victims” (Ricouer 3:188), 

except Saleem’s recounting seems antithetical to the notion of the horrified narrator. In 

fact, Saleem seems actually appalled when Padma begins crying at this recitation, 

because as he states, “Mourn for the living… the dead have their camphor gardens” 

(Midnight 398) and “Grieve for Saleem!” (Midnight 398). It would appear that Saleem 

does not attempt to add horror to history with this recitation. He does not recite his 

family’s deaths in order to get a reaction from Padma—indeed it seems he goes out of his 

way to not provoke a horrified reaction from his audience and he is upset when he gets 

one anyway. He offers these deaths with “analytical, unprejudiced eye” in order to prove 

his claim that the bombings occurred in order to wipe out his family. The narration is not 
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a final telling of his personal story but to establish the connection between personal and 

global.  

He also offers up the reason why the war occurred by suggesting, “To simplify 

matters, I present two of my own: the war happened because I dreamed Kashmir into the 

fantasies of our rulers; furthermore, I remained impure, and the war was to separate me 

from my sins” (387). And as the war comes to a close he suggests that, “Even if Shaheed 

had been able to hear me, I could not then have told him what I later became convinced 

was the truth: that the purpose of that entire war had been to reunite me with an old life, 

to bring me back together with my old friends” (429). Saleem offers three separate 

reasons for why the war occurred: to destroy his family, to purge him from sin, and to 

reunite him with his old friends. He never indicates that he remembers the previous 

reason he gives each time he offers up a new one, or that he believes any of these reasons 

are incompatible with one another. The only thing he remains consistent on is the fact 

that the war happened because of what it would do to him. 

 In this way, his reasons the war occurred seems the most artificially constructed 

connections in the whole book. When he begins the recitation of his family member’s 

death, he states, “Aircraft, real or fictional, dropped actual or mythical bombs” (390). 

With his use of “or” he calls attention to the binary of “real” vs. “fictional” or “actual” vs. 

“mythical.” And his use of “fictional” and “mythical” to juxtapose “real” and “actual” is 

very conscious choice, and creates an entirely different tone than if he had used terms like 

“lie” or “unreal.” The use of the words “fictional” and “mythical” connote the idea of 

storytelling, and recalls the fact that regardless of truth or fiction, it is first and foremost a 

story that Saleem tells. When Saleem gives us that “or” he leaves us with the idea that 
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once again, facts are not completely important to him, and we cannot take everything he 

says at face value. There may or may not have been bombs. However, in the same stroke, 

he also conveys the fact that it does not matter. Whether the bombs were real or fictional, 

they dropped all the same, and caused the same destruction.  

 The gesture “real or fictional” seems to bring the ultimate convergence of 

Saleem’s story with “actual history.” In terms of Saleem’s narrative convenience, it does 

not matter if the bombs actually wiped out his family, or if he merely wrote it as such. 

And thus the “bombing pattern” he presents with his so-called “analytical, unprejudiced 

eye” is what wipes out his family; the attempt to unite personal and global in one 

constructed story. Because he attempts to capture India’s identity with his story his 

constructions—real and fictional alike—depend wholly on his ability to tell the story and 

make it fit. This once again reflects the fact that Saleem’s identity, like Saleem’s history 

of India, is a written construct conveyed through his story. As with the soldiers in the 

jungle, Saleem’s sense of himself comes from his ability to tell the story of his life. It 

comes from his awareness of history. For the purposes of his story, his family must die. 

He “ends” their lives, their place in his story, with real or fictional bombs. And at the end 

of the novel, we realize that just as Saleem “wrote out” his family’s deaths, he struggles 

to do the same with his own “character.” Saleem’s problem is that he has wrapped his 

story so neatly in with his own identity, that by the time he must finish his story, he must, 

by necessity, end himself as well.  

   

 I am the Bomb in Bombay. Watch Me Explode. 
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 Every story must come to an end, and Saleem’s is no exception. Frank Kermode, 

in The Sense of the Ending, highlights the narrative entanglement Saleem faces with his 

ending by saying, “In a novel the beginning implies the end: if you seem to begin at the 

beginning… you are in fact beginning at the end; all that seems fortuitous and contingent 

in what follows is in fact reserved for a later beneficiation of significance in some 

concordant structure” (Kermode 148). All the narrative artifice that Saleem spent a 

careful time trying to craft now works against him. The novel, “As soon as it speaks, 

begins to be a novel, it imposes causality and concordance, development, character, a 

past which matters and a future within certain broad limits determined by the product of 

the author rather than that of characters. They have their choices, but the novel has to 

end” (Kermode 140). Saleem, from the very beginning, has been working towards the 

end. Examining once again the nature of “authorship” with Saleem as writer of the text, it 

could be said that Saleem has done his best to write events as they would later provide 

significance to a concordant structure, he has done his best to reveal how all choices lead 

to the cumulative end. But upon reaching the ending he now faces the problem that he 

does not know how to finally convey that end. 

His present moment—the moment Saleem becomes the “narrator” who first 

begins his story—begins at the pickle factory, and thus, his story can only end when 

Saleem the “hero” reaches that factory. The novel should follow the pattern Genette 

outlines, “According to what we have already seen to be the common practice of 

“autobiographical” narrating, we could expect to see the narrative bring its hero to the 

point where the narrator awaits him, in order that these two hypostases might meet and 

finally merge” (Genette 226). And as Saleem reaches his “end” it appears very much like 
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the two “hypostases” are finally merging. Saleem the hero’s journey reaches its final 

accumulation when he tastes a chutney that so perfectly resembles the chutney his old 

ayah, Mary Pereira, made in his childhood and he “was seized by an irresistible 

determination to track down the maker of that impossible chutney of memory” (Midnight 

525). His desire to track down a memory brings him to the pickle factory, and Saleem 

fittingly describes the scene by beginning with the descriptor “Journey’s end” (Midnight 

526). His description of what follows is this: 

… and who, at the end of my road, planted herself in front of me, arms akimbo, 

hair glistening with perspiration on the forearms? Who, direct as ever, demanded, 

“You, mister; what you want?” 

 “Me!” Padma is yelling, excited an a little embarrassed by the memory. 

“Of course, who else? Me me me!” 

 “Good afternoon, Begum,” I said. (Padma interjects: “O you—always so 

polite and all!”) Good afternoon; may I speak to the manager?” (Midnight 526) 

The moment Saleem (the hero) meets Padma in his narrative represents the true merging 

between Saleem as hero with Saleem the narrator. As mentioned before, Padma’s 

“presence” is solely aligned with the “present”” and therefore meeting her in the past 

becomes the ultimate signifier for the end of Saleem’s story. Even the scene as he 

describes it represents a narrative temporal conundrum, as he attempts to describe both 

what Padma says to him in the past, “You, mister, what you want?” and Padma’s reaction 

to her own introduction into the story during the present, “Of course, who else? Me me 

me!” The two Padmas are barely distinguishable from one another. It is only with her 

second present interjection at the past narrative inside the parenthetical trace “(‘Oh you, 
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always so polite’)” that any marker separating the two timelines becomes clear. The 

narrative joining the present appears messy. There is no difference between what is 

written and what occurs in “real time.” 

 The messiness is exactly what complicates the ending of Midnight’s Children. 

Because Saleem feels the need to carry through his narrative to the end, the messy 

collision between hero and narrator creates a kind of narrative paradox. Genette asserts 

that,  

So it is necessary that the narrative be interrupted before the hero overtakes the 

narrator; it is inconceivable for them to both together to write: The End. The 

narrator’s last sentence is when—is that—the hero finally reaches his first. The 

interval between the end of the story and the moment of the narrating is therefore 

the time it takes the hero to write the book, which is and is not the book the 

narrator, in his turn, reveals to us in a moment brief as a flash of lightning. 

(Genette 227) 

By Genette’s logic—the logic of the “autobiographical” novel—the novel should end 

when Saleem meets Padma. He has arrived at the pickle factory, he is about to begin 

writing his memoir, Padma is about to begin reading what he has wrote. We have reached 

the beginning of the novel and we have come full circle. At this point, the novel should 

be “interrupted” because we can go no further in time. Saleem has not experienced 

anything beyond what we already knew will happen, and thus the hero can venture no 

further because he has become the narrator.  

 Saleem refuses to finish his story with where it began. Having become the 

narrator, the hero of the story should no longer exist. Padma suggests they marry, and 
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Saleem thinks, “Padma, by proposing a marriage, revealed her willingness to dismiss 

everything I’ve told her about my past as just so much ‘fancy talk’” (Midnight 512). 

Because, of course, if Padma actually took his story seriously, she would know better 

than to align her fate with his when it brings nothing but misfortune to those who do. 

Padma is a reader, and for her, the story has ended. It was just a story to her, and now she 

can move on with her life. Saleem, as the writer, cannot. He has established that the story 

he tells is his identity—this history of India and of his family is what makes him Saleem 

Sinai. But unlike Haroun and the Sea of Stories, everything is not restored just because a 

conclusion has been reached. If Saleem’s story ends, then Saleem must end as well. 

Saleem sees no other way to end the story than with his own death. 

 Because Saleem cannot physically write the narrative of his own death, he must 

then shift from writing what has happened to what will happen. In open defiance of 

Genette’s assertion, Saleem attempts to set out so that both narrator and hero can write 

“The End” by shifting his narrative to the future tense. He decides, “I shall have to write 

the future as I have written the past, to set it down with the absolute certainty of a 

prophet. But the future cannot be preserved in a pickle jar; one jar must remain empty… 

what cannot be pickled, because it has not taken place, is that I shall reach my birthday, 

thirty-one today, and no doubt a marriage will take place…” (Midnight 532). The empty 

pickle jar—wordless, when all other jars contain the chapters of his book—represents not 

just the unknown future but Saleem’s inability to write that future. Saleem declares his 

own death, “I shall die with kasmir on my lips” (Midnight 533). He predicts an 

emergence of ghosts in the crowds—everyone he has ever known will surround him—

those who survived and those who did not—and his enemy Shiva will come and end him. 
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He proclaims, “I am the bomb in Bombay, watch me explode” (533) and predicts the 

complete break down of his body, “only a broken creature spilling pieces of itself into the 

street, because I have been so-many too-many persons, life unlike syntax allows one 

more than three, and at last somewhere the striking of a clock, twelve chimes release” 

(533). His life as “too-many persons” recalls his own declaration that “to understand one 

life, one must swallow the world” only now it serves as his own undoing. “Life unlike 

syntax” shows that Saleem now finds a difference between his life and his story and he is 

narratively too full. It is not possible for him to contain everything he has written. He 

must break apart. Saleem’s end is more poetic than anything else—the depictions of old 

ghosts and old enemies surrounding him at the moment he falls apart seems more like an 

“ideal” end than an actual conclusion, and in this way comes across as very artificial. 

Despite Saleem’s best efforts to speak in prophecy, the use of conditional will only ever 

reflect his own uncertainty as to his own end. The fact that he depicts his end as a 

breaking of pieces only reflects what we have seen all along: Saleem as narrator falling 

apart as he tries to control his story.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PLACE (AND PERMANENCE) IN TONI MORRISON’S SULA 

 

In that place… there was once a neighborhood 

 Toni Morrison is by far the least parenthetical of all the authors I have examined 

thus far. She does not rely on parentheses as often as Woolf, Faulkner, or Rushdie, and 

Sula, at 39 parentheses in 174 pages, has the least amount of parentheses in the four 

novels I have discussed at length. Arguably, the use of parentheses in Sula does not have 

the same impact on the course of the novel as the other three. No one dies in parenthesis, 

there are no extended parentheses that stretch on for pages, and the narrative voice within 

the parenthesis is not markedly different than the narrative voice in the main text. 

 The only real significance behind the parentheses in Sula is that they function in a 

way that is common to parentheses but that I have yet to discuss. It has already been 

alluded to that parentheses as physical marks on a page closely resemble small barriers. 

Parentheses have a walled nature that separates part of a text from the rest and in the 

strictest sense, they serve as small containers for words that potentially exist as a distinct 

text apart from a whole. As has been previously mentioned, the strong point of 

parentheses is that they can be read with or without the text that they separate, however, 

until now I have placed little value in what it means for parentheses to exist as 

microcosms on their own. The suggestive nature of a parenthesis implies a text that could 

potentially exist as its own small narrative outside of the context of the larger text. When 

I speak of parentheses as “containers” I mean that they are small texts that always suggest 

a deliberate placement, and more than any other demarcation, suggest location. There is 

no preexisting logical grammatical order for when and where a parentheses is supposed 
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to interrupt a sentence. The barriers are placed wholly at the author’s will, implying 

intention towards physical location, in a way that always calls attention to what is said 

inside the markers even at the same time the words themselves usually suggest an 

“aside.” While the authors I have discussed until now have used the parentheses as a 

temporal representation, Toni Morrison’s parentheses function in a spatial representation 

that, in Sula, parallels the characters relationship to time.  

 In all the novels I have discussed, death has always to some degree been an aspect 

that correlates with the passage of time. In To the Lighthouse, death was “relegated” to 

parentheses. Death was prevalent throughout the book, but subtle and understated. Death 

crept through the novel with the passage of time with sharp confrontations of death in 

brackets. In Absalom, Absalom! we get the sense that it is only with the deaths of the 

Sutpen family that Quentin has the right to inherit the story. And in Midnight’s Children, 

Saleem’s story can only logically conclude with Saleem’s death, signaling that there is 

nothing beyond the story’s end. With Sula, death is very much at the forefront of the 

novel. Unquestionably, Sula “Of all of Morrison’s novels…is the most death-centered” 

(Weinstein 57). Many critics have offered various explanations for what death means for 

the novel. Ranging from the idea that, “A novel of cataclysmic upheavals in which fire 

destroys, water drowns, and ice kills, Sula evokes death at many levels, concerned as it is 

with a black community’s experience of life and all that kills or maims its expression” 

(Grewal 45), or that, “the focal point in this novel about multiple deaths is the social 

death of the female self” (Grewal 43). Every section, titled with the year it takes place in, 

ends with either the death of a person or the death of a relationship. With death as the 

central focal point in each section it is hard to avoid how structured the novel is. The 
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deaths that occur in each section could be, “the leaping and lingering of the ballad 

tradition suggests the jazz structuring of the novel, where the theme of death has many 

variations and improvisations upon it as Morrison manifests its meaning for various 

characters. Death is the stable point in the jazz composition, the center to which each year 

returns in spite of its individual departure” (Harris 59). Or simply a natural part of private 

lives as with the idea that the, “referential dates serve as public markers for the narratives 

of private loves and griefs. Here, as in all Morrison’s novels, historic time is best 

understood through the duration of private lives, where personal experience in turn 

acquires its significance only within a historical process” (Grewal 43-44).  I would argue, 

unlike the other novels I have discussed, death in Sula is not the outcome of the natural 

progression of time, but something that almost every character resists as a threat to their 

individual identities. What every character in the novel, save the titular character Sula, 

unconsciously desires is a permanence of place. 

 Toni Morrison writes that she originally intended to begin Sula with the phrase, 

“Except for World War II, nothing ever interfered with the celebration of National 

Suicide Day. It had taken place every January third since 1920” (Sula 7). The final 

version of the novel ultimately has that sentence as the beginning of the first titled 

section, “1919,” after a brief prologue-esque section before the main narrative begins. 

This first section is more of a prologue than a beginning because, as the only section that 

does not come labeled with a specific year, it is the only section that begins outside of 

time. The sentence that truly begins the novel is: “In that place, where they tore the 

nightshade and blackberry patches from their roots to make room for the Medallion City 

Golf Course, there was once a neighborhood” (Sula 3). This opening, specifically with 
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the first three words, “In that place,” grounds the novel into a specific location. Except 

for one exception that occurs towards the beginning of the novel when Nel and her 

mother Helene journey to New Orleans in order to visit Helene’s dying grandmother, the 

entire novel remains firmly rooted in Medallion. Other characters may leave—both Sula 

and her grandmother Eva disappear to parts unknown—they always return. The opening 

emphasizes the nature of “place”—remains key throughout the entire course of the novel. 

Morrison  remarks that in this opening, rather than the one with Shadrack, she is, 

“introducing and outside-the-circle reader into the circle. [She is] translating the 

anonymous into the specific, a ‘place’ into a ‘neighborhood’ and letting a stranger in, 

through whose eyes it can be viewed.” In her introduction to the novel, she remarks that 

this change was a “deference, paid to the ‘white’ gaze” (Sula xvi).  She continues to say,  

Had I begun with Shadrack, as originally planned, I would have ignored the 

gentle welcome and put the reader into immediate confrontation with his 

wounded mind. It would have called greater attention to the traumatic 

displacement this most wasteful capitalist war had on black people. And thrown 

into relief their desperate and desperately creative strategies of survival. (Sula xvi) 

She states that her new opening “helps to unify the neighborhood until Sula’s anarchy 

challenges it” (Sula xvi). Morrison makes the decision to open her novel with order and 

place instead of chaos and displacement, and with that decision she calls attention to the 

reoccurring theme of the novel. Almost all of the characters choose order and fear chaos. 

But as Morrison herself points out, the orderly, placed, opening is a “gentle welcome” 

that is a “deference” for the outsider. Ultimately, the sense of place and order is a lie that 

contrasts with the reality of “traumatic displacement.” Morrison draws a distinction 
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between “place” and something more specific like “neighborhood.” Throughout Sula, 

there is a longing for “place” in the broadest sense, and the need to “fit” things in their 

proper category. It is through the transformation of place to neighborhood—from 

vagueness to the definite—that we begin to see how the characters define their own 

identity. This need for “placement” also reflects the need everyone has for “permanence,” 

as each character attempts to “fit” and “define” the unknowable in order to achieve a 

sense of timelessness and “always.”  

As with the other novels I have examined, Sula possesses, “a heightened sense of 

time” (Grewal 57). Grewal compares the novel to Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, 

suggesting that the key difference between the two novels (not just that one spans four 

decades and the other a single day) is that Mrs. Dalloway is a “celebration of life” and the 

Clarissa Dalloway is “in no danger of being erased” which proves the difference to Sula’s 

“bleaker history” (Grewal 57).  The implication that Sula—and other citizens of 

Medallion—live with the threat of “erasure” is a pivotal concept that the opening reflects. 

Speaking of the “place” in the past tense we already have a sense that the “neighborhood” 

that “was” is no longer. Carolyn Denard points out that,  

In the opening of Sula, Morrison laments the loss of the “sameness,” the 

connectedness that Faulkner affirms in Absalom, Absalom! The destruction of an 

all-black neighborhood in Medallion, Ohio, by the “razing forces of urban 

upheaval” breaks the cultural continuity for the people who lived there and their 

descendants. The writer must provide the history that the present generation of 

readers does not know. The novel becomes for Morrison a necessary conduit, a 
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way to connect, to see again the land and the people that were displaced by 

progress. (Denard 27-28) 

Sula is not a story that lives on from one generation to the next. The opening section 

reflects the way this story is cut off from future generations because of the timeless 

quality in which it is situated. We can infer from the opening lines that it takes place after 

the events of the novel, but there is nothing that provides a concrete sense for exactly 

when that “after” is. The first parenthesis that occurs in the novel, “There will be nothing 

left of the Bottom (the footbridge that crossed the river is already gone), but perhaps it is 

just as well, since it wasn’t a town anyway” (Sula 3-4), as well as the second parenthesis, 

“(who had not worked in eight years)” (Sula 4), calls attention to the timelessness of this 

first opening section. Not being rooted in a particular year, the narrative voice bounces 

between temporal fixtures—“There will be nothing left,” “the river is already gone” the 

spoon carvers “had not worked”—which only highlights the way the opening seems to 

take place outside of time. It is neither definitively before the main text or after, but 

somehow both at once.  

 The timelessness of the opening section serves to emphasize the way each 

subsequent section takes place in a very specific year. In each following section, a death 

occurs—either the death of a person or the end of a close relationship. In this way, death 

correlates with time in a very contained fashion. The first main section begins with the 

creation of National Suicide Day—one man’s attempt to contain death in a year. Like 

parentheses, the death that occurs in each section seems contained by the year that titles 

each section—as if the specificity of time cancels out the unexpected quality of death. By 

having an exact date (or year) for when death occurs, the unknowable then becomes 
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knowable. However, for the characters in the novel, death represents a change, and is a 

threat to the “always” the characters try to achieve. The sense throughout the novel, that 

the use of parentheses mirrors, is that confining death and time might create the feeling of 

permanence. It is only Sula, who embraces death and dying as part of living, and 

ultimately resists containment. All the other characters—Shadrack, Nel—who fear death 

and the progression of time become truly contained.  

  

There in the toilet water he saw a grave black face 

 The first proper section of the novel—titled “1919”—begins as Morrison 

originally intended to start her novel: with Shadrack and the creation of National Suicide 

day. As Morrison points out, we are in his “wounded mind.” Centered in “the traumatic 

displacement this most wasteful capitalist war had on black people.” Shadrack—and in 

many ways, everyone else in the novel—struggles with “displacement.” Shadrack is a 

wandering madman figure in the novel. He, “In his strangeness, Shadrack is comparable 

to an overly sensitive poet/philosopher who has seen so much of the horror of life that he 

has been blasted beyond the reaches of mundane influences. He brings a knowledge to 

his people, but the ironic price of his experience is that he has lost his ability to 

communicate a language they understand” (Harris 61). Shadrack, in one sense, has been 

literally displaced by the war. He has been disconnected from all friends and family and 

has no “place” of his own to return to after the war is over. More importantly, Shadrack is 

also disconnected from his mind, his own body—his own identity has been displaced. 

When he wakes up, wounded and broken in a hospital, he has no sense of who he is. The 

narrative opens with Shadrack in the war, and jumps to Shadrack waking in the hospital. 
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It is only later that we learn that Shadrack has been in the hospital for a year, but does not 

remember any of that time. Shadrack’s trauma from the war stems from seeing a fellow 

solider explode beside him, and it is from this trauma that Shadrack desires order. 

The first thing Shadrack notices when he wakes up in the hospital is a tray of 

repugnant food that contains the separate sections of his meal into three triangular 

compartments. Shadrack thinks, “All their repugnance was contained in the neat balance 

of the triangles—a balance that soothed him, transferred some of its equilibrium to him. 

Thus reassured that the white, the red and the brown would stay where they were—would 

not explode or bust forth from their restricted zones—he suddenly felt hungry…” (Sula 

8). The idea that the food “would not explode or burst forth” recalls the explosion of the 

soldier. Shadrack, upon seeing one man literally come apart, begins to fear a state in 

which objects are not where they are supposed to be. Shadrack’s desire for organization 

stems from seeing a body where the insides became outside and he focuses on things 

being “out of place.” 

Shadracks reacts to the sight of his own hands, and his body becomes an 

unfamiliar place that terrifies him. When he causes a fit the hospital workers bind him to 

the bed, and “He wanted desperately to see his own face and connect it with the word 

‘private’—the word the nurse (and the others who helped bind him) had called him. 

‘Private’ he thought was something secret, and he wondered why they looked at him and 

called him a secret” (Sula 10). Shadrack needs to see who he is in order to understand his 

body as his own. Until he can see himself, his own body is a foreign concept that holds 

the potential for displacement and chaos. The parentheses “(and the others who helped 

bind him)” is the third parentheses in the novel and the first one that occurs in a 
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temporally titled section. The parenthesis is significant because it represents that act of 

binding it portrays—a contained space that confines the text just as Shadrack is being 

confined. In this containment, Shadrack finds comfort. Just as his food is put in proper 

sections, Shadrack views his binding as being put in a proper place that he can 

understand. 

 Almost as soon as Shadrack is released from the hospital he is put in prison. The 

police book him for “vagrancy and intoxication” (13) after he suffers from a panic attack 

and in many ways, the prison serves as a further representation of Shadrack’s 

displacement. Up until now he has been in the hospital, “A haven of more than a year, 

only eight days of which he fully recollected’ (11), but once cast out he has nowhere to 

go. His vagrancy, and consequent incarceration, only highlights the fact that Shadrack 

has no where he belongs. The prison also serves as another type of binding that instead of 

restricting Shadrack, once again comforts him. The vastness of having nowhere to go 

instills a breakdown, whereas in the confines of his cell Shadrack can begin to formulate 

his identity. Still desiring to look at his face, but lacking a mirror in his prison cell, he 

makes do with toilet water in order to see his reflection. And with this gaze, “There in the 

toilet water he saw a grave black face. A black so definite, so unequivocal, it astonished 

him. He had been harboring a skittish apprehension that he was not real—that he didn’t 

exist at all” (13). Shadrack realizes he has an identity by studying his own reflection. It is 

only be physically seeing himself that he begins to accept that he exists. This way of 

actualizing identity repeats again with Nel, when she first realizes a sense of “Me-ness” 

that I will discuss further later on. Shadrack’s sense of self stems from his awareness of 

his own race.  
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 When Shadrack attempts to focus his new life and identity he decides that it is the 

fear of death that prevents a proper organization of self.  Or rather, “it was not death or 

dying that frightened him, but the unexpectedness of both” (14). Death, or the act of 

dying, in and of itself is not a threat. What Shadrack fears, and what ultimately almost 

every other character in the novel fears, is chaos. Death, or rather, the unexpected nature 

of death, comes to symbolize change, the un-organizable, or things without a proper place 

in which to fit. And it is because of this fear that Shadrack decides to create National 

Suicide Day, held every January third. He decides, “It had to do with making a place for 

fear as a way of controlling it… In sorting it all out, he hit on the notion that if one day a 

year were devoted to it, everybody could get it out of the way and the rest of the year 

would be safe and free. In this manner he instituted National Suicide Day” (14). This is 

one of the, “desperate and desperately creative strategies of survival” that Morrison 

wishes to capture in her novel. Shadrack’s creation National Suicide Day is his way of 

attempting to find a place for fear. He determines that as long as everyone could think 

about it in one day, no one would have to be afraid for the rest of the year.  He is trying to 

contain fear, or “control” it by finding a “place” for it.  

Morrison points out that, “Shadrack’s madness is very organized. He has 

organized the world” (“Intimate” 483). It is his organization that renders him 

unthreatening to the other townspeople of Medallion. When Shadrack first begins bell 

ringing and rope swaying and calling out for people to kill themselves, he is 

understandably a threatening presence. The townspeople fear his madness because they 

do not understand it. But as the years go by and Shadrack’s actions transform from the 

unfamiliar to the routine (rather like how “place” transforms to “neighborhood”), “The 
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people understood the boundaries and nature of his madness, they could fit him, so to 

speak, into the scheme of things” (15). In the same way that Shadrack tries to control fear 

by finding a place (or a day) to put it, the townspeople need to “fit” Shadrack into their 

daily lives, and in doing say, they no longer fear him or his madness. Once they have fit 

Shadrack and his madness into their proper place in their minds, then, “Easily, quietly, 

Suicide Day became a part of the fabric of life up in the Bottom of Medallion, Ohio” 

(16). It is in this way that Shadrack and all the other townspeople confront and then 

confine chaos into a place of order.  

The second section, “1920,” focuses on Nel as a child and closely mirrors 

Shadrack’s own conceptualization of identity and place. This mirroring is significant, 

because while the people of Medallion always link Sula and Shadrack together29 (her evil 

and his madness as chaotic forces akin to one another) it is ultimately Nel who has more 

in common with Shadrack’s philosophy. “1920” begins with Nel’s mother, Helene. And 

like many of the characters in the novel, her identity is precariously placed. The narrative 

casts her as a confident woman who “lost one battle—the pronunciation of her name” 

(18), demonstrating that the loss of identity comes not only from lack of self-awareness 

but also at the hands of other people. Helene, we are told, was raised by her grandmother 

is the daughter of a Creole prostitute. Helene is a minor character; one who seems to exist 

solely to smother Nel’s sense of her own identity. We learn that, “Under Helene’s hand 

the girl became obedient and polite. Any enthusiasms that little Nel showed were calmed 

by the mother until she drove her daughter’s imagination underground” (18). Nel, unlike 

Shadrack, did not lose her sense of placement due to trauma, but rather in her early 
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childhood; never had the chance to form her own identity and sense of place due to her 

dominating mother. 

 Nel only begins to have a sense for herself after her trip to New Orleans when she 

and her mother attempt to see Helene’s dying grandmother. After the journey, Nel 

realizes, “I’m me… Me,” an epiphany that, “Nel didn’t know quite what she meant, but 

on the other hand she knew exactly what she meant” (28). Like Shadrack seeing his face 

in the toilet water, Nel is able to actualize herself as a person only after she studies her 

reflection. Nel “got out of bed and lit the lamp to look in the mirror. There was her face, 

plain brown eyes, three braids and the nose her mother hated” (28). This trip, which we 

learn, “was the last as well as the first time she was ever to leave Medallion” (29), offers 

a kind of physical and literal displacement that enables Nel to discover where she 

belongs. As she repeats the word “me,” she experiences something profound, “Every 

time she said the word me there was a gathering in her like power, like joy, like fear” 

(28). Her new awareness of self becomes a transcendent experience. And it is something 

she wants to cultivate further by traveling more: “For days afterward she imagined other 

trips she would take, alone though, to faraway places contemplating them was delicious. 

Leaving Medallion would be her goal. But that was before she met Sula” (29). We 

already know that the trip was the last time she ever left Medallion—reflecting that her 

identity is rooted to a physical place despite its awakening through travel. But in many 

ways the need to leave, to travel, is no longer necessary once she makes a friend. And it 

is only because of her awakening that Nel was able to make friends with Sula: “The trip, 

perhaps, or her new found me-ness, gave her the strength to cultivate a friend in spite of 

her mother” (29). The text tells us that Sula was not considered a “proper” friend by 
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Helene’s standards, so by befriending Sula, Nel defies her mother’s desire need to 

smother out her identity. And it is through this friendship that Nel (and Sula) find their 

early place and identity—with each other. 

 

For it was in dreams that the two girls had first met 

 Early in the book, we learn that Eva, Sula’s grandmother, “adopts” three young 

boys and that she renames each of them “Dewey.” And because of this renaming, the 

three boys, despite all looking noticeably different, begin merging with one another to the 

point of being indistinguishable, “…becoming in fact as well as in name a dewey—

joining with the other two to become a trinity with a plural name… inseparable, loving 

nothing and no one but themselves” (38). From then on they are only ever referred to as 

“the deweys”—so entwined with one another that between the three of them they only 

have one identity. Their individual identity becomes so entwined no one, not even their 

own mothers, can tell them apart despite being different ages, colors and races. Trudier 

Harris remarks that, “they nevertheless figure more frequently as a concept than as 

separate entities in the novel, the lower-case references to them reinforce this idea” 

(Harris 65), and in seeking to answer the question “What is a dewey?” conveys that, “A 

dewey is rootless and uncommitted, existing from day to day with no knowledge of past 

or future. A dewey is an idea manifested in triplets whose very physical appearance defy 

that appellation. A dewey is the physical manifestation of Eva’s power to control the 

environment around her” (Harris 65). Eva is “god-like, she manipulates” (“Intimate” 

478), like Adam she names and creates with the naming. 
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 The deweys are significant because in many ways they are foils for Sula and Nel’s 

friendship. The deweys establish that multiple people can share a single identity, and that 

it is not necessary for this joined identity to ever break apart. The deweys remain the 

deweys throughout the book—even in death, they die together and none of their bodies 

are ever found. They are never at any point treated as separate individuals. The deweys 

represent a complete loss of individual identity. Or rather, they demonstrate a way in 

which placement (being “placed” with Eva, or being “placed” with the name Dewey) can 

shape an identity. They are contained by the name “dewey” and put in a proper place in 

much the same way Shadrack attempts to contain death in a single day.  

 In the early years of their friendship, Sula and Nel are as inseparable as the 

deweys. The narrative states that in the days of their close friendship, “a compliment to 

one was a compliment to the other, and cruelty to one was a challenge to the other” (Sula 

84). We see more clearly how the friendship affects Nel, because the narrative repeatedly 

asserts that her friendship with Sula gave her the ability to defy her parents’ expectations. 

Helene tries to mold her daughter physically to her liking just as she molds her 

personality, and gives Nel a clothespin to wear at night in order to lengthen her nose. 

However, “After she met Sula, Nel slid the clothespin under the blanket as soon as she 

got in the bed” (Sula 55), actively resisting Helene’s attempts to shape her daughter.  

 Even though Nel finds a sense of “me-ness” on her trip out of Medallion—this 

sense of identity that enables her to make friends with Sula in the first place—she is still 

shown throughout the novel as someone whose personality and identity has been worn 

down by her upbringing. It is only be entwining her identity with Sula’s that Nel is able 

to possess any kind of identity at all. The narrative states that, “Her parents had 
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succeeded in rubbing down to a dull glow any sparkle or splutter she had. Only with Sula 

did that quality have free reign, but their friendship was so close, they themselves had 

difficulty distinguishing one’s thoughts from the other’s” (Sula 83). In this way, Sula and 

Nel become very much like the deweys—individuals who share the same identity to the 

point of being indistinguishable from one another. Much has been written about Nel and 

Sula’s friendship. Morrison invites a reading about the shared identity of the two girls 

and states, “…I wanted to say… that there was a little bit of both in each of those two 

women, and that if they had been one person, I suppose they would have been a rather 

marvelous person. But each one lacked something that the other had” (“Intimate” 476). 

The idea that “if they had been one person” echoes throughout Sula, as the two girls seem 

to struggle with the concept that they are not one person. The relief they find in each 

other’s company—finding “home” in each other’s houses—only strengthens the concept 

that, at least when they are younger, they are able to make up for what they each lack by 

being with one another. 

Once again, the formation of identity becomes synonymous with finding the 

proper place to belong. In this case, Nel and Sula’s shared identity illustrates that their 

true place is with each other instead of anywhere else. We learn that, “Nel, who regarded 

the oppressive neatness of her home with dread, felt comfortable in it with Sula, who 

loved it and would sit on the red-velvet sofa for ten to twenty minutes at a time… As for 

Nel, she preferred Sula’s woolly house…where the mother, Hannah, never scolded or 

gave directions” (Sula 29). Nel’s “home”—a place that should, by its nature, be where 

she truly belongs—only becomes comfortable if Sula is there. It would seem that Sula 
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prefers Nel’s house in the same way the Nel prefers Sula’s house—a fact that only 

solidifies that their true comfort, or “relief,” comes from one another.  

 There is something mystical about their friendship, as we learn that, “For it was in 

dreams that the two girls had first met” (51). The narrative situates their meeting in the 

space of nebulous time: “Long before Edna Finch’s Mellow House opened, even before 

they marched through the chocolate halls of Garfield Primary School out onto the 

playground and stood facing each other through the ropes of the one vacant swing (“Go 

on.” “No. You go.”), they had already made each other’s acquaintance in the delirium of 

their noon dreams” (51). The nature of “long before” holds the feel of “once upon a 

time”—a way of calling attention to the fable-esque quality of the past. Moreover, the 

unspecified nature of exactly when they met deliberately recalls the timeless quality of 

the opening. The narrative gives us other physical places for their meeting: the Mellow 

house, the halls of primary school, the swings where they had their first conversation, but 

none of the physical locations matter so much as the “before” that occurs in dreams. The 

timeless, almost mystical, state of their friendship overpowers the physical reality of 

when and where they met. 

 The parentheses that interrupts the sentence, (“Go on.” “No. You go.”), 

presumably captures the conversations the two girls have while meeting on the only 

swing available. The parenthetical interruption is very much in the vein of how we’ve 

seen it used in other novels like Midnight’s Children and To the Lighthouse: it gives us 

the sense of two different temporal realities occurring at once, the present of the narrative 

telling and the present moment of their encounter at the swings. But more than that, this 

parenthesis captures a single, insular interaction—almost a whole world. The narrative 
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gives us only the dialogue, with no indication of who is saying what. And that is because 

it does not matter who says what—at this point their personalities and identities are 

already indistinguishable. This is the kind of parenthesis that mirrors the themes of 

containment throughout the novel. The insular nature of the interaction is reflected by the 

isolation of the parenthesis.The single parenthetical moment, wrapped in parenthetical 

markers, represents the way in which the two girls become wrapped up in each other. 

 The idea that the two girls met “long before” in their dreams recalls certain 

magical realism aspects in Midnight’s Children, like when the Reverend Mother began to 

dream her daughter’s dreams. However, Nel and Sula’s meeting in dreams stems not so  

much from the mystical as their mutual longing for place. As the narrative states, “They 

were solitary little girls whose loneliness was so profound it intoxicated them and sent 

them stumbling into Technicolored visions that always included a presence, a someone, 

who, quite like the dreamer, shared the delight of the dream” (51). In their mutual 

loneliness they reach out for someone else who shares what they are feeling. They meet 

in dreams first because dreams are the only safe place for two girls who live in a society 

where they do not fit. They reach out for each other, “Because each had discovered years 

before that they were neither white nor male, and that all freedom and triumph was 

forbidden to them, they had set about creating something else to be” (52). The two girls, 

recognizing their own disadvantage of being “neither white nor male” and therefore 

lacking freedom or a place to belong, attempt to create something else. Lisa Williams 

says, “Their friendship is, in itself, subversive. It becomes the one place where Sula and 

Nel find an emotional intimacy. This closeness certainly does not exist in the 

relationships they form with men as they grow older; and as girls, the bonds with their 
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parents, particularly their moths, are also distant and strained” (Williams 109). Her use of 

the word “subversive” suggests that the two girls defy the society they live in by finding a 

closeness with one another. In a world dominated by being either “white or male” two 

young black girls who enjoy each other’s company functions as a kind of declaration of 

ar against those that would keep them disadvantaged. 

 Their friendship is somewhat mystical in and of itself; “Their friendship was as 

intense as it was sudden. They found relief in each other’s personality” (53). As the 

narrative suggests, “In the safe harbor of each other’s company they could afford to 

abandon the ways of other people and concentrate on their own perception of things” 

(55). The “safe harbor” of each other’s company reflects their own desire for a place to 

be. In this sense, their place is with each other. And in the early days of their friendship, 

their joint identity with each other becomes very much an “us versus them” type of 

mentality. Nel and Sula share their own “perception of things” which in turn allows them 

to “abandon other people.” The rest of the world ceases to be “real” to them, as, “Joined 

in mutual admiration they watched each day as though it were a movie arranged for their 

amusement” (55). The text suggests that being a woman, and moreover being a black 

woman, there is no real “place” except with a fellow black woman. 

 Two events separate Sula and Nel’s shared childhood identity; and it is these two 

fractures in their insular world that break the two apart long before Sula ever sleeps with 

Nel’s husband. The first is the death of Chicken Little, and the second is Nel’s marriage 

to Jude. The accidental drowning of Chicken Little serves as a minor fracture in their 

relationship—one that Nel’s marriage will break further and Sula’s infidelity will sever 

altogether. Chicken Little drowns when the two girls play with him. Sula swings him and 
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their hands slip apart—he falls in the water and does not come back out again. By rights, 

as a secret the two girls share, it is something that should bring them closer together. But 

their confrontation with death and their mutual feelings of guilt only creates distances 

them from another. After the body is found, “Nel and Sula did not touch hands or look at 

each other during the funeral. There was a space, a separateness, between them” (Sula 

64). Grant examines the scene and states, “…the ensuing loss of innocence is signified by 

both girls’ profound cognizance of space-as-emptiness, a specific and almost mystical 

awareness of vacuity” (Grant 96). After witnessing (and causing) the death of the 

younger boy, both girls cannot help but change due to the experience. It is perhaps a “loss 

of innocence” as Grant suggests, but more to the point it is a new awareness of death and 

their own mortality. And this change in their own consciousness results in the emptiness 

between them. The separateness comes as a result of the first hint that their perceptions 

are not the same after all. 

 Chicken Little’s death represents what Nel and the other townspeople fear about 

death—a change that completely erases personal identity. When Chicken Little’s body 

resurfaces—dragged from the river by a reluctant boatman—he is not returned to his 

family for four days, “by which time he was unrecognizable to almost everybody who 

once knew him” (Sula 64). Nel views death and the subsequent erasure of identity as the 

true source of fear. On the other hand, Sula seems more perturbed not by Chicken Little’s 

death but the encounter with Shadrack that occurs afterwards. The girls’ immediate fear 

after Chicken Little drowns is that someone saw their transgression. When Sula goes to 

investigate Shadrack’s shack to see if he witnessed the drowning, the man tells her 

“Always” and she runs away in fear. Sula thinks, “Always. He had answered a question 
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she had not asked, and its promise licked at her feet” (Sula 63). It is never quite clear 

what the question Sula wanted to ask was. The start of the narrative suggests she was 

trying to ask, “did you see the drowning?” but her fear of the answer “always” seems to 

suggest otherwise. When Sula later thinks about this scene on her deathbed she tries to 

remember, “who was it that had promised her a sleep of water always?” (Sula 149) which 

suggests that Sula was never afraid of Chicken Little’s death so much as the idea of 

perpetual, unchanging drowning. Surányi supports this by stating, “Shadrack’s enigmatic 

word ‘always’ also strengthens their relationship…. The word implies the promise that 

there is permanence in the face of change and death” (Surányi 19). And it is exactly the 

idea of permanence in the face of change and death that terrifies Sula. The two girls’ 

perceptions begin to separate in this moment—one fears death and the other fears 

“always”—and it is this break in their perceptions that they subconsciously react to at the 

funeral by sitting apart from one another.30 

After the burying, Nel and Sula’s momentary distance disappears, “Nel and Sula 

stood some distance away from the grave, the space that had sat between them in the 

pews had dissolved. They held hands and knew that only the coffin would lie in the earth; 

the bubbly laughter and the press of fingers in the palm would stay aboveground forever” 

(Sula 66). The two girls hold the reassurance of the young that death will not touch 

them—that what they have is what they will always have. The two girls reunite in their 

shared identity that at the point, they each have faith will always be shared. Without the 

confrontation of death—once the coffin is safely underground—whatever different 

perceptions they had about the experience can also be put to rest. 
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 The next break in their relationship occurs when they are adults. The section, 

“1927,” in which Nel’s wedding takes place is the first of three sections where the death 

of a relationship occurs instead of the death of a person. Or rather, “1927,” is the first part 

of the death of Nel and Sula’s shared identity, and the section that immediately follows, 

“1937,” is the second part that truly represents the death of Nel and Sula’s friendships. 

We know that Nel’s wedding represents the death of her identity with Sula because it 

immediately follows the death of Sula’s mother, Hannah, where Eva has a premonition 

will occur because she dreams about a wedding. After Hannah burns to death, Eva, 

“remembered the wedding dream and recalled that weddings always meant death” (Sula 

78); a proclamation that is almost immediately followed by a description of Nel’s 

wedding. McDowell recognizes this and fits it with, “Sula’s understanding of her 

relationship to Nel results from self-understanding and self-intimacy, a process that Nel’s 

marriage to Jude interrupts. Like so many women writers, Morrison equates marriage 

with the death of the female self and imagination” (McDowell 82). It is a problematic 

trend, because it suggests that female friendships cannot coexist with heterosexual 

relationships. However, I would suggest that it is not so much the marriage that destroys 

the female self, as the initial desire for the marriage to take place. 

Nel makes the initial break from Sula when Jude starts to court her, because, 

“Nel’s response to Jude’s shame and anger selected her away from Sula. And greater than 

her friendship was this new feeling of being needed by someone who saw her singly” 

(Sula 84). Williams suggests that “As they grow away from their girlhoods, Sula and Nel 

are forced to recognize that they are not one and the same consciousness. They are indeed 

separate; and yet without their friendships to complement each other, they remain 
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incomplete and fragmented” (Williams 115). Nel’s desire to be viewed “singly” does not 

create an independent person. Rather, away from Sula she is just a fragmented person 

who needs others to complete her. Despite the fact that Nel would later view her 

husband’s infidelity with Sula as the true break in her friendship with the other woman, it 

was Nel’s own desire to be seen “singly” that broke her shared identity with Sula. Sula, 

through the course of the wedding, still views Nel’s triumphs as her own—Jude’s interest 

in Nel is as complimentary to Sula as it is to Nel (Sula 82). However, Nel does not 

become a singular identity through her marriage with Jude, rather the shared identity she 

once shared with Sula now becomes enmeshed with Jude’s desires, as “the two of them 

together would make one Jude” (Sula 83). The section ends with Nel looking at Sula and 

the comment that, “It would be ten years before they saw each other again” (Sula 85), 

finalizing the feeling of death. 

 

Small enough to contain her grief 

The section “1939” picks up after the ten year separation of Sula and Nel and 

holds both their reunion and the infidelity that ultimately shatters their relationship for 

good. It is the second section that recounts the death of a relationship (in this case, two 

relationships—as Nel’s relationship with Jude dies at the same time as her relationship 

with Sula) instead of the death of a person, however the section itself is accented by death 

even before the severance of relationships. It starts with Sula’s return and “a plague of 

robins” (Sula 89) with the robins “flying and dying all around” (Sula 89) that seems to 

illustrate an overabundance of life as well as death. Sula’s reunion with her grandmother, 
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Eva, is accented by “four dead robins on the walk” (Sula 91) and the unnatural amount of 

birds seems to suggest the beginning of evil times.  

The narrative presents exactly one moment shared between Sula and Nel as adults 

before immediately leading into Nel’s own fractured mind after she witnesses her 

husband having sex with Sula. Their singular reunion first presents the hope that Sula and 

Nel could rekindle the relationship they had as children. Nel thinks, “Sula, whose past 

she had lived through and with whom the present was a constant sharing of perceptions. 

Talking to Sula had always been a conversation with herself” (95). At this point, Nel still 

clings to the idea that they “share perceptions”—recalling their earlier childhood when 

the only thing that mattered was how they mutually perceived the world. Bouson points 

out that, “Nel’s conversation with Sula is edged with contempt for others” (Bouson 165), 

a reflection that their shared perceptions usually hinge upon the “us vs. them” mentality 

that characterized their girlhood friendship. Nel at first attempts to forcibly recreate the 

relationship they once had as children. After sharing a laugh with her friend—the first 

laugh Nel’s had in awhile, she declares, “O Lord, Sula. You haven’t changed none” (Sula 

98), a manifestation of her own desires to keep things the same. But upon finding out that 

Sula “put out” Eva from their home for a reason she cannot explain, Nel says, “You sure 

have changed” (Sula 100), without any recollection of her earlier declaration. Sula’s 

response, “You’ve changed too. I didn’t used to have to explain everything to you” (Sula 

100) only emphasizes the fact that the two no longer share the same identity and 

perceptions. 

The break in their friendship stems not so much because Sula stole Nel’s husband, 

but because the action of stealing his husband divides their once so aligned perceptions. 
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On Sula’s deathbed, Nel asks, “But what about me? What about me? Why didn’t you 

think about me? Didn’t I count?” (144), revealing that she considers the action of 

sleeping with her husband as a betrayal against her. For Nel, when Sula slept with Jude 

she was treating Nel just as she would treat any other women in Medallion. But for Sula, 

the true betrayal was the fact that Nel was so willing to cast her aside. When Sula thinks, 

“Now Nel was one of them” (120), she views Nel as behaving like all the other women in 

Medallion. For both women, the separation is caused not by the infidelity but by the 

breach of conduct in their inseparability. What was once “us vs. them” has now become 

“you’ve treated me like them” or “you’re one of them.” 

 The true difference in their perceptions originates with their separate relationship 

to the idea of permanence, a difference that their reaction to Chicken Little foreshadows 

and the infidelity explodes to the forefront. Nel’s desire for “place” is a desire for 

“always”—a desire for an identity that remains constant and unchanging. This desire for 

place can only be achieved through confinement. Like Shadrack in the prison cell, Nell 

needs to contain herself in a small world that she hopes can remain unchanged. Sula is 

the opposite—she confronts the vast world (by leaving Medallion) only to realize that the 

no matter how far she travels she cannot leave the unchanging quality that she loathes.    

 Nel’s desire for the comfort of “always” begins in the bathroom. The scene opens 

up with, “The clock was ticking” (106), and Nel has just walked in on her husband and 

Sula sleeping together. The mention of the clock is reminiscent of Quentin’s awareness of 

the clocks in The Sound and the Fury. And in this case, it is supposed to signify Nel’s 

awareness not just that time exists but that it is passing. For Nel, the sense of time passing 

is linked to the idea that life moves on, and there is no sense of permanence. As we will 
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see further on, Nel longs for timelessness and permanence, so the ticking of the clock 

only serves as a reminder that time will pass, death and change are inevitable.  

 After encountering her husband and her best friend together, Nel desperately tries 

to find a place to be. And just like throughout the novel, it is very important to find the 

proper place for the proper situation, so as to better understand what is happening. This 

desire for the right place ties back to the idea of Shadrack’s and the townspeople: once 

you can place someone or something into their proper place, it can be better understood. 

For Nel, that place is the bathroom: “She looked around for a place to be. A small place. 

The closet? No. Too dark. The bathroom. It was both small and bright, and she wanted to 

be in a very small, very bright place. Small enough to contain her grief” (107). Nel 

instinctively searches out for a small places to “contain her grief,” aligning herself with 

the idea that she needs to fit herself into a small life. Gaston Bachelard describes the 

attractions of corners and says, “The corner becomes a negation of the Universe. In one’s 

corner one does not talk to oneself. When we recall the hours we have spent in our 

corners, we remember above all silence, the silence of our thoughts” (Bachelard 136-

137). The bathroom is not exactly a corner, but it is a small room that offers similar 

properties. What Nel desires when she locks herself away in the bathroom is a negation 

of the Universe, a place where she can be alone with her thoughts. It is very revealing 

that in this small place the one stream-of-consciousness perspective takes place, as the 

narrative takes place wholly in the silence of Nel’s thoughts.  

 In the bathroom, Nel thinks about something Sula once told her, that, “The real 

hell of Hell is that it is forever” (107). This idea reveals something about Sula: Sula is 

always resisting the idea of permanence and always, up until the point of her death. Nel 
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thinks, “She said doing anything forever and ever was hell” (108). But Nel ultimately 

concludes that, “Sula was wrong. Hell ain’t things lasting forever. Hell is change” (108). 

Nel, upon realizing that her life has been altered considerably with the end of her 

marriage, only longs for stability. She thinks, “Not only did men leave and children grow 

up and die, but even the misery wouldn’t last. One day she wouldn’t even have that. This 

very grief that had twisted her into a curve on the floor and flayed her would be gone. 

She would lose that too” (108). For Nel, it seems like the ultimate betrayal that she 

cannot hold onto anything forever, not even her grief. She has lost the two people her 

own identity was bound with—without Sula or Jude, Nel no longer has a proper sense for 

where she belongs.  

 When Nel tries to find comfort in “a very small, very bright place,” she is trying 

to physically contain herself in a small room, as if locking herself into a small place will 

somehow stop things from changing. Bachelard says that, “…the corner is a haven that 

ensures us one of the things we prize most highly—immobility. It is the sure place, the 

place next to my immobility” (Bachelard 137). And this notion of “immobility” is 

essential to Nel’s desire to hide away in the bathroom. In her small room she cannot go 

anywhere, and thus nothing can ever change. Nel subconsciously links vastness with 

change and smallness with the comfort of the unchanging. We recall that to Nel, Sula’s 

“mobility”—her ability to travel away from Medallion for ten years is what makes them 

different. There is also the sense that, having lost her shared identity with both Sula and 

Jude, Nel attempts to confine herself to smallness in order to hold on to her sense of self. 

A larger room might have only highlighted her own broken identity. If Nel can physically 

(or mentally) contain herself into a small space, this reduces the chance of change and 
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therefore creates the (false) sense of permanence. It is something that she ultimately 

realizes does not work. At the end of the novel Nel realizes that, “For over twenty-five 

years since Jude walked out she had pinned herself into a tiny life” (Sula 165). Grant 

discusses how, “For Nel, the loss of Jude initiates a radical identity trauma, a 

documentation of the complacent, socialized self…” (Grant 99). And yet despite this loss, 

this disassociation, Nel does not attempt to create her own individual identity. Her failure 

to move (metaphorically out of her corner) only keeps her confined until the final 

moments of the novel, where she laments her true loss of Sula. 

 

Not too long, but maybe too far 

Sula might always resist definition, but she inadvertently becomes a way for the 

other townspeople of Medallion to define themselves. Like Shadrack, who tries to fit fear 

of death into the span of one day out of the year, the townspeople place the source of all 

their woes onto Sula, and in doing so, discover who they are. By placing their woes as 

Sula’s fault, “Their conviction of Sula’s evil changed them in accountable yet mysterious 

ways. Once the source of their personal misfortune was identified, they had leave to 

protect and love one another” (117). And in this way, Sula becomes like National Suicide 

Day. As long as people can hate Sula, or for as long as they can place Sula in the role of 

“evil” they know who they themselves are.  

One example comes with the mother of a boy named Teapot. The narrative 

describes her as, “Her name was Betty but she was called Teapot’s Mamma because 

being his mamma was precisely her major failure” (Sula 113-114), illustrating that her 

“identity”—or rather, her fixture in the world as “Teapot’s Mamma” is in fact, a false 
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identity. This identity only becomes true after the boy falls down the steps of Sula’s 

house, and breaks his bones. While the doctor acknowledges the bones broke largely due 

to the mother’s negligence, “Teapot’s Mamma got a lot of attention anyway and 

immersed herself in a role she had shown no inclination for: motherhood. The very idea 

of a grown woman hurting her boy kept her teeth on edge. She became the most devoted 

mother: sober, clean and industrious” (Sula 114). By casting Sula in the role of villain, 

Teapot’s Mamma can now become the role she is named for. 

Sula needs to exist as a villain in order for the townspeople to live up to their 

newly defined identities. After Sula’s death, the townspeople initially rejoice at the 

triumph over evil but than shortly thereafter return to a state before her presence defined 

them. Teapot’s Mamma, for example, grows angry when Teapot refuses to eat her food, 

“…and she beat him as she had not done since Sula knocked him down the steps. She 

was not alone. Other mothers who had defended their children from Sula’s malevolence 

(or who had defended their positions as mothers from Sula’s scorn for the role) now had 

nothing to rub against” (Sula 153). Teapot’s Mamma—who became the identity of 

“mother” in truth with Sula around—now loses the right to that identity. Without Sula as 

a bad example in which they can strive to be better people, they fall back to old habits.  

Sula, like her grandmother Eva, is one of the only citizens to leave Medallion for 

an extended period of time and then return. Toni Morrison describes Sula’s behavior as 

“masculine,” saying, “She will do the things that normally only men do, which is why 

she’s so strange. She really behaves like a man. She picks up a man, drops a man, the 

same way a man picks up a woman, drops a woman… She’s adventuresome, she trusts 

herself, she’s not scared, she really ain’t scared” (“Intimate” 487). In a society where 
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traditional values are so important, any woman who defies expectations by refusing to 

make and stay at home cannot fit in with the rest of the townspeople. Eva’s return from 

her journey leaves her with a missing leg but enough money to take care of her children. 

Her journey out of Medallion still fits with the role of “mother.” Sula’s journey, and 

return, is a “masculine” adventure meant only to please herself.  

 When Sula first returns from her ten year journey—before the break with Nel—

the two women reunite and Nel says, “You’ve been gone too long, Sula” (96)  and Sula 

cryptically replies, “Not too long, but maybe too far” (96). Sula’s reply does not quite 

make sense until Nel asks another question, “Tell me about it. The big city” (99). The one 

and only journey out of Medallion Nel ever went on she found a newly awakened sense 

of “me-ness” and a desire to leave her small town that was never fulfilled. For Nel, the 

journey out of Medallion into the “big city” must naturally be filled with exoticism and 

endless discoveries. But Sula only replies, “Big is all it is. A big Medallion” (99).  For 

Sula, she traveled far and did not actually go anywhere new. Everywhere she went was 

just another version of her small hometown. She admits that her grandmother scares her, 

and that is why she put Eva in a nursing home immediately upon her arrival home, and 

she says, “And there’s no place else for me to go” (101), indicating that despite all her 

travels there is only one “place” for her. She follows this up by saying,  “I guess I should 

have stayed gone,”  which reflects back to her statement that she was not away for “too 

long”—only “too far.” She traveled too far to only be in the same place, suggesting that 

her absence or presence from Medallion is inconsequential. As long as it does not matter 

how far she traveled, how long she was gone remains irrelevant.  



 Denham 167 

Sula thinks about how, “Nel was one of the reasons she had drifted back to 

Medallion, that and the boredom she found in Nashville, Detroit, New Orleans, New 

York, Philadelphia, Macon and San Diego. All those cities held the same people, working 

the same mouths, sweating the same sweat” (120), furthering the sense that everywhere 

she went was one “big Medallion.” It is the “sameness” that bothers Sula the most. 

Unlike Nel who craves for the stability of the unchanging, the endless encounters of the 

“same people” everywhere only proves to Sula that there is no point in traveling. As 

Harris puts it, “When she returns after her sojourn, therefore, it is because she has 

exhausted the possibility of freshness of experience; she may as well be back in the 

Bottom if human beings she encounters elsewhere do not differ significantly from those 

she has left” (Harris 77). The only difference between her hometown and the far 

distances she traveled is only one place had Nel. When Sula returns to Medallion, she too 

attempts to rekindle the shared sense of place she once had with the other woman. If Sula 

is a stranger, and perhaps even a threat, no matter where she goes, than her desire is to 

reunite with the one person with whom she had a connection.  

Sula views Nel’s reaction as a betrayal—the relationship between men and 

women are largely meaningless to Sula, and thus she cannot see why Nel views her 

sleeping with Jude as significant. Surányi states that Nel, “fails to understand Sula’s act 

of seducing her husband Jude, or that Sula values their friendship more than the casual 

sex she may have with men” (Surányi 21). Because she does not understand her own 

importance in Sula’s life, she turns from her just as all the other women in Medallion do. 

Sula thinks, “Nel was the one person who had wanted nothing from her, who had 

accepted all aspects of her. Now she wanted everything, and all because of that” (119). 
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And in Nel’s reaction, “Now Nel was one of them” (120) and “Now Nel belonged to the 

town and all of its ways” (120). Nel and Sula were once joined together as “us vs. them” 

in one identity, and now Sula sees Nel as part of a “me vs. them.” Sula has the realization 

that, “she had clung to Nel as the closest thing to both an other and a self, only to 

discover that she and Nel were not one and the same thing” (119). This discovery leaves 

Sula just as fragmented and broken as Nel, hiding in the bathroom.  

 Sula views the rest of the world as a stagnant place that is afraid of being alive. 

When Sula returns from her journey and sees her grandmother, Eva chastises her for not 

settling down and having children. Sula replies, “I don’t want to make somebody else. I 

want to make myself” (92), which encapsulates her sense of wanting to create and cling 

to her own identity. But for Sula, to truly be alive means embracing the threat of death—

something everyone else in Medallion is incapable of doing. Sula thinks, “But the free 

fall, oh no, that required—demanded—invention: a thing to do with the wings, a way of 

holding the legs and most of all a full surrender to the downward flight if they wished to 

taste their tongues or stay alive. But alive was what they, and now Nel, did not want to 

be. Too dangerous” (120). The “full surrender to the downward flight” calls attention to 

the dangerous aspect of “living.” In Sula’s mind, only those on the brink of death can 

truly “live,” those who experience the turbulence of surrender. It is a kind of ecstatic 

living at the brink of death that Sula (rightly) identifies the townspeople of Medallion as 

too afraid to experience.  

 The closest Sula comes to being just another citizen of Medallion is with her 

relationship to Ajax. The third and final section that deals with the death of a relationship 

instead of an actual death occurs in “1939,” and it focuses on Sula’s relationship with 
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Ajax. One of the many reasons the townspeople vilify Sula is because she is 

promiscuous, but we learn that when she sleeps with many different men, “She had been 

looking all along for a friend, and it took her a while to discover that a lover was not a 

comrade and could never be—for a woman” (Sula 121) and in the moment of sexual 

intercourse Sula finds, “There, in the center of that silence was not eternity but the death 

of time and a loneliness so profound the word itself had no meaning” (Sula 123). Sula 

searches for connection, perhaps one to replace the connection she had with Nel, but she 

discovers that sex does not provide that camaraderie she hopes for. Instead, finding only 

the “death of time” she seems to view empty sex as something akin to the “forever” that 

Sula always works against. Sula always resists the notion of timelessness and “always,” 

however, her relationship with Ajax represents the one time in which Sula began to feel 

like any other woman in Medallion. 

 Having met Ajax when he was an adult and she was a child, with “a universe of 

time between them” (Sula 124) when she meets him again as an adult she discovers he 

was “not so far away after all.” When she begins a relationship with him she “began to 

discover what possession was” (Sula 131). This sense of “possession” changes Sula’s 

perceptions. The woman who could not understand why Nel broke away from her after 

she slept with the other woman’s husband now has her own sense of possession for a 

man. With this relationship, Sula becomes like all the woman in Medallion she 

previously scorned. She becomes just one of Ajax’s many lovers and although she 

believes she finds some sort of connection with him she ultimately discovers that it was 

just as false as any of her other interactions with men. Ajax leaves Sula, and Grewal 

suggests, “While his rejection of Sula signifies his rejection of the structural imperatives 
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of being a man (which he recognizes as an impossibility), his departure also signifies his 

inability to identify with Sula’s own rejection of the structural imperatives of gender roles 

in her life. He is not a comrade” (Grewal 55). Even as Sula begins to understand 

“possession” she does not have the same completeness—or camaraderie—with Ajax as 

she does with Nel. 

 Sula identifies not knowing Ajax’s true name as the reason why he never 

completed her. Like many of the characters of the novel—Plum, Helene, the deweys, Tar 

Baby—Ajax is someone whose name becomes displaced. After he leaves Sula, she tries 

to find some proof that he ever existed at all in her life, and eventually finds his driver’s 

license. Instead of confirming his existence, it only proves that she never had a 

connection with him to begin with, as she realizes, “But what was this? Albert Jacks? His 

name was Albert Jacks? A. Jacks. She had thought it was Ajax. All those years” (Sula 

135). The discovery shocks Sula more than his absence, and ultimately destroys her. Sula 

reflects on this revelation and thinks, “I didn’t even know his name. And if I didn’t know 

his name, then there is nothing I did know and I have known nothing ever at all since the 

one thing I wanted was to know his name so how could he help but leave me since he 

was making love to a woman who didn’t even know his name” (Sula 136). She equates 

“knowing his name” with “knowing him” and without knowing his name she realizes she 

never held any part of his identity. Sula associates close relationships with identity 

because of her childhood relationship with Nel, and the shock of not having Ajax the 

same way she once had Nel proves too much for her. When she starts humming and 

realizes that it’s an old, familiar song and not one she created on the spot she thinks, 

“There aren’t any more new songs and I have sung all the ones there are. I have sung 
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them all. I have sung all the songs there are” (Sula 137). Sula focuses on “I have sung all 

the songs there are” as the ultimate proof that life will always be unchanging. 

When Sula dies only a year after her separation with Ajax, it seems from some 

unnamed wasting sickness. The implication, upon leaving Sula with her thoughts that “I 

have sung all the songs there are,” is that Sula dies simply because she cannot bear the 

stagnant repetition of sameness in life. She is, “finally exhausted with experience” (Grant 

101). On her deathbed, Sula declares, “I know what every colored woman in this country 

is doing…Dying. Just like me. But the difference is they dying like a stump. Me, I’m 

going down like one of those redwoods. I sure did live in this world” (143). Sula’s 

creation of her own identity is dependent on the idea that she is not too afraid to truly 

live—something she believes everyone else is doing. In many ways, Sula lives her live 

according to the principles of Shadrack’s National Suicide Day—she tries to confront her 

fears so that she does not have to live her life afraid of death.  

On her deathbed, Sula’s thoughts reveal that she still fixates on the notion of 

“sameness” and “always” as the worst part of life. She thinks: 

That’s the same sun I looked at when I was twelve, the same pear trees. If I live a 

hundred years my urine will flow the same way, my armpits and breath will smell 

the same. My hair will grow from the same holes. I didn’t mean anything. I never 

meant anything. I stood there watching her burn and was thrilled. I wanted her to 

keep on jerking like that, to keep on dancing. (Sula 147) 

We know that Eva has often thought Sula watching her own mother burn to death was a 

reflection of her innate evil—a sentiment that is repeated throughout Medallion as they 

rally against her. Sula’s own reflections on the matter on her deathbed seems to suggest 
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that she was not fascinated by the moment because her mother was dying but that she was 

fascinated because in that moment her mother seemed truly alive. When she confesses 

that, “I wanted her to keep on jerking like that, to keep on dancing” it suggests that Sula 

links the notion of death with a type of ecstatic living that everyone else in Medallion 

cannot see.  

 Sula’s death in many ways resembles Saleem’s death in Midnight’s Children. 

Because Saleem is supposedly writing the novel that we are reading, there is no way in 

which he can reasonably capture his death at the end of the book even though he is 

determined that it is the only way in which his story can ever reach “the ending.” The 

only way he can capture his death is by asserting that it will occur. He declares his death 

with the same authority he uses to discuss his past, as a future occurrence that has no 

other recourse but to happen the way he says it will. As readers, we have to trust that 

some things occur outside of the narrative’s capability of what it can present to us.  

 A third person point of view novel does not have the same narrative restrictions as 

a first person point of view novel does, especially when it comes to representing the 

deaths of characters. However, where Midnight’s Children assumed that death could not 

occur from the point of view of the character dying, Sula’s death occurs solely from her 

perspective instead of an omniscient narrator observing the experience. The narrative 

presents Sula’s death as such: 

   Then she realized, or rather she sensed, that there was not going to be any 

pain. She was not breathing because she didn’t have to. Her body did not need 

oxygen. She was dead. 



 Denham 173 

  Sula felt her face smiling. “Well, I’ll be damned,” she thought, “it didn’t 

even hurt. Wait’ll I tell Nel.” (Sula 149) 

The narrative presents Sula’s death in unambiguous terms: “She was dead.” It is just as 

authoritative as Saleem’s assertions that his death will occur in the way he narrates—and 

even more certain because it states what is instead of what will be. However, unlike 

Saleem’s assertion that death is an ending, (the only ending), Sula’s narrative continues 

even after her death has taken place. Her final thought, “Wait’ll I tell Nel,” predicts a 

reunion after death—an anticipation of events after death—that defies all expectations of 

death as an ending. Sula’s death ultimately proves that her point of view was the correct 

one all along. The townspeople of Medallion who fear death because it represents chaos, 

change, and the unknowable, ultimately live the kind of small lives that Sula accuses 

them of all along. Her acceptance of death, and her acceptance of death all throughout her 

life, ultimately presents death in an enviable way. 

 

Just Circles and Circles of Sorrow 

 One would expect the novel to end with the death of Sula, in the same way 

Saleem insists the novel he writes can only end with his death. However, two more 

sections occur after Sula’s death, and both seem like an accumulation that could have 

dramatically ended the novel. Bouson states that, “A primary carrier of the text’s rage and 

contempt, Sula not only is futureless but she also is prematurely ushered out of the text” 

(Bouson 67). The use of the word “premature” suggests that the text needed Sula until the 

very end. It calls attention to her absence in precisely the way Morrison intended. 

Morrison writes, “I wanted Sula to be missed by the reader. That’s why she dies early… I 
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wanted them to miss her presence in that book as that town missed her presence” 

(“Intimate” 478). Even as she is “prematurely ushered out of the text,” Sula is clearly 

missed, as she is supposed to be. There is “quite a lot of book left” (“Intimate” 478) after 

Sula’s death. The penultimate section, “1941,” ends with the mass deaths of many 

townspeople on National Suicide Day, and the final section, “1965,” ends with Nel, after 

the death of Eva. 

 The penultimate section ends with Shadrack’s perspective, just as the second 

section began with him. We first discover a little more about his enigmatic comment, 

“Always,” that he said to Sula after she accidentally drowned Chicken Little. We learn 

that he did not seem to witness the drowning like Sula and Nel feared he did, and instead 

remembers the encounter as significant because Sula as a young girl was the first and last 

person to ever visit him in his home. When he reflects on this encounter we learn a little 

more about why he said what he did: 

But when he looked at her face he had seen also the skull beneath, and thinking 

she saw it too—knew it was there and was afraid—he tried to think of something 

to say to comfort her, something to stop the hurt from spilling out of her eyes. So 

he had said “always,” so she would not have to be afraid of change—the falling 

away of skin, the drip and slide of blood, and the exposure of bone underneath. 

He had said “always” to convince her, assure her, of permanency. (157) 

Despite the creation of National Suicide Day, Shadrack is still haunted by his fear of 

death. And when he looks at Sula as a girl, he only sees the outline of her skull and the 

inevitable fact that she will one day die. His own fear of death projects a fear of death 

onto Sula (when in fact she is afraid of what he saw) and his “promise of always” is 
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meant to reassure her that there is a permanence in this world. Instead of providing 

reassurance (in a way that would have reassured anyone else in the novel) his “promise” 

is instead something that frightens Sula. 

 When Sula dies, Shadrack understands that his promise of always is a lie: “No 

‘always’ at all. Another dying away of someone whose face he knew” (158). As Williams 

phrases it, “To Shadrack, Sula becomes just another casualty of the war” (Williams 120). 

Shadrack struggles with the same thing that Nel does: the idea that there is no “forever” 

and that things will continue on as they always do. When he realizes that Sula is dead, he 

focuses only on death as a kind of defeat; that because, “His visitor was dead and would 

come no more” (158), death has somehow “triumphed” despite his promise of always, 

and despite his attempts to contain it in the span of a day. Shadrack experiences a kind of 

futility, “It was then he began to suspect that all those years of rope hauling and bell 

ringing were never going to do any good” (158). What follows is perhaps one of the most 

puzzling events of the novel: the ecstatic joining of the townspeople and Shadrack on his 

National Suicide Day parade that ends in a terrible accident that kills many of the 

participants of National Suicide Day.  

Those who suddenly join Shadrack’s parade do so with almost inexplicable, 

chaotic glee. The first reasons range from, “Maybe the sun; maybe the clots of green 

showing in the hills promising so much; maybe the contrast between Shadrack’s doomy, 

gloomy bell glinting in all that sweet sunshine. Maybe just a brief moment, for once, of 

not feeling fear, of looking at death in the sunshine and being unafraid” (Sula 158-159). 

For the first time, the townspeople of Medallion look at death and do not feel fear, and 



 Denham 176 

this is what prompts them to join the parade. The narrative describes those who do not go, 

and it is as telling as those who do:  

Some, of course, like Helen Wright, would not go. She watched the ruckus with 

characteristic scorn. Others, who understood the Spirit’s touch which made them 

dance, who understood whole families bending their backs in a field while singing 

as from one throat, who understood the ecstasy of baptisms under suns just like 

this one, did not understand this curious disorder, this headless display and so 

refused also to go. (Sula 160) 

Nel’s mother, largely absent from the text since the early sections of the novel, still 

represents the need for order and containment. It only makes sense that she would not 

follow the “ruckus” and “curious disorder.” The people who join Shadrack in the parade 

are those who touch Sula’s experience of ecstatic living—the disorganized joy of life that 

comes when the fear of death no longer rules their behavior.  

 When the townspeople attempt to “kill” the tunnel that killed their dreams and 

instead die in ice, it almost seems like a moral against ecstatic living. The narrative lists 

their deaths, similar to the way Saleem’s detached listing of the bomb victims in his 

family:  

A lot of them died there… Outside, others watched in terror as ice split and earth 

shook beneath their feet. Mrs. Jackson, weighing less than 100 pounds, slid down 

the bank and met with an open mouth the ice she had craved all her life. Tar 

Baby, Dessie, Ivy, Valentine, the Herrod boys, some of Ajax’s younger brothers 

and the deweys (at least it was supposed; their bodies were never found)—all died 

there. (Sula 160) 
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Lisa Williams suggests that, “By killing Sula and the community, Morrison indicts the 

larger racist and sexist society for their deaths. She shows how difficult rebellion is 

against entrenched structures that uphold domination, even as the novel insists that such 

alternative actions must be taken” (Williams 121). Her critique fits with the idea that 

there is some moral to the deaths of the community. Either they are being punished for 

daring to ecstatically live, or some how society is in the wrong, because it is what created 

the circumstances of their deaths to begin with. The deaths do serve as a kind of end. We 

know from the timeless first section that there is no longer a community at the Bottom, 

and in some ways the massive deaths in the icy tunnel represent the ways in which the 

community dies.  But the ecstasy, the disorder, the people exhibit—and the fact that they 

die—echo Sula’s dying statement that everyone is dying just like her. Except, one might 

imagine, the deaths on National Suicide Day might be the kind of deaths Sula approves 

of—not like stumps, but redwood trees.  

 The final scene does not close on the death of the community, but with the death 

of Eva, and Nel a lone survivor after she has lost everyone else. Long after their 

friendship falls apart, and after Sula dies, the idea of the two of them being 

indistinguishable begins to haunt Nel. When she visits Eva, Sula’s grandmother, Eva 

accuses Nel of drowning Chicken Little. She denies this, asserting that it was Sula who 

accidentally drowned the boy, but Eva’s reply is simply, “Both of you. Never was no 

difference between you” (169). Just as a compliment to one is a compliment to the other, 

a crime committed by one is also a crime committed by the other. While Nel tries to deny 

this, the encounter only causes her to realize that she misses Sula and regrets their falling 

out. With this acceptance and reaching out for Sula, we come to see that Nel agrees with 
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Eva’s assessment: she shares Sula’s blame as if she drowned the boy herself. Nel spends 

some time afterwards considering Eva’s accusation that she watched Chicken Little 

drown, instead of saw him drown (Sula 170), and perhaps this was Nel’s true crime. 

Bouson suggests that, “Pointing to the narrative’s preoccupation with shameless looking, 

these remarks may also be directed, at least in part, toward Morrison’s voyeuristic readers 

who may feel both horrified and stimulated as they respond to the novel’s repeated scenes 

of disinterested violence” (Bouson 72).  In a novel so entrenched with death and violence, 

the readers become complicit with Nel’s voyeurism. However, the reminder of Chicken 

Little’s death is not meant to force Nel to confront her own guilt, but rather a reminder of 

the first break she ever had in Sula. When Nel visits the dying Eva, it invokes almost 

every death previously encountered in the book—Sula’s, Plum’s, Chicken Little’s. Nel 

must once again confront her own mortality, and this time, she chooses to escape the 

confines of her small life.  

 The final moments of the novel solidify the parallels between Shadrack and Nel. 

They are the lone survivors of their community—they have outlasted everyone else in the 

novel. Despite all the parallels between Shadrack and Sula—his organized madness a 

match for her strangeness as pariahs in the society—in the end it is Shadrack and Nel 

who share the final moment together. Shadrack, “A little shaggier, a little older, still 

energetically mad, he looked at the woman hurrying along the road with the sunset in her 

face” (Sual 173) and, “Shadrack and Nel moved in opposite directions, each thinking 

separate thoughts about the past. The distance between them increased as they both 

remembered gone things” (Sula 174). Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that 

Shadrack, Nel, and Sula all formed a kind of triangle, and that if Nel and Shadrack have a 
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bond it is because Sula is no longer in their lives. As they move in opposite directions it 

is easy to see their similarities. Despite his madness, Shadrack always tries to organize 

his life, in the same way that Nel lives a “small life.”  The fact that both of them are 

survivors does not mean they are in any way triumphant. Instead, the two are both caught 

up with thoughts of that past and “gone things.” Bouson states that the ending, 

“…focuses instead on the deep girlhood bond between Sula and Nel, showing how Nel’s 

memory of her girlhood friendship with Sula acts as a redemptive force in her life” 

(Bouson 72). Nel’s final realization, “All that time, all that time, I thought I was missing 

Jude” and “We was girls together” (Sula 174) as she calls out for Sula does seem like a 

final redemptive moment for Nel. The narrative describes Nel’s lament as, “It was a fine 

cry—loud and long—but it had no bottom and it had not top, just circles and circles of 

sorrow” (174) and this, perhaps, is Nel’s redemption. Her sorrow, with “no bottom” or 

“top” is the only thing in Nel’s life that has ever escaped confinement. Nel, like 

Shadrack, like her mother Helene, has always been representative of the forces in 

Medallion who seek permanence by finding the proper “place” for her life. By fitting 

everything in its place, she instead fits herself into that “small life.” Her cry, full of 

“circles and circles of sorrow” is her final escape out of confinement—her final reach to 

Sula. The novel ends not on death, but on the lament of the living.  
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CONCLUSION 

When critiquing a poem by Emmett Williams, Frank Kermode quotes the line “i 

destroyed the last’ (qtd. in Kermode 119) and continues on to parenthetically state, “(The 

i, it should be noted, is lower-case. This is an index of much triviality in avant-garde 

writing. What is it? A pathetic gesture towards a longed-for illiteracy? If so it is a 

traditional modernism. A rejection of the upper case egotism of the salauds? It might be 

worth a thesis)” (Kermode 119). Through the course of writing this project I will admit I 

have become keenly aware of the presence of parentheses, and this one made me laugh 

out loud. 

 It is a hilarious critique on Kermode’s part—one that can really only exist in 

parenthesis. The biting comment about “pathetic gestures” as well as the almost flippant 

“it might be worth a thesis” is a borderline sarcastic commentary that exists outside his 

overall argument in The Sense of an Ending. The parentheses allows a kind of informality 

because parentheses are interruptive, irrelevant, and not considered the main part of a 

text. There is a freedom precisely because we as readers are trained to disregard 

parenthetical commentary. 

 Similiarly, I find a very pivotal parenthesis in Roland Barthes’ famous work 

Camera Lucida. In his critique on photography he discusses at length a picture he calls 

“the Winter Garden Photograph” as it was a photo of his mother that he describes as 

having a profound effect upon him, what he calls the “impossible science of the unique 

being” (Barthes 71 emphasis his). In Camera Lucida he reproduces many of the 

photographs he analyzes, but he purposefully withholds reproducing the pivotal Winter 
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Garden Photograph. The reader notices the absence before Barthes finally admits in 

parenthesis: 

 (I cannot reproduce the Winter Garden Photograph. It exists only for me. For you, 

it would be nothing but an indifferent picture, one of the thousand manifestations 

of the “ordinary”; it cannot in any way constitute the visible object of a science; it 

cannot establish an objectivity, in the positive sense of the term; at most it would 

interest your stadium: period, clothes, photogeny; but in it, for you, no wound.) 

(Barthes 73) 

Unlike Kermode’s irreverent parenthetical comment, Barthes’ confession is deeply 

personal and serious. He is revealing something that is painful to him while at the same 

time that it would hold no overall benefit to his readers—the Winter Garden Photograph 

would not mean to them what it means to him. And yet the truth we can glean behind this 

disclaimer is that perhaps Barthes does not feel like his readers have a right to see 

something that is so personal to him. He cannot bring himself to share that which has 

such a profound effect on him. What wounds him would not wound others, so there is no 

point in reproducing something so personal to satisfy mere curiosity.  

 This level of personal confession once again becomes only possible in the 

confines of a parenthesis. Barthes can speak freely to the “you” who is reading simply 

because the parenthesis exists outside his main argument. Parenthesis grants permission 

to speak freely. The reason I bring up the Kermode and Barthes parentheses is because 

they are both solid examples of the way writers, even critics, find a freedom in 

parenthesis—freedom to speak in a different “voice,” freedom to be irreverent, to 

confront the “you”—that can potentially be used to represent time. Abstract concepts like 
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simultaneity, or heaviness, or placement, all become possible to represent when the 

author is free to bend the rules with a parenthesis.  

 It does, in retrospect, seem odd to base a project around a grammatical mark. In 

his ‘Afterward” to Narrative Discourse, Gerard Genette writes, “Therefore I think, and 

hope, that all this technology—prolepses, analepses, the iterative, focalizations, 

paralipses, the metadiegic, etc—surely barbaric to the lovers of belles lettres, tomorrow 

will seem positively rustic, and will go to join other packaging, the detritus of Poetics; let 

us only hope that it will not be abandoned without having had some transitory 

usefulness” (Genette 263-264). I by no means wish to aspire to the lasting impact that 

Genette has had on our discussion on Poetics and Narrative, but I would like to hold a 

similar hope that the temporal parenthesis holds some transitory usefulness for 

discussions about the representation of time in the novel.  
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NOTES AND WORKS CITED 
 
Introduction 
                                                 
1 This gesture, it goes without saying, is not limited to Dickens and Orwell. A quick 
Google search will result in countless novels that use the same technique of “speaking 
parenthetically.” It is not my intention to enumerate them all, I merely wish to stress that 
I am by no means implying that Dickens of Orwell are unique with this particular 
expression. 
2 Other forms of punctuation can be heard—wuestion marks or exclamation points, for 
example, are types of punctuation that represent a specific form of speaking. They stand 
in as metaphors in the same way quotation marks and parentheses do. 
3 Another occurs earlier in the novel: However, with all this, and all that I had secur'd 
before, I found upon casting things up, my Case was very much alter'd, any my Fortune 
much lessen'd, for including the Hollands, and a parcel of fine Muslins, which I carried 
off before, and some plate, and other things; I found I could hardly muster up 500 l. and 
my Condition was very odd, for tho' I had no Child (I had had one by my Gentleman 
Draper, but it was buried), yet I was a Widow bewitch'd, I had a Husband, and no 
Husband, and I could not pretend to Marry again, tho' I knew well enough my husband 
would never see England any more, if he liv'd fifty years: Thus I say, I was limitted from 
Marriage, what Offer soever might be made me: and I had not one Friend to advise with, 
in the Condition I was in, at least not one I durst Trust the Secret of my Circumstances to, 
for if the Commissioners were to have been inform'd where I was, I should have been 
fetch'd up, and examin'd upon Oath, and all I had sav'd be taken away from me." (Defoe 
53) 
4 I am aware that this phrasing sounds overly exaggerated, as I by no means wish to make 
grand claims about the history of the novel. But if we consider the origins of the English 
novel to be with Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, and Daniel Defoe as Ian Watts’ 
Rise of the Novel suggests, then it is safe enough to claim that so long as the English 
novel has been a genre, authors have used parentheses within the writing of those novels.  
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-------------------- To The Lighthouse. London: Vintage Classics, 2004. Print. 

Chapter One 
 
5 For the purposes of my argument, I do not differentiate between any sort of grammatical 
difference that might occur with the use of square brackets versus round brackets. While I 
acknowledge that because Virginia Woolf uses both square and round brackets in her 
text, she must have seen some difference between the two, I argue that they both serve as 
barriers that interrupt the reader’s experience of the text and function in similar ways. 
Because of this, I will refer to both square and round brackets as “parentheses.” 
6 I find that Ricouer’s term “narrative-voice” serves as the most useful term to describe 
that which is not the thoughts of a specific character nor could be explicitly described as a 
“narrator,” so for this reason I will use “narrative-voice” throughout this chapter to 
reference that omniscient voice present in Woolf’s novels. 
7 For this purpose, I refer to that which takes place outside of parentheses as the “main 
narrative.”  The events that occur in parentheses—especially the scene at the beach—are 
secondary narratives that exists in parenthesis. 
8 In her diary, Virginia Woolf discusses the process of writing Mrs. Dalloway (then 
tentatively titled The Hours) and says, “I should say a good deal about The Hours, & my 
discovery; how I dog out beautiful caves behind my characters; I think that gives exactly 
what I want; humanity, humour, depth. The idea is that the caves shall connect, & each 
comes to daylight in the present moment” (Diary 263). This then creates the “tunneling 
effect” of connecting her character’s consciousness or sub-consciousness with one 
another through the act of narrative. 
9 Jane Lilienfeld’s “‘Successin Circuit Lies’: Editing the War in Mrs. Dalloway” argues 
that Woolf, “knew a great deal about World War I” in her essay that “examines the 
representation of the conflagration of a world war in a novel that does not seem to focus 
on war” (Lilienfeld 113). I would put forth that many of of Woolf’s novels were such 
examinations, even if the war was not fully represented. 
10  “‘Le Temps Passe’ and the Originial Typescript: An Early Version of the ‘Time 
Passes’ Section of To the Lighthouse” by James M. Haule, Virginia Woolf and Charles 
Mauron, reproduces both the French publication of “Time Passes” as well as the original 
English translation, which I recommend looking over for a fuller understanding of the 
differences between editions of the “Time Passes” section. 
11 As compared to the final version, “They had the moth in them—Mrs. Ramsay’s things. 
Poor lady! She would never want them again. She was dead, they said; years ago, in 
London” (Woolf 129) 
 
 
Augustine, Confessions, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1961. Print. 

Bachelard, Gaston. Poetics of Space. Trans. Maria Jolas. Boston: Beacon Press, 1994. 

 Print. 



 Denham 185 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bakhtin, M. M. The Dialogic Imagination: For Essays. Ed. Michael Holquist. Austin, U 

  of Texas P, 2002. Print. 

Banfield, Ann. “Time Passes: Virginia Woolf, Post-Impressionism, and Cambridge 

 Time.” Poetics Today, Vol. 24, Number 3, (Fall 2003), pp. 471-516. Print. 

Dalgarno, Emily. Virginia Woolf and the Visible World. Cambridge: Cambridge U P,

 2001. Print. 

De Gay, Jane. Virginia Woolf’s Novels and the Literary Past. Edinburgh, Edinburgh U P, 

  2006. Print. 

Haule, James M, Virginia Woolf and Charles Mauron. “‘Le Temps Passe’ and the  

  Original Typescript: An Early Version of the “Time Passes” Section of To the 

 Lighthouse.” Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 29, No 3 (Autumn, 1983), pp. 

 267-311. Print. 

Heise, Ursula. Chronoschism: Time, Narrative, and Postmodernism. Cambridge

 Cambridge U P, 1997. Print. 

Jameson, Fredric. The Antinomies of Realism. London and New York: Verso, 2013. Print. 

Lilienfeld, Jane. “‘Success in Circuit Lies’: Editing the War in Mrs. Dalloway.” Woolf 

  Studies Annual, Vol. 15, (2009), pp. 113-133. Print. 

McLaurin, Allen. Virginia Woolf: The Echoes Enslaved. Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 

 1973. Print. 

Mendilow, A. A. Time and the Novel. New York: Humanities Press, 1965. Print. 

Ricoeur, Paul. Time and Narrative, Vol. 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David 

 Pellauer.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1984. Print. 



 Denham 186 

                                                                                                                                                 
----------------- Time and Narrative, Vol. 2, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David

 Pellauer. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1985. Print. 

Sherman, David. “A Plot Unraveling into Ethics: Woolf, Levinas, and ‘Time Passes.’’

 Woolf Studies Annual, Vol. 13, (2007), pp. 158-179. Print. 

Stevenson, Randall and Jane Goldman. “‘But what? Elegy?’: Modernist Reading and the 

 Death of Mrs. Ramsay.” The Yearbook of English Studies, Vol. 26, Strategies of 

 Reading: Dickens and after. Special Number (1996), pp. 173-186. Print. 

Tudeau-Clayton, Margaret. “‘Time Passes’—Virginia Woolf’s Virgilian Passage to the 

 Future Past Masterpieces: A la recherché du perdu and To the Lighthouse.” 

 Comparative Critical Studies, Vol. 3, Issue 3, 2006, pp. 291-323. Print. 

Woolf, Virginia. A Change in Perspective: The Letters of Virginia Woolf. Vol. III: 1923-

 1928. Ed. Nigel Nicolson. London: Hogarth Press, 1977. Print. 

----------------------.Between the Acts. Orlando: Harcourt Press, 1969. Print. 

 --------------------. The Diary of Virginia Woolf Vol. III. Ed. Anne Olivier Bell. London: 

 Hogarth Press, 1980. Print. 

---------------------Jacob’s Room. New York: Penguin Books, 1998. Print. 

-------------------- To The Lighthouse. London: Vintage Classics, 2004. Print. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Denham 187 

                                                                                                                                                 
Chapter Two 
 
12 I do not mean to dismiss incest as a thematic focus; in fact The Sound and the Fury 

arguably links Quentin’s fascination with time to his fascination with his sister, Caddy. 
At two points in the opening of his section, Quentin considers time and then a biblical 
figure: “And the good Saint Francis that said Little Sister Death that never had a sister” 
(Sound 76) and “That Christ was not crucified: he was worn away by a minute clicking of 
little wheels. That had no sister” (Sound 77). These reflections seem to indicate that 
Quentin’s constant checking of clocks stems from his own agony of living with what his 
sister has done. However, the topic of incest (especially as it is linked to time) is beyond 
the scope of this project, and I intend to focus only on both novels as they exist as “tales 
about time.” 
13 For further examinations of Quentin’s relationship with time (and his father) in The 

Sound and the Fury, I recommend John T. Irwin’s essay, “Repetition and Revenge” 
where he suggests that Quentin’s “sense of time” is “a compulsion, a fate” (Irwin 58) and 
that Quentin’s struggles against his father is a struggle against time. Also, Richard Reed’s 
article, “The Role of Chronology in Faulkner’s Yoknapatwpha Fiction” where he puts 
forth, “Although Quentin Compson is furiously obsessed with time, his sense of time 
decays as his sanity deteriorates; past events and conversations become so real to him that 
they finally overshadow his actual surroundings and situations” (Reed 38). 
14 Ricouer identifies some of these “figures of authority” that represent monumental time 
in Mrs. Dalloway as the “doctors who torment poor Septimus,” the glimpse of the Prince 
of Wales’ car, the airplane with its trail of advertising, the various lords and ladies at 
Clarissa’s party as well as Mr. Richard Dalloway himself (Ricouer Vol. 2 106).  
15 I will draw on Hortense Spillers’ argument throughout this chapter, and I recommend 
her analysis on repetition in Absalom, Absalom! and The Sound and The Fury for further 
reading about the subject. 
16 Spillers remarks, “the conventional marking of the parenthesis intrudes an interpretive 
device here that encourages the reader to think that perhaps she has lost her grip: an open-
ended parenthesis falls rather unobtrusively, mid-sentence, about three pages into the 
chapter, and it has not boundary or close, although, if I have not erred somewhere along 
the way, I have concluded that it incorporates the entirety of the chapter, stating at page 
183 of my edition, coursing straight to the end of the segment” (Spillers 361). I can 
personally attest to my own experience of readerly insanity as I traced all the parentheses 
in the novel only to come across one that seemingly had no end. 
17 Once again, I am less interested in the psychoanalytic possibilities of the relationship, 
but they are important to note. Carolyn Porter theorizes that Bon’s actions stem from the 
fact that Sutpen denied his firstborn son his name. So that when Bon proposes marriage 
to Judith, it is many ways a knowingly forcible reenactment of the Oedipus situation: 
“That such a marriage would violate the incest taboo—among other things—serves to 
underscore the proposal’s status as threat. But what has provoked that threat, at least as 
Quentin and Shreve imagine it, is Sutpen’s denial of paternal recognition in the first 
place, a denial ‘justified’ by Sutpen’s belief that Charles is black. And it is the same 
‘black blood’ that Sutpen uses to justify sending forth his son Henry as his agent to block 
Charles’s marriage to Judith. Denied the Name of the Father, the son Charles Bon wreaks 
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his revenge by threatening to become the son-in-law. Finally, by forcing Sutpen to force 
Henry to kill him, Charles wrecks Sutpen’s dynasty, in effect ‘unmakin’ the father who 
has refused him entry into the father’s house’” (Porter 194). 
18 See Cleanth Brooks article “History and the Sense of the Tragic” for more information. 
Brooks states how Shreve, “shrug[s] off the tragic implications and resume[s] the tone of 
easy banter” (Brooks 39) and “the long perspective is antihistorical: make it long enough 
and any sense of history evaporates. Lengthen it further still and the human dimension 
itself evaporates (39). 
19 Brooks succinctly states that asking whether or not Quentin hates the South would be 
the same as asking Stephan Dedalus (or more accurately, James Joyce) hates Ireland, 
stating that “The answer here would surely have to be yes and no” (Brooks 40). 
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Chapter Three 
 
20 The capitalization of the word “History” here is to deliberately reflect the grand nature 
of the word, because it is clear throughout Midnight’s Children that “History”—those 
events that can be supported with documented facts—is something larger than just a 
simple sense of the past. If I can offer a simple differentiation, “history” is charged with 
political importance, and might be the subject of written textbooks, whereas the “past” 
can exist on a more personal level of importance, and might not be written about, as in 
the case of the Sutpen story in Absalom, Absalom! 
21 Ricouer states, “We shall give the name ‘standing-for’ (or ‘taking the place of’) to the 
relations between the constructions of history and their vis-à-vis, that is, a past that is 
abolished yet preserved in its traces” (Ricouer 3:100). And further clarifies, “Let me 
immediately say that I do not expect the dialectic of standing-for to resolve the paradox 
that affects the concept of a “real” past,” only that it should render problematic the very 
concept of “reality” applied to the past” (Ricouer 3:100). I find Ricouer’s term “standing-
for” a useful one in terms of understanding how we use the word “history.” It always 
calls attention to the constructed nature, or even to the artificial notion of a “real” past, of 
history in a way that I find useful in discussing the way Saleem Sinai attempts to create 
or make history to be something that conforms to his vision of the past.  
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22 That is, the fact that Midnight’s Children is a fictional novel with historical events is 
not important. We must instead focus on the novel as Saleem’s personal story that he 
constructs as a representation of a much larger point in History.  
23 “The original opening sentence of Midnight’s Children had been “Most of what 
happens in our lives takes place in our absence,” and even though in the end he had 
buried it elsewhere in the text, thinking it to Tolstoyan an opening—if there was one 
thing Midnight’s Children was not, it was not Anna Karenina—the idea continued to nag 
at him. How to tell the stories of such a world, a world in which character was no longer 
always destiny, in which your fate could be determined not by your own choices but by 
those of strangers, in which economies could be destiny, or a bomb?” (Joseph 69) 
It is important to note here that despite the fact that Joseph Anton is a personal memoir, 
Rushdie writes it in the third person, and treats “Rushdie” as a character in a novel. It is 
an interesting contrast to Midnight’s Children, which is a fictional novel but written in 
the first person point of view of a personal memoir. 
24 “Narratives establish a sense of present moment, narrative NOW, so to speak. If the 
narrative is overt, there are perforce two NOWs, that of the discourse, the moment 
occupied by the narrator in the present tense (“I am going to tell you the following 
story”), and that of the story, the moment that the action began to transpire, usually in the 
preterite” (Chatman 63) 
25 “There is reading-time and there is plot-time, or, as I prefer to distinguish them, 
discourse-time—the time it takes to peruse the discourse—and story-time, the duration of 
the purported events of the narrative” (Chatman 62). 
26 The full quote reads, “He had found an intersection between the private and the public 
and would build his book on the crossroads. The political and the personal could no 
longer be kept apart. This was no longer the age of Jane Austen, who could write her 
entire oeuvre during the Napoleonic Wars without mentioning them, and for whom the 
major role of the British Army was to wear dress uniforms and look cute in parties” 
(Joseph 56).One must assume Rushdie was not being overtly critical of Austen’s work, as 
he also says she had a particular influence on the novel. He remarks in his introduction to 
Midnight’s Children, That “…her portraits of brilliant woman caged by the social 
conventions of their time, women whose Indian counterparts I knew well” (Midnight xi). 
27 And, of course, Rushdie here is no more actual Salman Rushdie than Saleem Sinai is 
the actual writer of Midnight’s Children. He is, at the very least, a construct of the actual 
author who appears very much like a character would in a memoir. But for convenience 
sake, I will work with the assumption that Rushdie here is a more accurate representation 
of the actual author’s intentions that run counter to the intentions of Saleem Sinai.  
28 By “history” here, I mean historical facts that can be proven with documentation as 
having actually occurred. Whenever Saleem uses the word “history” it is clear that he 
means the larger scheme of political (rather than personal) that affects all of India. 
However, the term is complicated by the temporal confusion of narrative in the novel; 
what Saleem means as “history” he usually means “current events” that take place during 
the course of his (past) life that he narrates as if they were currently happening from the 
vantage point of a much later date. 
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Chapter Four  

29 The link between Sula and Shadrack is one that numerous critics have examined, and it 
is one that Morrison herself invites. She remarks in an interview with Robert Stepto that 
she, “needed, wanted, a form of madness that was clear and compact to bounce off of 
Sula’s strangeness” (“Intimate” 483) and she asserts that “there’s a connection between 
the two of them” (“Intimate” 483). Critics have also explored this connection. I do not 
deny that there is a parallel or connection between Shadrack and Sula, but I do argue that 
the similarities and connections between Shadrack and Nel to be more interesting. 
30 Williams provides a more sinister reading for the death of Chicken Little, suggesting 
that, “Both Nel and Sula want to kill off the male who will eventually rupture their 
Edenic playfulness…” (Williams 112). She goes on to say, “Chicken Little becomes the 
victim of their wish to hold on to the primacy of their friendship despite the inevitability 
of growing into young womanhood with its greater emphasis on heterosexuality” 
(Williams 112), implicating Chicken Little as a sacrificial lamb to the friendship between 
the two girls. I find this reading interesting, although I do not necessarily agree with it. I 
find Chicken Little as a representative of any intrusion upon Nel and Sula’s friendship—
not necessarily just a male presence. He represents the whole of Medallion who would 
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not have been able to penetrate the girlhood bond, and thus becomes victim to the “us vs. 
them” mentality that the two girls inhabit. 
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