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Abstract: Kazuo Ishiguro’s fourth novel The Unconsoled (1995) is struc-
tured as a surrealist memoryscape of its main protagonist and narrator Ry-
der. Supposedly a world-renowned pianist who finds himself in an unnamed
Central European city, Ryder is meant to contribute to the cultural consol-
idation of the local community by performing at a forthcoming concert.
While his labyrinthine memories gradually emerge and narratively map
onto his environment as he attempts to understand his circumstances, the
community’s cultural and historical past surfaces as comparably intricate.
In this paper, insights from contemporary memory studies and trauma the-
ory are employed in the analysis of how collective memory is implicated in
the construction of the community’s narrative identity in The Unconsoled
and how that identity is dependent on a configuration of cultural trauma.
The analysis points to Ishiguro’s subtly ironic treatment of the commu-
nity’s desire for metanarratives of presence, stability, value, and progress,
perceived in the discrepancy between the city’s idealistic mythologizing of
its past and its reductionism of historical complexities to simple binaries.
Conversely, when Ryder’s individual mechanisms of self-preservation and
trauma suppression are interpreted as comparable to the collective efforts
at sustaining a coherent identity through collective memory, the novel’s in-
terpretation reveals how both individual and cultural identity are dependent
on narrative configurations. Ultimately, these collective attempts at mean-
ing-making are discerned as ambiguously complex, which precludes their
strict ethical condemnation as ideological manipulation, since they emerge
as intrinsic to the process of identity construction.

Keywords: collective memory, memory studies, trauma, archive, canon,
narrative identity

1. Introduction

In his fourth novel The Unconsoled (1995), the British author of Japa-
nese origin and winner of the 2017 Nobel Prize in Literature, Kazuo Ishig-
uro, radically unsettles the geographic and historical coordinates of the
conventional setting. He does so by immersing the novel’s main protag-
onist Ryder in a surrealist world of an unnamed city, in what is proba-
bly Central Europe some time after the Cold War had subsided, although
such contextualization ought to remain tentative. Even though Ishiguro’s
first three novels are commonly subsumed under the genre of realism (see
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Holmes 2005: 11-22), they configure only a semblance of realism and his-
torical specificity, whereas in fact they are set either in imagined locales
(Ishiguro’s memories of Nagasaki in A Pale View of Hills and An Artist
of the Floating World) or mythologized landscapes (the nostalgic vision
of country-house England in The Remains of the Day) (see Shaffer, Wong
2008: 45-46). Consequently, The Unconsoled does not constitute such an
immense leap into abstraction as many have speculated (see Beedham
2010: 102-105). It does, however, through an abstracted setting, emphasize
the universal aspects of the mechanisms of memory, both individual and
collective, which will be explored in this paper.

At the beginning of the novel, Ryder already finds himself in the un-
known city and is revealed as suffering from a vague form of memory loss,
incapable of clearly recalling why he is there or what he is supposed to be
doing. He is subsequently portrayed by the townspeople as a world-re-
nowned pianist on tour, whose arrival is part of the city’s extensive prepa-
rations for the Thursday night concert showcasing the performance of a
previously defamed conductor Leo Brodsky, who is to initiate the city’s
cultural rejuvenation and replace its discarded cellist icon, Henri Christ-
off. Ryder’s role in the cultural consolidation of the city’s collective iden-
tity — which is rooted in musical excellence and worth, but is likewise
in danger of being reduced to a “cold modern city” (Ishiguro 2013: 107)
due to an undefined crisis - lies in providing support to the community,
as well as in performing a recital and giving a speech at the concert. Ry-
der’s struggles to navigate between personal hardship and trauma on the
one hand, and professional demands on the other, conform to the logic
of an anxiety dream, which structures the novel and overlaps with the
community’s own identity-shaping insecurities. Such a logic allows an
interpretation of the three days Ryder spends in the city before his depar-
ture for Helsinki, as a narrative mapping of his emerging memories onto
his environment. In other words, the world of the novel is interpreted as
Ryder’s personal landscape of memory - a memoryscape.

What the following interpretation aims to demonstrate is how both
individual and collective identities in The Unconsoled are based on nar-
rative configurations, by making a connection between Ryder’s struggles
with his memories and the community’s issues with their own prob-
lematic past, which haunts their attempts at constituting a homogenous
identity. The interpretation likewise aims to show how collective memory
is grounded in ideology, how it mediates between the spectrality of ar-
chival history and the canonical narrative crucial for identity preserva-
tion and maintenance, and how such ambiguous and complex efforts at
meaning-making preclude their straightforward ethical condemnation as
ideological manipulation.
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2. Collective memory:
between the spectral archive and the constructed canon

In his study Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Mem-
ory, Andreas Huyssen points to a “shift in the experience and sensibility
of time” which has since the 1980s rerouted Western societies’ political
and cultural focus from “present futures” to “present pasts” (2003: 11).
Toward the end of the Cold War tensions, and by gaining a better vantage
point to take stock of the cultural ramifications of World War II, the pre-
ferred future-oriented gaze of the modernist period was supplanted by an
almost obsession-like focus on the past and, by implication, on memory.
The past has a spectral presence for the late twentieth-century cultural
consciousness, which no longer views time in “the shape of an arrow that
runs irreversibly from the past into the future” that was during the period
of modernity “considered to be natural and neutral, an abstract entity and
objective realm independent of cultural constructions and inaccessible
to human manipulation” (Assmann 2013: 42). The positivism of the de-
cade immediately following World War II mirrored the positivism of the
late nineteenth century and was likewise subsequently rejected. However,
the notions of private time and subjective memory, which were crucial
for contradicting historical linearity in modernist literature of the early
twentieth century, were now expanded to include issues regarding collec-
tive memory, often in the context of social constructivism.

Maurice Halbwachs is frequently considered to be the founder of a
separate discipline of memory studies in his conceptualization of collec-
tive memory, but as Olick et al. point out, “his ideas did not emerge from
a vacuum” (2011: 11). Collective identity in the twentieth century would
become problematic and a relevant split would be perceived between
collective memory and history, or as Pierre Nora phrased it: “There are
lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de
mémoire, real environments of memory” (1989: 7). Conversely, collective
memory ought not to be considered as stable or coherent, since the group
formations to which the said memory is ascribed cannot be defined as
such (see Huyssen 2003: 17). Therefore, Halbwachs’ notion of collective
memory is complicated by constructivism and poststructuralism.

Huyssen highlights that “the epistemological discourse of construc-
tivism” (2003: 4) has shaken traditional historiography in its core, espe-
cially regarding its supposed objectivity and opposition to memory as
unreliable and subjective. He notes the well-known cultural, philosoph-
ical, and political arguments against history in its canonical form - “the
post-Nietzschean attacks on linearity, on causality, and on the myths of
origin or telos as articulated in the work of Foucault, Lyotard, and Derri-
da; the postcolonial critique of Western history as fundamentally impli-
cated in an imperialist and racist Western modernity” (2003: 5) — but he
also emphasizes that such delegitimization does not take away the power



from the archive. Quite to the contrary, it affords the archive a relevance
in the contemporary cultural focus on memory, in that “the seduction
of the archive and its trove of stories of human achievement and suffer-
ing has never been greater” (Huyssen 2003: 5). We might have dethroned
history as History, as an all-knowing magistra vitae, but we have not sev-
ered ties with the past in the manner of modernist aspirations to “make
it new” and of creatio ex nihilo. In other words, history may have lost its
claim to an objective, universal narrative of the past, but in its interaction
with the discourses of memory, it has perhaps never been more relevant
for the contemporary, globalized cultural consciousness.

Aleida Assmann has written on the archive and its relevance for
contemporary memory studies (see Olick et al. 2011: 334-337). She has
made a connection between the selectiveness of individual memory and
the dynamics of forgetting, which is constitutional for collective memo-
ry. While active forgetting implies censorship of different kinds, passive
forgetting does not entail the obliteration of the preserved traces of mem-
ories, but their falling out of “the frames of attention, valuation, and use”
(Olick et al. 2011: 334). Remembering on a collective scale can likewise
be defined through the same dichotomy. Assmann refers to “the actively
circulated memory that keeps the past present as the canon and the pas-
sively stored memory that preserves the past past as the archive” (Olick
et al. 2011: 335). The archive is always situated in between the canon and
forgetting, which is why its material is in a state of latency (see Olick et
al. 2011: 336). And latency is what constitutes the inherently problematic
nature of the archive, which is the central argument of Jacques Derrida’s
The Archive Fever, further pointing to how our obsession with the archive
reveals a desire for the totality of presence.

Derrida traces the etymology of the word archive to the Greek arkhe,
which refers to both the commencement and the commandment?. The
archive, as a prosthetic site of memory, is imagined as a place of origin
which enables the continuation and preservation of all traces of data, as
well as a place of truth which affords the authority for stating the law.
However, according to Derrida, it is a fallacy that archives can confirm
presence based on a posited inherent validity. The death drive, which
works covertly to destroy presence, and which enables repression into the
unconscious, threatens the archive with destruction from the start and is
what produces archive fever (see Derrida 1998: 12). If the totality of mem-
ory existed, if we were realized as pure presence, there would be no need
for archives. The archive “will never be either memory or anamnesis as
spontaneous, alive and internal experience. On the contrary: the archive

2 “This name [arkhé] apparently coordinates two principles in one: the principle according
to nature or history, there where things commence - physical, historical, or ontological prin-
ciple - but also the principle according to the law, there where men and gods command, there
where authority, social order are exercised, in this place from which order is given - nomo-
logical principle” (Derrida 1998: 1).
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takes place at the place of originary and structural breakdown of the said
memory” (Derrida 1998: 11). The desire for the archive arises out of the
need to confirm our origin and our authority, to confirm our absolute
presence. However, as forgetting is already inscribed into remembering,
so a subversive, eroding trace conditions every archival record which is
monumentalized and canonized. Therefore, “the structure of the archive
is spectral. It is spectral a priori: neither present nor absent ‘in the flesh,
neither visible nor invisible, a trace” (Derrida 1998: 84). As such, it is tied
“to a very singular experience of the promise” (Derrida 1998: 36) that it
can produce both an ontological consolation and the irrefutable truth.
However, both are only spectres which haunt all attempts at constituting
our identities as totalities.

3. The “double wound” of traumatic memory

Aside from its relation to a paradigmatic shift with respect to tem-
porality, the “memory boom” of the late twentieth century is inherently
bound with a fixation on the traumatic. “Together with memory, trauma
is a concept that has (re-)entered Western consciousness since the 1980s
and deeply changed its insights, values and sensibility” (Assmann 2013:
53). The surge in memory studies relates to a deficiency of the identity
paradigm, stemming from the work of Sigmund Freud, which was further
expanded by Jacques Lacan and his poststructuralist return to Freud’s
oeuvre. The unconscious, which can be linked to the archive on a collec-
tive level, is in Freud’s metapsychology the locus of repressed memories.
Derrida also notes, in reference to Freud, that “repression is an archiviza-
tion” (1998: 64). And the repressed content par excellence is the traumatic,
or as Michael Roth underlines:

... the extreme event itself resists representation; it seems to defy the mean-
ing-making activity at the core of both the psychoanalytic and historical en-
terprise. The traumatic cannot be contained in representation, but it is “too
big to fail” - too important to be left out of an attempt to make sense of the
past at either the individual or collective level. (2012: xviii)

Trauma is what cannot be made to fit into the organized structure of
one’s perceived identity, but as repressed it returns repeatedly to haunt the
traumatized. In its affect-ridden spectrality, it manifestly exemplifies the
fraught nature of all memory: “[T]rauma seems to be much more than a
pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche: it is always the story
of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a
reality or truth that is not otherwise available” (Caruth 1996: 4).

Cathy Caruth, one of the founders of trauma studies in the hu-
manities, has emphasized this spectral aspect of trauma by drawing on
Freud’s theories of repression, belatedness, and repetition compulsion.
Her focus is on trauma as unassimilable, as unavailable to consciousness



until it returns to plague the survivor. In that sense, trauma acts as a
“double wound” (see Caruth 1996: 1-9), since wounding instigates the
cycle of repetitive post-traumatic distress on account of trauma’s dual
nature. It threatens one’s identity structure too intensely, thus precluding
meaningful perception, but then it belatedly returns and compulsively
repeats itself in symbolic form, thereby revealing the constructed nature
of one’s identity structure’. “If a trauma is unforgettable, this is, para-
doxically, because it cannot be remembered, cannot be recounted” (Roth
2012: 83). Therefore, the traumatic cannot simply be delegated to the past
as past, although it cannot explicitly be pulled into the present, either.
As Roth succinctly noted, trauma acts as “a charismatic wound” (2012:
xviii) - it hurts one’s sense of stability and haunts attempts at regaining
that stability, since it points to there being something amiss with the
construction of that stability in the first place, which makes it a wound
one cannot help but “pick at™.

Conversely, while discussing national trauma and collective memory,
Arthur Neal highlights that “[r]estoring a sense of order and coherence
becomes a necessary societal response to conditions of trauma” (1998: 22).
This is in line with both Freud’s privileging of the work of mourning over
melancholic refusal to let go of the past and Dominick LaCapra’s warning
against the conflation of structural and historical trauma (1999: 699-702).
However, while we ought not to disregard historical trauma’s contextu-
al relevance to specific individuals, groups, and locales, its ties with the
structure of symbolic paradigms, in which those individuals, groups, and
locales are enmeshed, must not be downplayed. As Neal emphasizes: “[C]
ollective memories may be understood as forms of myth-making” (1998:
215). To confront trauma and regain a sense of continuity and coherence
of identity means also to participate in procedures of symbolic reconfig-
uration and of narrative resignification, which have the power to shape
new structures of meaning.

4. The narrative memoryscape of The Unconsoled

The following overview of how individual memory is mapped onto
the setting of Ishiguro’s novel The Unconsoled is significant with respect
to how Ryder’s behaviour, as the main protagonist and first-person nar-
rator of the novel, sheds light on the mechanisms which the community
of the unnamed city employs regarding collective memory and identity
construction. Throughout the novel and often unconsciously, Ryder ma-

3 In his text “Tuché and automaton”, Lacan wrote the following: “The function of the tuché,
of the real as encounter - the encounter in so far as it may be missed, in so far as it is es-
sentially the missed encounter - first presented itself in the history of psycho-analysis in a
form that was in itself already enough to arouse our attention, that of the trauma” (1978:
55). Trauma, for Lacan, is a missed encounter with the Real, an oblique glimpse at the Thing
itself, which cannot be symbolized or thought, and which destabilizes any and all claims of
the Symbolic over straightforward representation, universal meaning, or a unified identity.
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nipulates traces of his elusive memory in order to situate himself more
firmly in his unknown surroundings, which constitute his memoryscape.
He projects his fears and fantasies onto other characters in the novel,
some of whom function as his alter-egos: Boris resembles Ryder as a boy;,
troubled by the failing marriage of his parents; Stephan points to Ry-
der’s professional inadequacies and doubts before he sets off to become
a world-renowned pianist; and Brodsky is a future vision of Ryder if he
renounced human bonds and familial relationships, and immersed him-
self in a trauma-induced melancholy (see Lewis 2000: 111-120). Ishiguro
himself has said that: “Our view of other people is often shaped by our
need to work certain things out about ourselves. We tend to appropri-
ate other people — more than we perhaps care to admit” (Shaffer, Wong
2008: 114). Along with this appropriation of other characters for the pur-
pose of weaving a narrative about himself, other aspects of the fictional
world of The Unconsoled, such as time-space distortions, absurdity, and
uncanny contingency, point to a specific dream logic which guides Ry-
der’s narrative (see Drag 2014: 107-109). Within that dream-like world*,
Ryder’s perceptions, actions, and relationships form a unique memory-
scape, which functions as a metaphor for the mechanisms of memory as
they are employed toward identity construction and preservation. These
mechanisms recur and reconfigure Ryder’s memory traces while he ne-
gotiates between the diachrony of his narrative identity and the synchro-
ny of his memoryscape.

However, those negotiations are plagued by a complex relation to al-
terity, which limits Ryder’s control over his memoryscape. The wish-ful-
filment is in his world complicated by anxiety and trauma. The unnamed
city he finds himself in is surreally labyrinthine (see Baxter 2011) and
populated by characters from his past, who appear unexpectedly and
confront him with his unresolved past commitments®. Ryder’s at times
strange omniscience, when he abruptly has access to other characters’
thoughts, memories, and behaviours, which he himself does not phys-
ically witness, is motivated by a creative approach to his environment
(see Lewis 2000: 104; Reitano 2007: 361), but he does not have the ability
to control those around him. He is not an all-powerful character; he is
simply mapping his memories onto his environment. And those mem-
ories are an amalgam of retroactively combined memory traces, current

4 Fairbanks underlines that “Ryder is not living in anyone’s dream but in a dreamworld, one
that has no ulterior reality behind it” (2013: 605). This is relevant because the fictional world
of The Unconsoled should not be interpreted as someone’s dream, but as a setting which
operates according to dream logic. Ryder cannot wake up from the world of The Unconsoled
just as we cannot wake up from a state of being already awake.

5 On the local trams he rides to unknown locations, on the winding streets of the city, and
in the homes which uncannily resemble those of his past memories, Ryder meets his child-
hood and school friends, such as Fiona Roberts, Geoffrey Saunders, and Jonathan Parkhurst.
Through conversations he has with them, the reader becomes aware of traces from Ryder’s
past, which are usually in conflict with the current image he projects about himself.



perceptions, and projected fantasies. Ryder’s omniscience stands for the
inscription of the alterity of the other within oneself, and in that process
the absorbing of their alterity. The other’s thoughts, beliefs, emotions,
and memories become inextricably entangled with Ryder’s own mean-
ing-making activities when they are focalized through his perspective.

On the one hand, the malleability of Ryder’s views of other char-
acters, his purpose in the city, and his own identity, point to their con-
structed nature and dependence on the demands of synchronic coher-
ence. On the other, however, the solidified memories he uses as reference
markers for the diachronic continuity of his identity, are perhaps even
more relevant since they repeatedly return to his childhood and to his
parents’ fraught relationship as the traumatic kernel of his identity strug-
gles. This trauma is overtly afforded very limited narrative space, and
even when Ryder does recollect the earliest period of his life through an-
alepsis, he can only elusively hint at the cause of his suffering (see Ishig-
uro 2013: 16-17, 171-173, 214, 261-265, 357). This can be interpreted as
both the belatedness of the traumatic and its unassimilable nature into
the normalized identity structure. The traumatic is, in addition, mani-
fested in the novel’s convoluted spatial and temporal compressions and
extensions, which take Ryder on long, winding journeys of self-explo-
ration, only to lead him immediately back to the city centre where he is
required to face the present moment and abandon remembrances. Irony
permeates numerous scenes of the novel, when with a symptomatic be-
latedness, Ryder becomes aware of his emotions only upon experiencing
them physically. Once Sophie and Boris, his putative wife and (step)son,
ultimately leave him at the end of the novel, Ryder comments: “I became
aware of him [the electrician] leaning forward, patting my shoulder, and
I realised I was sobbing” (Ishiguro 2013: 532). Ryder is not at home with
himself, which is signalled by his memoryscape not facilitating wish-ful-
filment but anxiety, making him incapable of generating a sustainable
identity narrative.

The Unconsoled, perhaps unsurprisingly, ends in an anti-climax,
since Ryder does not even perform at the concert, while throughout the
novel he had been grappling with severe anxiety precisely on account of
that performance, to which he had sacrificed his most valuable relation-
ships. Absorbed in his idealism, Ryder demonstrates little critical aware-
ness of how he constructs his identity via the processes of memory, and
the consoling narratives he opts for - being a famous pianist, the saviour
of communities, and a loved son - ring hollow as the fulfilment of his
desires. Since the unnamed city can be interpreted as a metaphor for Ry-
der’s memory processes, the parallels between individual and collective
memory are effectively realized in The Unconsoled and will be explored
in the next section.
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5. The mediation of cultural trauma
through collective memory in The Unconsoled

Although the setting of The Unconsoled remains unspecified through-
out the novel, the Germanic names of the city’s monuments, streets, and
its residents, along with the suggestion that the country had recently been
caught up in an ideological conflict, which is still culturally problemat-
ic, point to Central European coordinates and a late-twentieth-century
framework®. However, Ishiguro himself has stated the following:

It was very late in the day that I decided to use Germanic names. In a way I
could change them all to Scandinavian names, or even French names. You
know, I'd have to change a few details, the style of certain houses or whatev-
er, but you could almost set that thing down anywhere. It was by and large a
landscape of imagination. (Shaffer, Wong 2008: 131; my emphasis)

While the unnamed city of the novel is interpreted as Ryder’s mem-
oryscape, on account of which its geographical and historical determi-
nants are to a certain degree interchangeable, the crisis which unsettles
the community is very much a modern crisis. Although the “unnamed
urban setting of The Unconsoled is not one city but a palimpsest of soft
and malleable European cities that resist geographical fixity” (Baxter
2011: 135), it nevertheless remains an urban setting, whose characteristics
point to an abstracted post-Cold-War, Central-European framework, one
that “suggests a particular national scene, permeated by a sense of a fall
from history and of an eroded national identity and diminished cultural
autonomy” (Reitano 2007: 363)’.

The community undergoing an unnamed crisis in The Unconsoled
is, similarly to Ryder, experiencing disorganization, chaos, and a lack of
stability, belonging, and a sense of worth. In his study Post-traumatic Cul-
ture: Injury and Interpretation in the Nineties, Kirby Farrell points to

a mood of cultural crisis: a sense that something has gone terribly wrong in
the modern world, something that we can neither assimilate nor put right.
The mood’s special poignancy comes not only from life’s usual struggles and
sorrows, but also from a sense that the ground of experience has been compro-
mised. (1998: ix-x; my emphasis)

A crisis of this kind pervasively saturates the atmosphere of the un-
named city in The Unconsoled. It unsettles their collective memory and

6 Only two years are referenced in the novel when Ryder remarks: “I remembered that the
Charlton brothers had played for England in the 1966 final, the van der Kerkhof brothers for
Holland in 1978 (Ishiguro 2003: 162).

7 Robinson also points out that the “lack of history [in The Unconsoled] is itself a marker of
Central Europe. [...] Individual guilt, displacement, forgetting - this is primary ‘landscape
of feeling’ which Ishiguro consistently aims for. But the novel is only superficially ahistor-
ical. Central European history is a latent content which we can profitably ascribe to the
dreamwork of the narrative” (2006: 117-118).



has undeniable affinities with the traumatic, which is unassimilable and
not easily expunged. Karl Pedersen, an esteemed older member of the
Citizens’ Mutual Support Group, describes the crisis to Ryder in a reti-
cent manner typical for the novel’s characters: “Each of us could recount
dozens of sad cases. Of lives blighted by loneliness. Of families despair-
ing of ever rediscovering the happiness they’d once taken for granted”
(Ishiguro 2013: 113). The roots of this crisis remain undisclosed for the
duration of the novel and given that the city operates as Ryder’s mem-
oryscape, which is troubled by inexpressible trauma, a relevant parallel
to how the community deals with its own traumas emerges, pointing to
their being not only undisclosed within the collective memory paradigm,
but undisclosable. As the traumatic kernel of the community’s collective
unconscious, the crisis haunts it from within.

Another aspect of the collective scene left unexplained in the novel
concerns music as the essential paradigm of the community’s collective
identity. We can surmise, based on Ishiguro’s general interest in using
different artistic or professional structures as symbolic playgrounds for
building cultural networks in his novels®, that a similar literary technique
is employed in The Unconsoled. However, since the setting is abstracted
and made to conform to the logic of dreams, music in The Unconsoled
likewise gains a more abstract quality and assumes a role not unlike that
of politics. Just as the contemporary world has become structurally intri-
cate, so music in The Unconsoled feels complex and distant to the towns-
people’. Christoft tries to explain the situation to Ryder:

To be perfectly fair, it’s not their fault. The modern forms, they’re so complex
now. Kazan, Mullery, Yoshimoto. Even for a trained musician such as myself,
it’s hard now, very hard. The likes of von Winterstein, the Countess, what
chance do they have? They’re completely out of their depth. To them it’s just
crashing noise, a whirl of strange rhythms. Perhaps they’ve convinced them-
selves over the years they can hear something there, certain emotions, mean-
ings. But the truth is, they’ve found nothing at all. They’re out of their depth,
they’ll never understand how modern music works. Once it was simply Mo-
zart, Bach, Tchaikovsky. Even the man in the street could make a reasoned
guess about that sort of music. But the modern forms! How can people like
this, untrained, provincial people, how can they ever understand such things,
however great a sense of duty they feel towards the community? (Ishiguro
2013: 185-186)

It is evident from the quoted passage that the culturally cohesive role
of music is of vast importance for the townspeople in The Unconsoled, to
the point of becoming an obstacle for establishing a collective identity.

8 Examples include painting in An Artist of the Floating World, butlership in The Remains
of the Day, the detective profession in When We Were Orphans, and the liberal arts in Never
Let Me Go.

9 Horton determines the specific context of The Unconsoled as one resembling “the homo-
genising and claustrophobic present of global late capitalism” (2014: 193).
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The community would like to view their cultural identity as grounded in
an ideology of musical excellence and worth, from which they expect sta-
bility, continuity, and coherence. However, since the demands placed on
the individual are too high with respect to understanding the complexi-
ties of the operative superstructure, the townspeople resort to projecting
onto their musical representatives both the notions of origin and author-
ity, thereby affording them with the aura characteristic of a personality
cult. Having discarded Christoff, the cellist, as the previously idealized
musical icon, after his traditional approach to music with his “blue folder
[of] facts” (Ishiguro 2013: 195) becomes unsustainable, the community
turns to filling the vacancy by reviving Brodsky, a local drunkard and
misanthrope, who used to be a prominent conductor. Both are, howev-
er, only scapegoats of the community’s unwillingness to face up to the
intricacies of the complex cultural circumstances and the discrepancies
of their collective memory. Christoff is even in name an indicated scape-
goat, since he assumes the role of Christ who is subsequently cast off.
He acts as a pre-emptied container, cheated out of his humanity, for the
townspeople to project their insecurities onto and sacrifice him for their
own sins. Whereas Christoff needs to be buried in the archive, Brodsky
is to be resurrected from it as one who will not “stifle natural emotion”
(Ishiguro 2013: 190) but release it through his romantic approach to mu-
sic. However, he also fails as a potential saviour of the collective imagi-
nary consciousness when his performance at the concert goes horribly
wrong. When the community immediately renounces him, they prove to
be guided by simplified binaries in the configuration of their collective
identity, which then requires scapegoating of those inscribed with the
Derridean trace, which unsettles those binaries as operative'’.

Both Christoff and Brodsky are figures who in favourable climates
become canonized by the city authorities through a collective inscription
of value. Once they are deemed insufficiently worthy, they are discarded
into the archive, with a collective desire to cast them into oblivion. But
the spectrality of the archive that the community tries to supress, comes
back to haunt them, which is most palpable through the ambiguous effect
that an elusive figure by the name of Max Sattler has on their historical
consciousness. Max Sattler’s name points to a unique amalgam of ref-
erences to Karl Marx, Joseph Stalin, and Adolph Hitler, although in the
novel he is a figure from a century prior to the narrative present. Never-

10 Derrida (see 1978: 289) explains how every binary opposition operates according to a
more complex logic than that of a simple difference. It is functional because it is based on a
never-ending process of différance, a deferral of difference, which inscribes a trace (an empty
signifier, a lack) within every asserted meaning. Deconstruction aims at unsettling binaries
to the point of making the trace palpable, even though it can do so only through other bina-
ries. As a method of critique, deconstruction can only temporarily disassemble the binaries,
but they remain operative. What the community in The Unconsoled does not do is decon-
struct their own meaning-making procedures, which is why they project the inassimilable
traces of their signifying processes onto their scapegoats and force them to carry the aporias
of their collective identity paradigms.



theless, he bears connotations of a divisive, inherently complex legacy,
which points in the direction of the most extreme political metanarra-
tives of the twentieth century. Pedersen explains to Ryder that “Sattler has
gained a place in the imaginations of citizens here. His role, if you like,
has become mythical. Sometimes he’s feared, sometimes he’s abhorred.
And at other times, his memory is worshipped” (Ishiguro 2013: 374). It
is not Sattler per se who comes back to haunt the collective memory of
the community, but their specific circumstances of a lingering crisis do
generate a hiatus to be filled and it is the ex-centricity of a figure like Sat-
tler which has the most powerful appeal. However, it is likewise true that
“it’s simply not in this city’s nature to embrace the extremes of Sattler. He
holds an attraction for certain people precisely because he’s so distant, a
piece of local myth” (Ishiguro 2013: 375). To truly engage with a figure
like Sattler would be to make drastic changes to one’s identity configu-
rations because the community would need to confront his legacy and
determine how it relates to their current belief and value paradigms. But
this difficult work of historical excavation into the current configurations
of collective memory is renounced when the townspeople decide to cling
to their recognizable, consoling identity narratives. Although those nar-
ratives may ring hollow, they are comforting in a time of harrowing crisis.

After Brodsky’s eccentric debacle at the concert, which the commu-
nity phrases in terms of value as “border[ing] on the immoral” (Ishiguro
2013: 502), the city’s mayor Mr von Winterstein prolongs the status quo
by holding a speech which has a calming effect on the townspeople by
confirming their idealistic conception of their collective identity. One of
the breakfast banquet waiters describes the aftermath of the concert:

Mr von Winterstein gave a fine speech in the foyer just now all about the splen-
did heritage of this city, all the things we’ve got to be proud of. He mentioned
a lot of our achievements down the years, pointed out all the awful problems
other cities are blighted with we here never have to worry about. [...] It made
us all feel good about ourselves and our city and now everyone’s enjoying
themselves. (Ishiguro 2013: 516)

The mayor’s speech functions as a consoling narrative, the power of
which lies in the simplistic appeals of a mythical and nostalgic view of
the past, easily digested through affective symbolization. The townspeo-
ple accept the consolation, just as Ryder is eventually comforted by an
obviously fabricated story of his parents’ pleasant stay in the city and an
enjoyable breakfast on the local circular tramline. However, it is through
irony, which arises in the clash between the idealistic stipulations of gran-
deur and the simplistic mechanisms of self-preservation, that Ishiguro’s
novel points to an aporia permeating all meaning-making paradigms.
And in The Unconsoled that aporia demands deconstruction because it
takes sacrifices in the form of scapegoated victims, such as Christoff and
Brodsky, but also Sophie and Boris, whom Ryder sacrifices for the sake of
maintaining his own idealistic notions of dignity.
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6. Conclusion

Ishiguro’s novel The Unconsoled portrays an inherent interconnect-
edness between the mechanisms of individual and collective memory.
Traumatic “double wounds” condition both Ryder’s appropriations of
the others’ alterity and his evasion of confronting his past, as well as the
community’s tendencies to sacrifice those they inscribe with their mis-
conceived ideologies and refusals to accept responsibility for the crisis af-
flicting their sense of stability and value. Self-delusion is one of the major
themes of Ishiguro’s oeuvre, and it has, along with memory, remained a
source of his prolonged interest. What he manages to disclose within his
reticent, understated, subtly ironic prose, prone to structural allegory, is
that the narrative configurations we employ to tell stories about ourselves
to ourselves are never straightforward and far from easily decipherable.
We are not granted an impartial metadiscourse with which to divest our
narrative identities of their affective power, which is especially discon-
certing within a postmodern framework of constructivism, interdepen-
dence of language and perception, and a lack of an overarching authority
capable of providing continuity and coherence to a sense of self.

Both Ryder and the wider community of the city are ultimately left
unconsoled. What is missing is the totality of a comforting metanarra-
tive, a consoling metaphysics of presence, and an archive which would
guarantee origin and authority. Although they simulate them, neither
of these is truly available to the unnamed city’s community that stands
for contemporary European nationhood, reduced to a split between the
abstract structures that govern and the individuals who, like Ryder, are
representative of postmodern subjectivity, anxious and displaced, unable
to make peace with themselves. On the other hand, what The Unconsoled
also reveals is a structure of feeling which dares to privilege the individu-
al within the existing chaos. Regardless of how oppressive the superstruc-
ture or how constricting the pull of history and ideology is in Ishiguro’s
prose, he nevertheless manages to portray the emotion which permeates
individual struggles for meaning and purpose. The collective is in The
Unconsoled inherently conditioned by the individual and, as such, cannot
be reduced to a manipulating ideology one can easily denounce, since
both individual and collective identities are based on narrative config-
urations. However, through an emphasis on scapegoat victimhood, the
appropriation of the other’s alterity, and self-delusion regarding our own
meaning-making stories, The Unconsoled likewise calls for a complex de-
construction of both individual and collective memory. Otherwise, an
uncritical acceptance of constructed narratives as a priori given or inher-
ently authoritative and originating, hinders a contextualized reconfigu-
ration of the past, whose suppression or nostalgic idealization have the
power not only to undermine, but to completely inhibit one’s attempts at
making sense of oneself and the community one belongs to.
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Tujana Marosnh

Konexitiusro ceharwe y pomary bes yrexe Kasya Muuiypa

Pesume

Bes yiniexe (1995), uerBpTu poman Kasya JMumrypa, 6puTaHCcKOr mycla jamaH-
CKOT TIopeKsia u gobutarka HobemoBe Harpaje 3a KibvokeBHOCT 2017. ronmHe, Ha-
PaTMBHO je yoO/IIdIeH Kao HaJipeanHIt MeMOPUjcKU Tiej3as TIaBHOT IIPOTATOHICTE U
npunosefiada Pajaepa. Kao penommpanoM nujanucty cBeTcKor yriesia, Pajuepy je
TIOBEPEH 3aJjaTak Jia IIyTeM pecuTasa Ha IpeficTojeheM KOHI[epTy IIOMOTHe 3ajefi-
HMIM MeIlTaHa HeMMEeHOBaHOT LIeHTPaTHOEBPOIICKOT Irpajia y KoMe ce 06peo, fia ce
KOHCOMMAYje IyTeM KyATYPHO-eCTeTCKe eMaHLMIIanyje. YIIOPego ca HaBUpambeM
PajnepoBux cehama Kkoja ce HapaTMBHO Mamupajy Ha IETOBO OKPY)KeHme Y BULY
JTABUPUHTCKE CTPYKType aHKCMO3HOT CHA, KYITypHA ¥ MCTOPUjCKa IIPOIIIOCT Tpa-
Ta takohe ce MaHM(pecTyje Kao HeaCMMNUIOBAaHa U CIIeKTpajHa. AHanmM3a poMaHa
yK/byUyje YBUAE CaBpeMeHuX cTyauja cehama u Teopuje TpayMe paiu pasayderba
acrexata Ko/eKTUBHOT cehama y poMaHy Kao pelleBaHTHMX 33 KOHCTUTYVCabe Ha-
PaTVMBHOT UJECHTUTETa 3ajeffHNUIIe, KOjU Ce MCIIOCTaB/ba Kao YCIOB/beH KOHpNUTypa-
1yjaMa KylITypHe Tpayme. [lo3uBamMo ce Ha aHA/IMTUYKE KOHIIEITE apXMBe U KaHO-
Ha, K0 3HaYajHe 32 KOHCTUTYUCAbE TOCTYINPAHUX UEHTUTETA, TOPEN, TPAyMe Kao
»ABOCTPyKe paHe“ Koja IIofipasyMeBa KOMIY/JICMBHO HaBpahame IIPOIIOCTY Y He-
pyoMMa Kpy3e WV TPaH3UIMje HaBOJHO CTAOMTHUX ACHTUTETCKUX KOHIIEIIIIja.
AHnanu3a pomaHa yKasyje Ha VIIUIypoBy CyOTUIHO-MPOHUYHY IIPEICTABY KOJIEK-
TMBHMX TeHJeHIMja Ka MeTaHapaTMBUMa IPMCYCTBA, CTAOMTHOCTY, BPEIHOCTU U
Iporpeca, Koja je OCTBapeHa y pacKopaky nsMeby neanucTudakor MUTONOTM30Baba
HPOIITOCTY, KOMe CY MellITaHN TPajia CKJIOHM, ¥ IbYIXOBOT CBODhema NcTopujcke Co-
JKeHOCTN Ha ynpomheHe 6uHapHOCcTH. Ca Apyre cTpaHe, 3aBUCTaH OFHOC u3Meby
PajpepoBux nMYHMX MeXaHM3aMa CaMOO4YyBalhba IYTEM IIOTUCKMBAIba TpayMe U
CTpeM/bER-a 3ajeIHUIIE Ka OfP)Katby KOXEPEHTHOT MJEHTUTETA ITyTeEM XOMOT€HI30-
Bama KOJeKTUBHOT cehama, ymyhyje Ha HapaTuBHe KOHUTypalMje Kao IOTKY U
CTPYKTYPHY MaTPUIy MHAMBUJIya/lHOT ¥ KyATypHOT upeHTuTera. ITokymaju mu-
XOBOT' OCMUIIJbaBakba MCIIOCTABIbajy Ce Ka0 aMOMBa/ICHTHM U KOMIUIEKCHH, IITO He
T03B0/baBa HUXOBY HEJBOCMUCIEHY OCYHY y €TUYKOM IOIZIEfy Kao UJIEONOIKIX
MaHUITynanuja, 6ymyhm ma umHe cacTaBHM [eo CBAKOT KOHLMIMpPama UEHTUTE-



Ta Kao HaparusHOL. Ca fipyre cTpaHe, 300r IPOMJMHEHTHE TeMaTUKe XXPTBOBamba,
ampolpujanuje SpyrocTu U caMooOMaHe IIOBOJLOM COIICTBEHVX OCMMIIbaBajyhux
IapajurMin, poMan bes yitiexe yje[HO pa3soTKpyUBa M HEJOCTaTaK JEKOHCTPYKLMje
nporeca cehama, 6e3 Koje ce fpuue Koje dpuuamo cedu o ceSy HEKPUTUIKU YCBajajy
Y Kao OIPeCUBHM MeTaHApaTUBY CIIpedYaBajy peKOHQUIypalyjy IpoLUIOCTH, Koja
Ce W/IM IIOTUCKYje MIV HOCTAATUYHO UJieansyje.

Kmwyune peuu: koneKTuBHO cehame, cTynmje cehama, Tpayma, apXuBa, KaHOH,
HapaTUBHMU UJI€HTHUTET.
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