
This passage criticizes the intellectual Left (which includes the nar-
rative voice) and suggests that the ineffectiveness of the opposition
has contributed to the success of Thatcherite policies. Downriver,
then, is both a critique of Thatcherism and of the form of resistance
taken amongst sections of the Left during the period. Like Martin
Amis’s London Fields, this is presented with a sense of millennial
doom and imminent catastrophe. Some of the scenes, for example,
take place in ‘The World’s End’ pub and there is a sense through-
out the novel of the passing away of several groups (such as the
Tilbury Group) as well as the disappearance and death of several
characters. These people are untraceable but live on as ghostly
figures populating the imagination as a series of underground nar-
ratives, some historical, some fictional – figures such as Todd
Silleen, Adam Tenbrücke, Edith Cadiz and David Rodinsky.

Sinclair’s novel, then, has a complex narrative structure and self-
consciously employs a rich rhetorical and stylistic use of language.
These formal devices enhance the evocation of a dark psychogeog-
raphy of the East End of London, an area that is rich in historical
narratives, but is shown to be suffering from the economic policies
of the 1980s. The political context of Thatcherism in the 1980s also
provides the basis for Julian Barnes’s commentary on national iden-
tity, England, England.

JULIAN BARNES, ENGLAND, ENGLAND (1998)

Julian Barnes’s 1998 novel is centred on the creation of a theme park
based on a collection of all things that are traditionally associated
with the concept of Englishness. It traces the planning and devel-
opment of the park, eponymously called ‘England, England’, and
its eventual construction, which involves the taking over, wholesale,
of the Isle of Wight. The novel’s theme is clearly related to the way
in which the nation is constructed and exists in the collective imag-
ination of not only its inhabitants, but also the rest of the world. In
preparation for the theme park, market research is carried out to
identify what constitutes Englishness for the (mainly foreign) con-
sumer. The results of this research is presented in the novel in
the form of ‘Fifty Quintessences of Englishness’, and includes
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such signifiers of national identity as the Royal Family, Big Ben,
Manchester United and Robin Hood.14 The project is the brain-
child of Sir Jack Pitman (Pitco Industries), who represents a parody
of a Thatcherite entrepreneur whose success has been established
by the time of the main events of the novel, and for whom the theme
park is his final project.

The novel is divided into three sections: ‘England’, ‘England,
England’ and ‘Albion’, each of which has a distinctive narrative
style that to some extent tries to mirror its subject matter. Barnes’s
text interweaves an analysis of the nation with an exploration into
the way in which individual identities are constructed. This is
focused through the main character in the novel, Martha Cochrane.
Martha is eventually employed as Sir Jack Pitman’s adviser, given
the provocative title of ‘Appointed Cynic’. The first section of the
novel is concerned with her childhood, and provides an indication
to the cause of her later cynicism. Her earliest memory is of doing
a jigsaw puzzle made up of the counties of England. The process of
constructing and re-constructing the nation is central to this image,
but this is also overlaid with the development of Martha’s individ-
ual identity in that she recounts how each time she did the jigsaw,
her father would playfully hide one piece (usually a piece from the
heart of England) and then supply it at the end (pp. 4–6). The
image of the father providing the final piece is thus presented in
terms of both completing the nation, but also of completing and
fulfilling Martha’s identity. Crucially, when he leaves her mother,
she imagines he has taken the last piece of the jigsaw with him. This
defining metaphor for the incompleteness of Martha’s character is
projected throughout the rest of the book and profoundly marks her
adulthood as unsatisfied, unfulfilled and incomplete. This situation
provides a link between a personal and national psychology and the
jigsaw becomes a symbolic expression of the psyche of both Martha
and the collective consciousness of the nation. The first section of
Barnes’s novel, then, emphasizes the overlapping themes of per-
sonal memory, national history and geographic space. Although
Martha recounts the story of this memory, it is stressed that firstly,
memories are always unreliable, and secondly, that articulating a
memory as an ordered narrative is bound up with the construction
of identity. Martha produces her memory as a narrative to give it
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form and meaning, which allows her to articulate it not only to
others, but also to herself.

English history is similarly turned into a narrative by the teacher
Martha remembers at school who would encourage her pupils to
recite mantras of English history, with rhyme and hand claps:

55bc (clap clap) Roman Invasion
1066 (clap clap) Battle of Hastings
1215 (clap clap) Magna Carta
1512 (clap clap) Henry the Eighth (clap clap)

Defender of Faith (clap clap). (p. 11)

This educational strategy succeeds in implanting within the pupils
a logical order (or grand narrative) of English history, one that is
poeticized through rhythm and rhyme. This fixes itself in Martha’s
memory and thereby becomes one of the ways in which she ‘knows
herself ’ as throughout the book Martha repeatedly questions
self-understanding by comparing personal to national identity.
Towards the end of the second section of the novel (also called
‘England, England’), Martha ponders the question: ‘An individ-
ual’s loss of faith and a nation’s loss of faith, aren’t they much the
same?’ (p. 243). The combination of part-fictionalized and con-
structed narratives of the self and of the nation are seen as insepa-
rable indices in the formation of identity. That these narratives are
based on memories is also crucial to the novel’s exploration of the
way in which the nation is produced. As Sarah Henstra has argued,
in England, England, ‘memory is a sign that only ever points back
to another sign’.15 The text stresses that memories are, in fact,
essentially unreliable, and that they are constructed and  re-
constructed:

If a memory wasn’t a thing but a memory of a memory of a
memory, mirrors set in parallel, then what the brain told you
now about what it claimed had happened then would be
coloured by what had happened in between. It was like a
country remembering its history: the past was never just the
past, it was what made the present able to live with itself. The
same went for individuals [. . .] an element of propaganda, of
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sales and marketing, always intervened between the inner and
the outer person. (p. 6)

Here, the combination of the unreliability of memory (and the nec-
essary element of fictional re-construction involved) with the lan-
guage of consumerism and commodities, parallels the way in which
England is re-constructed in the second part of the book, in the
theme park.

Part II is concerned with the ideas of replicas, simulations and
simulacra that form the theoretical basis for the project of ‘England,
England’. It is also concerned with the way in which the nation is
commodified and re-presented as a marketable, reified object. This
again involves a process of turning the nation into a narrative,
which can then be told (and sold) to consumers, who buy both the
story and the commodities associated with it. When developing the
project, Sir Jack relies on the marketing consultant Jerry Batson,
whose narrative articulates this sense of the nation as commodity:

‘You – we – England – my client – is – are – a nation of great
age, great history, great accumulated wisdom. Social and cul-
tural history – stacks of it, reams of it – eminently marketable,
never more so than in the current climate. Shakespeare,
Queen Victoria, Industrial Revolution, gardening, that sort of
thing. If I may coin, no copyright a phrase, We are already what
others may hope to become. This isn’t self-pity, this is the
strength of our position, our glory, our product placement. We
are the new pioneers. We must sell our past to other nations as
their future!’ (pp. 39–40)

The cultural, economic and fantasy space that is created as
‘England, England’ is also perceived as a paradigm of a pure capi-
talist environment: a place where the mixed economy of post-war
England has finally been replaced by the triumph of the market. A
financial analyst in the book comments:

‘It’s [the theme park] a pure market state. There’s no inter-
ference from government because there is no government. So
there’s no foreign or domestic policy, only economic policy.
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It’s a pure interface between buyers and sellers without the
market being skewed by central government.’ (p. 183)

The second part also parodies the postmodern effects of a total
victory of the market economy articulated through an ‘end of
history’ image, in particular, the end of the history of England
(‘There was no history except Pitco history’ p. 202). The accu-
mulation of paradigmatic images of England’s past – the Royal
Family, Dr Johnson, Nell Gwynn, the Battle of Britain pilots, et
cetera – results in the removal of any sense of a future England,
and the cultural space of the theme park reduces history to the
immediate present and to the ephemeral transience of the now. In
this way it reflects Fredric Jameson’s concerns about the way post-
modern culture threatens to ‘weaken historicity’ as discussed in
Chapter 4. This critique of postmodernism is dramatized most
clearly in the figure of the French intellectual who Sir Jack invites
to speak to the project team. This intellectual theorizes the con-
temporary preference for the replica over the real, the simulacrum
over the original, and is a clear parody of theorists such as Jean
Baudrillard. In fact, the French philosopher in the novel presents
us with an argument that is an adaptation of Baudrillard’s theories
on simulacra.16 Baudrillard identifies what he calls the ‘third order
of simulacra’ as that being most closely related to postmodernism,
which is the stage when: ‘It is no longer a question of imitation,
nor of reduplication, nor even of parody. It is rather a question of
substituting signs of the real for the real itself ’.17 There is a clear
comparison here with what the French theorist says in Barnes’s
novel:

‘It is well established – and indeed it has been incontrovert-
ibly proved by many of those I have earlier cited – that nowa-
days we prefer the replica to the original. We prefer the
reproduction to the work of art itself, the perfect sound and
solitude of the compact disc to the symphony concert in
the company of a thousand victims of throat complaints, the
book on tape to the book in the lap [. . .] the world of the
third millennium is inevitably, is ineradicably modern, and
that it is our intellectual duty to submit to that modernity,
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and to dismiss as sentimental and inherently fraudulent
all yearnings for what is dubiously called the “original”.’
(pp. 53–5)

The irony, of course, is that the theories of Baudrillard, the  post-68
enfant terrible of the Left, are here being invoked for the support
of Sir Jack Pitman’s capitalist project. Baudrillard’s critique of
 postmodern culture is recycled as a celebration of the market
economy.

What remains ambiguous, however, is how far the novel dis-
misses the French critic’s ideas. The end of the chapter in which he
appears details how the great philosopher is flown in, gives his
speech, stops off in London to buy fishing waders, flies and a quan-
tity of aged Caerphilly with his conference fee, and then flies off to
his next international conference. But despite satirizing this con-
temporary high-flying intellectual, the ideas expressed in the first
part of the novel concerning the unreliability of memory and the
impossibility of recovering any sense of an original or authentic rep-
resentation of the past fit well with the postmodern theorizing of
the French intellectual. What is being satirized is not the ideas or
theories themselves, but the way in which they have been incorpo-
rated into a commodity culture – where intellectualism has become
a commodity in the pay of corporate projects such Pitman’s theme
park. In fact, Dr Max, the English historian in the novel, who in
many ways represents an English academic tradition in opposition
to poststructuralist continental theory, ultimately agrees with much
of what the French theorist says:

‘[. . .] is it not the case that when we consider such lauded and
fetishized concepts as, oh, I throw a few out at random,
Athenian democracy, Palladian architecture, desert-sect
worship of the kind that still holds many in thrall, there is no
authentic moment of beginning, of purity, however hard their
devotees pretend. We may choose to freeze a moment and say
it all “began” then, but as an historian I have to tell you that
such labelling is intellectually indefensible. What we are
looking at is almost always a replica, if that is the locally fash-
ionable term, of something earlier.’ (p. 132)

narratives of cultural space 185



It is Dr Max and Martha’s discussion of a particularly natural-
looking English landscape that precipitates this moment, and the
focus on the artificiality of ‘nature’ emphasizes the sense in which
England as both a geographical and historical concept is dependent
on the artificial manipulation of time and place, rather than essen-
tial and permanent. The artificial construction of England,
England, therefore, is presented as an extreme case of the processes
involved in any construction of what appears to be the natural world.
The idea of the nation and of national identity is always artificial,
with no authentic moment of beginning. This is reminiscent of the
Marxist critic Benedict Anderson’s description of modern nations
as ‘imagined communities’. According to Anderson, the nation is
‘imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear
of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their commu-
nion [. . .] it is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the
actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the
nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’ (italics
in original).18 Although Anderson is not a postmodernist, his ideas
about the imagined nature of the nation concur with postmod-
ernism’s sense of the artificiality of constructed grand narratives
such as that represented by the cultural discourse of Englishness.
Although Barnes’s novel does not celebrate this sense of England as
merely an artificial construct, it is more accurate to see the novel not
as a critique of postmodernity, but as a lament that the theories
underpinning postmodernism are likely to be the most accurate for
the contemporary world.

The novel, then, laments the fact that it is impossible to identify
an authentic place of origin for the nation or for personal memory,
whilst it simultaneously critiques those who celebrate this position.
It presents the preference for the replica alongside the psychologi-
cal desire for the original, and, in fact, these are presented as the
same thing. What Martha discovers in the last section of the book
is that the desire to recover a lost past – a garden show, our image
of rural England, Cornish smugglers, Robin Hood – is in fact a
desire not for the original or the authentic (because there is no orig-
inal), but for the artificial construction of these objects and signs
that are products of the imagination. Paradoxically, it is these
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artificial copies that appear authentic to our memories of the past.
To use Baudrillard’s phrase, it is the hyperreal that is recovered,
because to talk of the reality of a memory becomes non-sensical.19

If the past is a series of memories of constructed images, then
recovering those reconstructed images operates as a kind of recov-
ery of what masquerades as the authentic. The novel, therefore, is
a lament not for lost Englishness, but for the fact that the ‘real’ past
can never be recouped, as it is always artificial. As James J. Miracky
argues, ‘Just when one suspects that Barnes is validating postmod-
ern theory, he incorporates elements that reach for an authentic
human experience of the real ultimately leaving the novel posi-
tioned somewhere between homage and parody of the dominance
of the “hyperreal” ’.20

The form of the novel is interesting in this context. In terms of
narrative modes, the novel can best be described as hybrid. The first
section, ‘England’, appears to use what literary critic Catherine
Belsey calls a classic realist mode.21 There is a third-person narra-
tor, who presents the narrative with what appears to be little self-
consciousness in terms of the mode of address used. In addition,
what Belsey calls a ‘hierarchy of discourses’ is established with
Martha as the central consciousness of this section. There is a rec-
ognizable, even familiar social setting located in a post-war English
past. The fact, however, that Part II shifts from this realist mode
to what might be described as postmodernist, emphasizes the
 constructedness of the first section. There is a clear case of form
attempting to parallel content in Barnes’s novel. The first section is
presented as realist because it is concerned with an evocation of a
traditional English past. The form of the writing, therefore, evokes
the sense of that past as much as the details it supplies us with. This,
of course, is different from saying that it is un-self-conscious
writing: Barnes uses a realist form because it seems most appropri-
ate to the subject matter in that part. As Matthew Pateman has sug-
gested, Barnes appears to be, ‘deploying the strategies of simulacra,
inauthenticity, and fake in order to tell a story of simulacra, inau-
thenticity, and fake’.22

The second part is more distinctly postmodern in style. It uses
situations and characters that become increasingly grotesque and
unbelievable, including the metamorphoses of the actors playing,
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for example, Dr Johnson, Robin Hood and the Cornish smugglers
in the theme park, as the identity of their adopted characters actu-
ally takes over their consciousness. There are a variety of different
textual forms in the second part – for example, the French intellec-
tual’s speech, and a newspaper review of the theme park – and there
are knowing side references to contemporary theorists such as
Baudrillard and Michel Foucault.The elements of parody, pastiche,
magic realism and knowing self-referentiality mark out the section
as postmodern in style. This mode of narration fits well with its
subject matter: the presentation of the postmodern theme park. It
could also be argued that this section represents a departure from a
form associated with an English literary tradition. Postmodernism,
despite many British novelists using the form, is still most  ass -
ociated with American novelists, both North and South. The
encroachment of this foreign mode into the text, therefore, paral-
lels Sir Jack’s Disneyfication of England on the Isle of Wight.

In this context, the final section of the book, ‘Albion’, seems for-
mally to return us to a more recognizably English form – the pastoral
elegy. The elegy, in this case, is for the passing of the old England,
but also for Martha, who now appears as an old woman. ‘Old
England’, as it is now called, is represented as a pastoral idyll and it
is as if the market economy has been drained off into the theme park
on the Isle of Wight leaving behind a pre-capitalist society on the
mainland. In terms of form, however, the situation is not as straight-
forward as it appears. The opening description of the pastoral scene
is exaggerated to the point of parody (p. 241), and fictionalized nar-
ratives still supply the main way by which identity is formed. This
latter point is represented in the character of Jez Harris (formerly
Jack Oshinsky) who was formerly a junior legal expert with an
American electronics firm, but who has now adopted the persona of
an English yokel who provides made-up ‘tales of witchcraft and
superstition, of sexual rites beneath a glowing moon and the trance
slaughter of livestock’ (p. 243). The artificiality that fuels the second
section contaminates the third, and Jez’s tales form an artificial nar-
rative of Englishness in much the same way as the theme park.

The novel, then, addresses issues of national identity by under-
mining the basis on which they have rested in the past. If there
ever was a grand narrative of Englishness, then the novel is keen to
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undermine the philosophical basis on which such a story was pro-
duced. It does not celebrate, however, what Jean-François Lyotard
describes as ‘incredulity towards grand narratives’.23 Rather, it wist-
fully reflects on what appears to be a simpler, if naïve version of
Englishness, without the complexities of postmodern experience.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

• Contemporary British fiction is keen to explore the cultural rep-
resentation of geographical spaces, especially in relation to the
urban environment and national identity.

• The relationship between narrative fiction and the representa-
tion of space has proved a fruitful area in terms of formal exper-
imentation in the novel.

• Postmodernism and postcolonialism in fiction have both served
to loosen traditional discourses of Englishness.

• The changes made to social and cultural landscapes have pro-
vided a good source for fiction that is critical of social and polit-
ical changes over the last thirty years.
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