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Introduction: Where the world worlds

After an arduous journey through post-Roman Britain’s barren terrain – having participated in the killing of Querig, a sickly dragon cursed by Merlin to breathe a mist of forgetfulness over the land, having encountered Don Quixote-cum-Sir Gawain in his senescence and witnessed (even precipitated) his death – aged Britons Axl and Beatrice find themselves having to prove their love to a Charon/Morgan le Fay-like boatman who will ferry them across their lives’ journey’s final threshold to ‘dwell together’ for eternity on a sacred island, perhaps Avalon (BG 342).1 Such a fate would require a rare and generous dispensation; most cross alone to live in solitude, only very ‘occasionally a couple may be permitted to cross to the island together’, but only if they ‘have an unusually strong bond of love between them’ (BG 43). However, it is for the boatman to ‘perceive if their bond is strong enough to cross together’, by asking questions about their shared past (BG 43). Axl and Beatrice worry that Querig’s vaporous nepenthe will have veiled the memories needed to demonstrate the depth of their love, that ‘without our memories, there’s nothing for it but for our love to fade and die’ (BG 49). Their more urgent fear is that Querig’s death and the lifting of that veil will uncover memories of conflict, infidelity and shared bereavement. Axl solicits his wife’s reassurance that she will remember their love ‘no matter what you see once the mist’s gone’, before Beatrice seeks assurance that Axl will not abandon her on the bare mountain because of the ‘dark things I did to you once, husband’ (BG 280, 307). Naturally, the course of a lifelong relationship has witnessed numerous petty and profound hurts, and the now-evaporating mist (nothing more than age, passing time manifest) obscures kindnesses and harms.

Having left Gawain, Querig, Wistan and Edwin on the mountainside, once again escaping a deluge, they re-encounter the boatman met earlier as they sought refuge from rain in a ruined villa. About which moment of trauma or triumph does he question them? Perhaps Axl’s participation in brokering (a subsequently betrayed) peace between the warring Saxons and Britons on behalf of King Arthur? After all, as Robert Eaglestone remarks, Axl ‘played a crucial role in Arthur’s genocide’, whether wittingly or, like Stevens, unwittingly serving the wrong master (2018: 312). Maybe Beatrice’s infidelity? Or their now forgotten mourning and recriminations for a dead son? Even the many hardships jointly surmounted during their recent pursuit of Querig? No; the boatman asks ‘no searching question’, but rather one about ‘the day the two of you carried eggs back from a market’:


‘She said she held them in a basket before her, and you walked beside her, peering into the basket all the way for fear her steps would injure the eggs. She recalled the time with happiness.’

 ‘I think I do too, boatman’, he says, and looks at me with a smile. ‘I was anxious for the eggs because she’d stumbled on a previous errand, breaking one or two. A small walk, but we were well contented that day.’

 ‘It’s as she remembers it,’ I say. (BG 338)


For Ivan Stacy, this ‘seems an unlikely means of determining the nature of their bond’, certainly less effective than the boatman’s subsequent query to Axl about a moment in ‘their time together that brought him “particular pain” (355)’ (2019: 16). Yet, after Axl offers an honest and moving admission that he ‘kept locked through long years some small chamber in [his] heart that yearned for vengeance’ over Beatrice’s brief affair, the boatman insists on carrying a progressively more fragile Beatrice to the boat, remarking tellingly to Axl that ‘it will be like when she carried those eggs and you went anxiously beside her’ (BG 340–1). Any ambiguity about the sinister implication of the apparently casual comment disappears when the boatman observes that on this comparison ‘the fear returns to [Axl’s] face’ (BG 341). Axl, clearly, has failed the test before he is encouraged to speak about the ostensibly more profound harms. Shortly after reassuring Axl that they will remain together, the boatman dissembles, telling Axl that the boat is too small to accommodate two, despite twice very clearly mentioning that couples could ‘cross to the island together’, that in cases of ‘abiding love’ boatmen are ‘only too happy to ferry the couple together’ (BG 47, my italics). Beatrice pleads with Axl to trust the boatman will ‘hasten back to fetch’ Axl after she has been safely conveyed. Inevitably, like the old woman at the villa tricked into waiting as her husband was ferried to the island, Axl will not be carried across, but will remain alone, on shore, waiting and, like most of Ishiguro’s narrators, recalling the past in order to discover some moment, some turning point at which their paths diverged.2

What precisely was the boatman’s test designed to uncover? Beatrice recalls this day as one of mutual cares when they were equally invested in the careful carrying of the eggs which were entrusted by both to Beatrice. In this scenario, the memory is joyful because the task unites them in shared goals: both were anxious to preserve the eggs, imagining together the delicious uses to which they will be put on their return to the warren’s domestic sanctuary. But, Axl’s anxiety was not aligned with Beatrice’s, or he with her sense that their concerns intersected; Axl is deeply anxious about Beatrice carrying the eggs, having lost faith in her simply because she had ‘stumbled’, once, ‘on a previous errand’. Perhaps on this prior occasion she had shopped alone; now, Axl no longer trusts in her ability to perform so small a task but escorts her on her chore. Seemingly ‘pretty innocuous’ (to borrow a phrase from Kathy H. in an equally mundane scenario about a pencil case), the anecdote gestures towards a series of trivial yet ultimately fatal tensions that emerge in a scenario that involves Beatrice being entrusted with something fragile (like love, or trust, or memories) (NLMG 56). If, as Alain Badiou suggests, ‘real love is one that triumphs lastingly, sometimes painfully, over the hurdles erected by time, space and the world’, then Axl and Beatrice’s love, which falters at such trifling obstacles, seems not to meet these requirements (2012: 32). Indeed, in this moment, Axl is forced to confront a possibility that has surfaced for both he and his wife: that their love perished long ago and that they remain together ‘for fear of loneliness and nothing more’ (BG 47). In this reading, one wonders whether Beatrice truly believes the boatman would return for her husband, or whether either even wants such a reward/deferral, finally. The Socratic boatman attempts through a somewhat indirect method to tease out from a seemingly unremarkable moment some certainty about the nature of their bond. Unfortunately, but inevitably, even Axl cannot have such certainty, a fact revealed by his confession that he merely ‘thinks’ he recalls the day in the same way.

What emerges from this mundane, even absurd interrogation about eggs is that the essence of ‘love’ or the ‘true nature’ of romantic bonds, for example, are not themselves amenable to apprehension, as an object might be. We can make an inference here, about the fate of Klara from Ishiguro’s upcoming novel Klara and the Sun (2021), attempting to answer the abiding question, ‘what does it mean to love?’ Love is not an object as such, neither is the intangible yet often lifelong bond which it forges between persons. These things cannot be seen, sensed, handled. We might think of Never Let Me Go’s clones, hopelessly lost in the belief that a few childish artworks crafted from society’s ‘trash’ (as are they according to Ruth) might reveal the presence of souls (in a soulless world), that two pictures might somehow manifest when a couple were ‘deeply in love’ (NLMG 247). Like Tommy and Kathy, Axl and Beatrice seek a deferral for the end of their relationship based on the apprehension or demonstration of the essence of a shared feeling and its possible manifestation in the everyday. Madame and the boatman are assumed to be able to perceive the ineffable and to grant such a reward: but deferrals, it transpires, are mere fantasy, partially because these essences are definitionally undisclosable. The soul is that ineffable essence upon which so much philosophy and theology rests, love the invisible tie that binds people and therefore communities together. If Tommy, Kathy and Ruth are betrayed by such a fantasy, their error is inherited from Hailsham; like them, Miss Emily and Marie-Claude naïvely believe that through the students’ artworks they might ‘prove’ the clones ‘had souls at all’, that they were more than the ‘shadowy objects in test tubes’ as ‘most people’ thought ‘in the early days, after the war’.3

War is Ishiguro’s most persistent and pervasive subject, although he has no interest in the dramatic guns and tanks and bombs of battles themselves, but in the radiating political, historical, social and personal scars of conflicts’ aftermath. Those scars are signifiers, of sorts, traces in personal and national memory. In the context of these fictions, one might consider the knotted skein of memories as a dense, layered complex network of interwoven neural scars. Ishiguro’s novels unfold against backdrops of momentous post-war events: the end of the British Empire (RD); the bombing of Nagasaki (PVH, AFW); the formation of the idea of Britain after the collapse of the Western Roman Empire (BG), organ harvesting/genocide (NLMG). Although these seem to be the novels’ contexts, their ‘historical truth’ in Ishiguro’s words, he pays them little attention, despite his narrators’ desire to place their lives in and to benefit from their socio-historic significance (Gaby Wood 2017). As Eaglestone has commented on Never Let Me Go, the novel ‘focuses less on the genocide itself and more on the public secrecy that both hides and empowers it’ (2017: 17). Moments of genuine gravity, however, are seldom spectacular, often banal. Persons’ lives are defined, Ishiguro seems to suggest, not by those occasional incidents in which we try to make or imagine that we have made ‘a contribution to the course of history’ – Banks recovering ‘stolen jewels’, Ono painting a provocative poster, Stevens serving brandy to the great names of interwar European politics – but by the slow synthetic accretion of the stratified minutia that constitute the geology of our unremarkable, undocumented private lives. As he recalls of his memories of his first five years in Japan, ‘nothing monumental’ comes to mind, just ‘ordinary things’ like ‘cutting [his] thumb with a pair of scissors’ (leaving scars both material and mental): ‘these very little things have somehow stayed’, he goes on, but he has a ‘vast array of such memories’ (Bigsby 2008: 15). Ishiguro’s decision to conclude The Buried Giant with its grand literary, historical and political themes with so prosaic a moment comes as no surprise in the context of an oeuvre in which crayon drawings of superman (U), childhood memories of ‘luscious’ pencil cases (NLMG), polished silver (RD), juvenile detective games (WWO) and many such paltry events are presented in retrospection to have been decisive ‘turning points’ in which or from which the essence of a life might be distilled (I will (re)turn to turning points below). It is only through such inconsequential details that we can approach asymptotically, like the boatman, what Martin Heidegger calls the elusive ‘thingness’ of our world(s).

Unfortunately, it is in the nature of the and our worlds to remain beyond introspection’s grasp, to recede from attempts at distillation, because, as Heidegger remarks, the essence of world is simply not to be found in things that ‘stand before us’:


World is not the mere collection of countable or uncountable, familiar and unfamiliar things that are at hand. But neither is it a merely imagined framework added by our representation to the sum of such given things. The world worlds, and is more fully in being than the tangible and perceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to be at home. World is never an object that stands before us and can be seen. World is the ever nonobjective to which we are subject as long as the paths of birth and death, blessing and curse, keep us transported into Being. (2011: 108)


Ishiguro has a recurring interest in such ‘paths’. Our sensory perception of the ‘tangible’ contributes to our experience of the world. But, as William Shakespeare famously poeticizes in Hamlet (1601–2), ‘there are more things in heaven and Earth … Than are dreamt of in our philosophy’ (2008: 195). Philosophy, like fiction, or science, is one ‘imagined framework’ that endeavours to find knowledge of or impose knowledge on the ‘ever nonobjective’ thingness of the world to which we remain irredeemably subject. Our senses may enable us to apprehend the phenomenal world, facilitating what Bertrand Russell calls ‘knowledge by description’; yet, although things in the world cause ‘such-and-such sense-data’, the ‘Thing Itself’, whether that be a chair or an emotion, a memory or a reverie, is ‘not, strictly speaking, known to us at all’ (2009: 192). In Hard Times (1854), Charles Dickens, playfully parodying scientific ‘knowledge’, offers such an example in defining a horse as ‘Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive’ (2003: 12). For the positivist Thomas Gradgrind, these are the facts with which one must be acquainted in order to ‘know what a horse is’ (2003: 12). Yukio Mishima gestures towards the more profound ontological nature of beings’ being in an enigmatic and disturbing scene in The Sailor Who Fell from Grace with the Sea (1963). After his young protagonists kill and skin a cat, they meditate that the flayed non-objective entity before them ‘seemed to be wearing a cat mask. The cat was only an exterior; life had posed as a cat’ (1977: 49).4 Life is the ineffable essence which merely takes the physical form of the cat or horse which ‘stands before us’, but which is not contained in or disclosed by description, or even brutal dissection of its various parts. The thing itself with which we are acquainted through our senses remains little more than an echo of and a gesture back towards its own ineffable thingness, an essence (like the clones’ missing souls, Axl and Beatrice’s love, Stevens’s dignity) which evades metaphysical, scientific or linguistic reduction. If, as Russell concludes, ‘all our knowledge … rests upon acquaintance’, our apperception of objects, of truths, even oneself is proximate, mediated, gestural (2009: 192). In Kantian terms, we can apprehend the material phenomena presented to our senses, but the noumena that lies behind the mask must be inferred.

The things that ‘stand before us’ to be judged, as it were, are merely emanations (the shadows cast on the wall of Plato’s cave) of the things in themselves. Troublingly, the noumenal world is not amenable to any form of interrogation. Indeed, it is definitionally of a different order to any of the available means of experiment; it is pre- and super-linguistic
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