









































































































































































































































































































































































































































Here I want to discuss in some detail Ballard’s 1979 novel, The Unlimited Dream Company,
which expressly addresses the suburb as epitome of dull normalised modermnity, which, on the
surface, makes no sense to its inhabitants at all (Ballard, 1979). Yet this surface normality
retains latent hints that not everything is so straightforward. ‘Ballard’, argues Luckhurst,
‘revels in the banality of the Western suburbs’ (Luckhurst,1997: xi). In this novel the drab
suburb of Shepperton (Ballard’s home for over fifty years) makes it the ideal place for a
series of bizarre transformations. The apparently placid and everyday suburban landscape
produces a surreal efflorescence of exotic or malevolent violence and sexual extremes.
Everything that the modern suburb is designed to eliminate, violence, unpredictability, the
community beyond the family, sexual extremes, here uncannily resurfaces. The uncanny
here, let us recall, is the unsettling strangeness that always resides at the heart of the
seemingly normal, the 'fundamental propensity of the familiar to turn on its owners... to
suddenly become defamiliarised, derrealised, as if in dreams’ (Vidler,1992: 7). The uncanny

element here is that overlooked element that later reveals itself to have been there all along.

This pressuring of the banal is, we can note, a common strategy in Ballard’s work. Discussing
an earlier novel, Crash (Ballard, 1973), with its dull suburban setting contrasted with
extremes of self-mutilation, warped sexuality and death, lain Sinclair argues that ‘Ballard has
taken the germ of suburban consciousness and allowed it to mutate into something subversive
and strange’ (Sinclair 1999a, 85). The car crash is precisely the violent, explosive act that
jolts the suburban banal toward transcendent psychosexual epiphany ‘the car crash can be
conceived of as ...a powerful link in the nexus of sex, love, eroticism and death’ (Sinclair,
1999a: 80). This is also, surely, the ‘crash’ of modernity.

In The Unlimited Dream Company the crash of a light aircraft is the catalyst for the bizarre
transformations of the everyday that overwhelms suburban Shepperton. Here the uncanny
sense that there must be something else beneath the orderly calm of the suburb, the uneasy
sense that something is not quite right, is taken to extremes, as Shepperton erupts into a
paradise of untrammelled desire and delight. The plane’s pilot — pointedly named Blake —
initially crashes into a place of ‘suburban pleasantries’ where the ‘streets are silent in the
afternoon light’, where ‘toys lie by the garden gate’ (Ballard, 1990: 8). This is where ‘people
live sterile lives’ and which ‘seemed to be the everywhere of suburbia, the paradigm of
nowhere’ (Ballard, 1990: 35). The place consists of nothing more than a ‘supermarket and
shopping mall, a multi-storey car-park and filling station’ (Ballard, 1990: 35). The suburb has

the oneiric weirdness of already having been seen while never encountered before: ‘looking
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around me, I realised that [ had seen these houses before. The lower floors were unfamiliar,

but each of the roofs and chimneys...I recognised clearly’ (Ballard, 1990: 69).

This uncanny dream-state, the sense of familiarity generated by repetition, is deeply
suburban. In Shepperton, this uneasy déja vu, the difficulty seeing the suburb properly is
emphasised by the presence of extensive film studios and their manufacture of technological
fantasy. The influence here of industrialised fantasy means that nothing seems substantially
real. The locals are ‘for ever dressing up as beefeaters or the Hanoverian infantry’ (Ballard,
1990: 47). For Blake, at first, ‘the placid town into which I had fallen had a distinctly sinister
atmosphere’, as if ‘all these unhurried suburbanites were in fact actors recruited from the film
studio to play their roles’ (Ballard, 1990: 26). They joyfully acknowledge that Blake had
succeeded in liberating their sense of inherent fantasy ‘it’s marvellous — you’ve turned
Shepperton into a film set’ (Ballard, 1990:132). Unavailable information about others’ true
self is transcended here by pure performativity as residents enact spectacle. For some
residents reality and fantasy have already parted company as banal everyday is invaded by
the exotic: ‘safari parks, dolphinaria, stunt flying, it’s all the same to them’ (Ballard, 1990:
47). Blake’s plunge into the river, his seeming resurrection from death, and the novel’s
numerous invocation of spectacle, intensify this trend toward the fantastic. ‘My spectacular

arrival’, he muses, ‘had tapped some barely formed but powerful dream’ (Ballard, 1990:46).

Whereas in Wyndham suburbanisation is the failure to see and make sense of environment,
here in Ballard, forms of visioning replace seeing. Ballard, a life-long admirer of surrealists
Max Emst and Yves Tanguy, presents here forms of surrealist reasoning. Where instrumental

reason alone fails to provide a convincing picture of reality for the individual, surrealism opts
for opening up the full range of human imagination, the unconscious, dream states, fantasy

and desire. Where the suburb, as product of modemising forces, proves illegible for the

individual subject, then other meaning-making responses are needed.

Ballard’s dully unreadable Shepperton is transformed by dream into a vision of exotic
abundance. The banal suburb vanishes as the physical landscape is tropicalized; suddenly
there is too much to see. The ‘once immaculate lawns and flower-beds were overrun with
tropical plants. Palmettos, banana trees and glossy rubber plants jostled for space’ (Ballard,
1990: 108). Everything is illuminated by bright tropical sunlight, as exotic animals, cicadas,
flamingos, macaws, all flourish. Staid and responsible suburban social patterns are

transformed; ‘nobody works’ now and ‘people leave open their front doors and stroll along
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the centre of the roads’ (Ballard, 1990: 108). Even standard physical laws are abolished, as
people start to fly and even the dead live on.

Yet, the biggest behavioural transformation is sexual as all the senses, not just sight, are
transformed and intensified. ‘All my senses seemed to be magnified’ Blake records, and he is
‘gripped by a powerful but indiscriminate sexual urge’ (Ballard, 1990: 48). Blake’s
proliferating priapic desire transforms the locals and infiltrates the banal spaces of the suburb.
Out shopping, Sherppertonians ‘gaze at their reflections in appliance-store windows,
exposing their handsome bodies to washing machines and TV sets’ (Ballard, 1990: 35).
Blake’s messianic mission to sexualise and fertilise the suburbs begins here: ‘I was moving
among these young women with my loins at more than half cock, ready to mount them
among the pyramids of detergent packs and free cosmetic offers’ (Ballard, 1990: 36). The
more banal and unpromising the location the more acute the libido: at the shops, alarmingly,

Blake’s ‘semen splashed the windows of the supermarket, streamed across the sales slogans
and price reductions’ (Ballard, 1990: 115).

Suburban Shepperton is registered as uncanny here also because it exists adrift between
differing zones. It cannot be seen as a self-evident, given site. It has both the heightened
reality and insubstantiality of dream or vision. Blake himself exists ‘half-submerged, as if
between two worlds’ (Ballard, 1990: 214). As redemptive figure, he is simultaneously dead
and alive. His charred corpse, noted at the novel’s end, is still trapped in the wreckage of the
plane; it has been there the whole time he has been at the centre of the novel’s events. Blake,
meanwhile, is simultaneously more than alive, an extreme force of pagan fertility, busily
revitalising the suburb. The suburbanites seem to need it, as their routinised dullness is
perceived as a form of deadness: ‘it’s not you who are alive’ they tell Blake their saviour,
‘but we here who are dead’ (Ballard, 1990:79). Other forms of uncanny doubling proliferate
everywhere in this suburb, underlining its curious existence between life and death, organic
and machinic. We have already noted the fantasy element of the suburb, inseparable from its
film studios. At other moments, the locals are curiously robotic: they are ‘mannequins in a
dream’ (Ballard, 1990: 49). Elsewhere Blake observes that the locals ‘had frozen in their
positions...as if I had switched off their clock time’ (Ballard, 1990: 52). This is the unsettling

boundary of suburban zombification, stumbling between life and death, individual autonomy
and herd instinct, noted above in John Wyndham’s fiction.
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Where Wyndham’s fiction is ambivalent about the suburb, suggesting an invasive modernity
that haunts the city itself, Ballard treats suburbanity as the essential modern condition. The
uncanny, for Ballard, is a crucial element of this modernity. That which is eliminated by
technological modemity — difference, the local and specific, the body, sexuality, the quirky
recesses of the psyche — necessarily returns at some level. In the secure safety of the modern,

technologically advanced suburb, Ballard is suggesting, already lie the repressed elements of

its potential dissolution; fantasy, libidinousness and violence.

Blake only escapes the suburb by means of a thorough dissolution and transformation of his
own material self. The suburban apocalypse here is a transfiguration as Blake and his
suburban followers evade earthly gravity and become bird or angel-like. They become aerial
beings of pure light, eventually escaping to a new dimension. ‘Holding one another’s
outstretched hands’, Blake finally records, ‘we moved together through the sky, an immense
aerial congregation’ (Ballard, 1990: 208). Ballard’s response to suburban illegibility is to
provide new forms of surreal logic. Where the individual cannot see and negotiate their way

through the suburb, the suburb is derrealised and new modes of perception and being are
called for.

Section Two — Search for the Centre

The uncanny normality of the post-war capital, especially its suburbs, is also a common
reaction recorded by many writers on first experiencing London after migrating to the capital
from former colonies in the 1950s. The capital’s experienced otherness, its perceived
simultaneous familiarity and oddness, is not new. ‘Many writers throughout the centuries’,
argues Sukhdev Sandhu in his landmark study of immigrant London writing, London Calling,
‘have bemoaned London’s apparent absence of ballast, certainty and authority’ (Sandhu,
2004: 276). This curious insubstantiality is again linked to difficulties of legibility. London’s
topography and architecture, the fact that it is unplanned, shapelessly extended and decentred
means that it is difficult to make sense of on the ground. In addition the strange sense of
unreality that occurs when legibility is compromised, London’s curious unreality in the eyes
of many newcomers, however and particularly those of a literary (or filmic) bent, is surely
based on the fact of its prior cultural constructedness, its state of already having been seen,
read, (or sung about) before. This doubled, ghostly city, as John McLeod argues in

Postcolonial London,: Rewriting the Metropolis is ‘fashioned at the conjunction of the
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material and the imaginary’. It is uncanny, something unfamiliar yet already seen (McLeod,
2004: 8).

Writers who migrated to the metropolis from former British colonies testified to the curious
insubstantiality of their new home. London, the former cultural and political centre of empire
is actually objectively experienced as flimsy and uncanny. Mike Phillips, migrating to
London from Guyana in the fifties, recalls that he first ‘experienced a combination of
familiarity and strangeness’ (Phillips, 2001: 3). The city, Phillips continues, was ‘familiar
because I had encountered it so frequently in books, films and traveller’s tales’, yet it was
also ‘strange because the London I knew was a city which existed only in my imagination’
(Phillips, 2001: 3). We have already noticed this estrangement in Nirad Chaudhuri’s, reverse
Forsterian travelogue A Passage to England (1955), where he is stunned to discover that he
has ‘no previous idea that things which were so familiar to me from descriptions and
pictures...would become so strange and different in their three dimensions, atmosphere and
personality’ (Chaudhuri, 1989: 25). In The Enigma of Arrival (1987) V. S. Naipaul notes that
while he had ‘come to London as to a place [ knew very well’, that is, from literature and
films, he actually ‘found a city that was strange and unknown’ (Naipaul, 1987: 133). The
capital’s curious familiar unfamiliarity is, of course, most keenly experienced by migrants
with a serious literary mission, for writers-to-be, like Naipaul, George Lamming, Doris

Lessing and Janet Frame. Here, London is inseparable from its extensive literary prefiguring.

If the experience of (central) London evokes a strangeness based on its lack of coincidence
with its literary figuration, then those metropolitan areas that lack ‘literary coverage’
altogether, the ‘wrong’ bits of London, are doubly estranging. These wrong areas, the places
that have not featured in much London writing, are, of course, the suburbs. Suburban
experience, particularly is not validated or contextualised by its appearance in cultural work.
Personal experience of working class suburbia is not worked through by reference to
fictional, historical or other prestigious cultural frameworks. Ordinary life in the suburb,
particularly the post-war municipal suburb, simply does not appear much in post war fiction.
Again, this returns us to Franco Moretti’s point, mentioned in the Introduction, (see above
p.iv) that ‘without a certain kind of space a certain kind of story is simply impossible’
(Moretti, 1998: 100). Indeed this invisibility of the ordinary suburb in the corpus of literary
work, in a more traditionally middle-class setting, is neatly captured in Julian Barnes novel
Metroland (Barnes, 1980). The novel relates the growing pains of two precocious, literary-
minded, suburban schoolboys, Chris and Toni, in the 1960s northwest London suburbia
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famously celebrated by Betjeman (Betjeman, 1958). The novel focuses largely on the
disjunction between the dull and predictable (and occasionally alarming) reality of everyday
suburban experience, school, commuting, family routines, boredom, and the kinds of
experience the boys believe is available in an adult, cool, urban, place they call ‘Out There
Living’. This latter place is the kind of lauded reality celebrated by the boys’ favoured
writing, by exotic metropolitan decadents like Rimbaud and Baudelaire, poet-seers who have
the capacity to transform the everyday to romantic ephinanies. The place of Metroland itself
has no possible connection at all with their aesthetic interests, that is, with writing. Literature
here does not connect to place. Being a fldneur in the suburbs, for instance, ‘wasn’t as easy as

it sounds’; for a start ‘you needed a quai or at the very least a boulevard’(Bames,1980: 17).

And these places, dull distant suburbs like Hounslow, Croydon and numerous peripheral
housing estates on one side, and the crumbling, unfashionable inner-cities of Notting Hill,
Shepherd’s Bush and Brixton on the other, are precisely the places where commonwealth
immigrants first settled in large numbers. Nirad Chaudhuri’s own excursion to the suburbs
compounds his initial sense of detached unreality experienced first in London proper. This
other London does not even appear in the historical archive and is therefore not a location
whose direct apperception can be compared (unfavourably) to previous knowledge. ‘I learned
that beyond the London of history’ writes Chaudhuri, ‘there was another London, of whose
immensity and mass, gravitation and power, I was totally unaware’ (Chaudhuri, 1989: 58).
The South London suburbs that Chaudhuri sees are in the wrong place. They occupy the site
where the celebrated English countryside should be. ‘When the car passed Elephant and
Castle’ Chaudhuri tells us, ‘I sat up expecting to see the built up area thinning out and the
famous English countryside make its appearance’ (Chaudhuri, 1989:59). This does not
happen and curiously the unreal London scene becomes more real as it becomes less like
itself. ‘But as we sped on, the unending blocks of houses became more and more solid, and [

was not sure that I had left London behind even when we had passed through Bromley’
(Chaudhuri, 1989: 60).

In this section I will discuss post-colonial writing from the fifties and sixties that centres on
this perception of a strange and illegible suburban London. This decentred Greater London is
viewed doubly, as both part of cultural and imperial node, but also as peripheral, as a colony
of the centre. Writers of the period who write of the doubled unreality of the suburbs include
Sam Selvon, Edward Kamau Braithewaite and George Lamming. I will focus here on V. S.

Naipaul’s London-based fiction which addresses the unreal and alienating experience of
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migrants living in London’s less mapped suburbs. His work addresses the sense of
rootlessness, of loss, inauthenticity and the desperate theatricality which he claims are the lot
of deracinated ex-colonial subjects and suburbanites alike. Again, Naipaul writes of the

material insubstantiality of the London suburbs as they shift and dissolve.

In the post war period we can see a complex parallelism between metropolitan and colonial
spaces. These two sites have always been linked, as we saw above (Chapter 2) in Conan
Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, where colonial crimes return and are played out in the
south London suburbs. As John Archer points out, albeit in some proto-form, ‘Colonies and
suburbs’ points out John Archer, ‘have existed almost since the beginning of organised
settlement’ (quoted in Silverstone, 1997: 27). Indeed the sites share a sense, Archer
continues, of ‘being a locale outside the settlement proper’ (Silverstone, 1997:27). Both,
Archer argues, share features of being places of exile and alienation, both perform different
aspects of social differentiation, both seek to forge a collective (homogenous) identity, and

finally both spaces are inscribed with relations of elite (centre) to non-elite (periphery).

V. S. Naipaul suggests the two sites, suburb and colony, share a dismal symmetry: political
insignificance, lack of formal history and cultural tradition and an attendant sense of
individual’s inauthenticity. He argues that it is the insubstantial nature of place that is
characteristic of colonial experience in his native Trinidad, the unsettling flimsiness that he
tries to escape by coming to the centre, to London. This 1s made clear in his semi-
autobiographical work The Enigma of Arrival (1987), where (post-) colonial culture is
repeatedly characterised as lightweight, contingent and unrooted. Here, this peripheral ‘small
colonial world’, a ‘small world within a world’ is experience as floating free from the main
current of global power (Naipaul, 1987: 137). ‘History’, a connectedness with a meaningful
past, is also tenuous, considered ‘abstract’ (Naipaul, 1987: 137). ‘I had no idea of history’,
the natrator rues, ‘it was hard to attach something as grand as history to our island’ (Naipaul,
1987: 137). Subsequently the narrator admits that he hardly ‘knew his community; of other
communities [ knew even less’ (Naipaul, 1987: 131). For Naipaul, both Trinidad and, later,

London’s periphery, lack substantive reality - both are essentially imaginary locations that
produce ghostly citizens.

Naipaul’s work is an outstanding example of the imaginary London that is the city of
literature and other cultural representation overshadowing the encountered place itself,

making the actually experienced place seem strange and unreal. For Naipaul literary London,
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particularly in Dickens, is the ‘real” London. It is more substantial, has more ballast and
authority, is better known than the ‘real’ place itself could ever be. ‘The London I knew or
imaginatively possessed’ Naipaul notes in The Enigma of Arrival, was the ‘London I had got
from Dickens’ (Naipaul, 1987: 118). It “‘was Dickens — and his illustrators’, Naipaul points
out, ‘who gave me the illusion of knowing the city’ (Naipaul, 1987: 119). On arrival Naipaul
finds the reality ‘strange and confusing’ (Naipaul, 1987: 119). It is, of course, inevitable that
a difference between (literary or any other) representation of place and reality should be
striking. This seems true for any actual experience of a place only ever seen or read in
previous representations. Nevertheless, these unwritten suburbs that these immigrants

encounter go on to remain stubbornly cognitively unmappable.

Naipaul first arrives at Earl’s Court. This, he soon realises, is not considered ‘London’. Like
the ancient, pre-war vending machines that Naipaul sees in the tube stations, still promising
chocolate even though they have been empty for 10 years, this particular London has ‘broken
down or been superseded but remained unthrown away’ (Naipaul, 1987: 121). This part of
London, virtually considered a suburb by Naipaul, is rendered unreal, not because its
empirical fact does not square with its literary representation, but because it doesn’t have any
prior representation. In a crucial section of the novel, Naipaul argues that this part of London
is ‘as strange and un-read-about as the Englishness of [Norman Douglass’] South Wind’
(Naipaul, 1987: 123). Later Naipaul in fact discovers that Earls Court does in fact have some
literary pedigree, having been the location of Patrick Hamilton’s lugubrious Hangover
Square (1941), a novel itself much concerned much with London’s shady outcasts. ‘If I had
read a book like that’ Naipaul suggests in a telling moment, ‘it would have peopled the area
and made it romantic and given me...some sharper sense of myself ‘(Naipaul, 1987: 122).
Earl’s Court feels uncomfortably alien, then, because it is a part of London that has not been

mediated by prior literary representation. It has not been made legible and therefore does not
count as a ‘real’ place for real people.

Naipaul’s work, in fact, is infused with a melancholy sense of the inevitability of this inborn
unreality of place, particularly in London. The figuring of ‘real’ places in literature may be
vitally necessary for Naipaul’s response to that place, but there is a reluctant admission that
such ‘literary’ space may be all there ever is. The creation of ‘Imagined Londons’, in Pamela
K. Gilbert’s useful phrase, will always exceed the ‘real’ perceived place (Gilbert, 2000).
Naipaul moves toward an articulation of the failure of language itself to create what

semiotician Thomas Sebeok terms ‘world modelling’ (Sebeok, 1994).For Sebeok all species

~ 150 ~



are endowed with the inherited evolutionary capacity to construct a semiotic model of their
meaningful (signifying) environment. For humans this model is made in nonverbal and verbal
signifiers. Naipaul’s work seems to be suggesting that this human capacity to produce such
possible life-worlds 1s, in peripheral sites like suburbs and colonies, seriously limited. The
failure to produce an effective world model inevitably produces for Naipaul a sense of loss

and estrangement; an ‘idea of ruin and dereliction, out-of-placeness’ (Naipaul, 1987: 19).

It is the suburbs, in Naipaul’s work, which provide an exact spatial counterpoint to the
perceived personal insubstantiality and inauthenticity of his former Caribbean colonial home
(Naipaul was born in Trinidad, of Indian descent). The suburbs and the colonies are the
rootless haunts of the exhausted, spectral ‘mimic men’. In the novel The Mimic Men (1969),
Naipaul has Ralph Singh, recently returned from unsuccessful business and political ventures
on the fictional Caribbean Island of Isabella, relocated to an anonymous South London
suburban boarding house, there to write his memoirs. The location here is ideal. It has been
chosen precisely because it is unremarkable, and because it allows Singh (who is in some
trouble) both the anonymity and the opportunity to assume a number of roles. In this case,
Singh mimics the role of the returning, retired and world-weary colonial officer, finding an
anonymous, remote, untroubled location, frequently a suburban bungalow or villa, after the
exertion and uncertainty of colonial high adventure. Like the homecoming British colonial,
Singh self-consciously mimics the lower middle-class masses, excelling in ‘living modestly
and without recognition in small semi-detached suburban houses’, gladly ‘going out on a
Saturday morning to do the shopping at Sainsbury’s’ (Naipaul, 1969: 8). In this suburb Singh
is happy to be mistaken for a lowly ‘ordinary’ Caribbean migrant: ‘in these lower middle
class surroundings...we pass for immigrants’ (Naipaul, 1969: 9). This rootless, anonymous,
invisibility is crucial for Singh: a more conventional ‘suburban semi-detached house’ would
be unbearable. ‘I could not’, he admits, ‘pretend even to myself to be part of a community’
(Naipaul, 1969: 10). Singh has “fitted into the hotel’, has ‘learned to fill the day’ with a
number of melancholy routines: pub lunches and solitary evening meals in the hotel. He is
accepted, or tolerated, ‘suspicion has disappeared’ (Naipaul, 1969: 246). This is ‘London as
the final emptiness’ (Naipaul, 1969: 8). Singh prefers the extreme nowhere of ‘my far-out

suburban hotel’ and values ‘the absence of responsibility: I like the feeling of impermanence’
(Naipaul, 1969: 11).

This South London suburban experience takes to extremes Singh’s standard London

experience. ‘In a city already simplified to individual cells’, he notes, ‘this order is a further
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simplification. It is nothing and it links to nothing” (Naipaul, 1969: 36). Singh feels he is in
exile everywhere, a belief bolstered by his experience of London; ‘this city in which I could
never feel myself as anything but spectral, disintegrating, pointless, fluid’ (Naipaul, 1969:
52). On his first visit to London as a student, Singh has lived in a decrepit boarding-house in
‘the Kensington High Street area’ (Naipaul, 1969: 5), a shocking and ‘sombre beginning’ to
his London life. London appears here as threadbare, bomb-cratered, grubby, as a ghostly half-
life. It is like this precisely because it has been seen before in Dickens and Eliot. He sees his
first snow; grey, muffling, homogenising, disappointing; not like the real thing. He observes
that this is akin to ‘being left cold’ by the ‘object of a pilgrimage’, because it is,
paradoxically, ‘so well known’ (Naipaul, 1969: 30). The unreality of the experienced city, as
noted above, hits him early, ‘the god of the city was elusive’, he observed, sightseeing along
the Embankment,” the magic of names soon faded’ (Naipaul, 1969: 19). Soon the landmarks
lose aura, even names, and merely revert to being ‘the river, here the bridge, there that
famous building’ (Naipaul, 1969: 19). This discomfiting uncoupling of place and name
increases as Singh subsequently moves further and further ‘out of the heart of the city’. He
observes the suburbs in dismay: ‘Those houses! That impression of temporary, fragile

redness, of habitations set superficially on trampled fields’ (Naipaul, 1969: 32).

The insubstantial suburb is ideal for the ‘mimic’ man, a place that can be useful camouflage.
For other suburbanites suburban unreality is not so comforting. Naipaul’s 1963 novel Mr
Stone and the Knights Companion, suggests that the insubstantial material nature of suburbia
(again unnamed, but recognisably South London) is an urgent matter for Mr Stone. Stone has
difficulties anchoring himself to his isolated suburban life. ‘Familiar things’, we are told,
begin to have for Stone the ‘heightened reality, which is like unreality, that a fever gives to
everyday happenings’ (Naipaul 1963, 31). For Stone the suburb has this unique strangeness;
it is both too real and distressingly insubstantial. We have noticed before that the key
characteristic of fictional suburbanites, like Mr Pooter, H.G. Wells’ Mr Polly, Orwell’s
George Bowling, is that they do not fit into their environment. This mismatch between self
and environment is often manifested at a material level, more precisely the obscured
boundary between self and body, body and world. We have noted sickly or unfit suburban
bodies, the discord of physical awkwardness and lack of handiness. Crucially, these material

crises suggest that the suburban individual does not have a fully embodied phenomenological
knowledge of the world
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Stone fits this suburban profile exactly; there is a problem with the material here. He is
overweight, aging, and clumsy, even has false teeth. Mr Stone also has his classic suburban
little-man not-fitting-in moments. He is startled to find someone else’s false teeth in his
bathroom and, after his new bride’s house makeover, a ‘sitting room he could scarcely call
his own’ (Naipaul, 1963:42). Later he muses that ‘the order of the universe, to which he
sought to ally himself, was not his order’ (Naipaul, 1963:158). At one stage he stands in front
of the window of a joke-shop, staring at the ‘imitation glasses of Guinness, the plastic faeces,
the masks, the joke teeth’ (Naipaul 1963:21). The joke realia reflects Stone’s ambivalent

physical being; he is somehow both dead and alive, spirit and material.

This tradition in suburban fiction, emphasising the illegibility of the suburb as the failure of
embodied knowledge, a sense of something having gone wrong with a perverse wayward
material world, immune to human wants or skills, also at times emphasises a certain
dematerialisation. Just as the suburban habitus (including the body itself as object) can be
perversely too material (dense and recalcitrant), it is also nebulous, on the cusp of dissolution
altogether. These are the two sides of Stone’s feverish heightened perception of the suburb.
This horribly too-material reality is also an unreality. Here, the environment, and with it

Stone himself, are in danger of dissolving away entirely. ‘There remained to him nothing” we
are told ‘to which he could anchor himself® (Naipaul, 1963: 149).

Despite his name, Stone is not solidly there. A profound sense of this dramatic sense of
suburban material unreality occurs when Stone suffers alarming visions of the dissolution of
his apparently material environment. While commuting into town he had often, we learn,
‘mentally stripped himself of train, seats and passengers and seen himself moving four or five
feet above ground in a sitting posture at forty miles an hour’(Naipaul, 1963: 52). On another
occasion ‘he was assailed by a vision of the city stripped of stone and concrete and timber
and metal, stripped of all buildings, with people suspended next to and above and below one
another’ (Naipaul, 1963: 53). This is a terrifying X-Ray of the nature of suburban reality: that
it is a thin cover for frail human reality. Stone has a realization, ‘too upsetting to be more than
momentarily examined’ that everything ‘solid and immutable and enduring about the
world...flattered only to deceive’ (Naipaul, 1963: 53). During a transport strike Stone walks
miles home to his suburb from central London, and again he is struck by the flimsiness of

urban reality. As he ‘walked through the long, dull streets’ he ‘stripped the city of all that was
enduring’ (Naipaul, 1963: 158).
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Stone has developed ways to counter this destabilising sense of suburban dematerialisation
and imminent dissolution. First, he anchors himself to the everyday by carefully nurturing
habits and adhering to closely observed set routines. ‘He cultivated his habits’ we are told, he
‘shaved the right hand side of his face first; he put on his right shoe first’ (Naipaul, 1963: 9).
He has obsessive routines and rituals for meals, for reading the daily paper, for his daily
commute. His life is given some anchoring by the reassuring reappearance of annual events,
private parties, holidays, festivals. He goes to the same party ‘as he did every year at this
time’ (Naipaul, 1963: 10). This obsession with establishing patterns in the world, and with
forming habits, combines in Stone’s daily observation of a tree in his garden. It is this tree,
with its gradual but definite changes, altering over time along with its observer that is the
means by which he ‘noted the passing of time, the waxing and waning of the seasons’
(Naipaul, 1963: 11) It is the ‘contemplation of this living object’ that ‘reassured him of the
solidity of things’ (Naipaul, 1963: 20). Stone’s unreal suburb, and his sense of personal
hollowness and drift is also countered by his dramatic sudden marriage, and by devising at
work (he is a company librarian) a far-fetched and (quasi-ludicrous) welfare scheme for
retired employees. This scheme, self-consciously named after the fantasy of Arthurian legend
(‘The Order of the Knights Companion’), aims to create a community, a social support
network, for far-flung former employees. He also tries to order his nebulous reality by giving
it mathematical certainty and predictability; he ‘liked to think in numbers’ we are told, and ‘I

have been with Excal for thirty years’ (Naipaul, 1963: 120).

Rather than seeing, there is a form of transparency. Transparency is seeing too much, a sort
of seeing through rather than seeing something. This kind of seeing dissolves that which is
supposed to be seen. In fact it is this terrifying transparency of suburban life that leads to the

creation of its opposite, to a defensive opacity. Transparency, or the fear of exposure, leads to
extremes of suburban domestic secrecy. Before having his vision of transparent London,
Stone is amazed by the fact that, though his life had changed dramatically (newly married,
with new purpose in life, even becoming sociable) his neighbours cannot see this. It is not a

visible, communicable reality. Nobody in the suburb knows any of this.

Again, the suburb here is unreadable. Stone does not know his neighbours and they are

instead reduced to a simple set of legible quirks and shorthand markers. Stone’s inscrutable

neighbours are simply named after simple visible characteristics: ‘The Male’, ‘The Beast’.
Indeed if nobody can see anything, or know what is going on for sure, then, consequently

anything might just be happening; ‘what strange things must happen behind the blank front
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doors of so many houses’ Stone muses (Naipaul, 1963: 53). This then is the strangeness of

suburban unknowing; when we cannot see or know anything, we must create our own

meaning. The creation of legibility, to try and supplement such a lack, is the focus of the next

section.

Section Three - Suburban Pop

The perceived ambivalent strangeness of London’s post-war suburbs is linked to their
semiotic uncertainty. The suburb, as a modern built landscape, in either its planned, state-
managed form, (the council estate) or as laissez-faire speculative enterprise (the private
estates) lacks the necessary markers for any form of semiotically rich engaged habitation.
One result of such impenetrability is that the individual, the perceiving body does not engage
or interact with environment, in any sensuous way: the habitat remains uncannily other. As
the basic reality of the suburbs cannot be engaged with by the perceiving individual, the
suburb is represented in much fiction as materially problematic. Suburbs are presented as
either oppressively physical or, alternately, as distressingly flimsy. They also represented, as

we saw with Naipaul’s Mr Stone, from being opaque to being horribly transparent.

The question of suburban legibility is crucial in the post war decades as mass population
movements seek to make a new life in freshly built suburbs. The perceived illegibility of the
newer suburban landscapes, its homogeneity, lack of distinguishing features, its very
newness, were, in fact, part of contemporary critiques. In Invincible Green Suburbs (1997),
Mark Clapson points out that the noted ‘absence of social life and community feeling in
unplanned English suburbs’ was a standard element of anti-suburban commentary’
(Clapson,1997: 143). Michael Young and Peter Willmott’s influential survey Family and
Kinship in East London (1957), for instance, compared lively, communal, street-focussed
East End family life unfavourably to the dull, atomised, newer suburban communities in

suburbs in Essex at Dagenham and Brentwood for example, in which bombed out East End
communities were rehoused after the war.

Mark Clapson argues that individuals in these suburbs actually went some way to try and

build new forms of meaningful communities, developing controlled suburban sociability.

Displaced arrivals worked to create a ‘social life structured by a variety of formal and

informal associations’ (Clapson,1997: 156). The initially illegible suburb, which may appear

to the observer as standardised and featureless, may be re-worked in certain ways to become
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personally meaningful and habitable. The suburb offers a new context for age-old desires for
community and sociability, for personal connection to environment, the ‘collective need and
aspirations of humanity writ large’ (Clapson, 1997: 162). Young and Willmott ’s 1960
follow-up survey, Family and Class in a London Suburb, a study of suburban Woodford, also
examined how the influx of new arrivals attempted to recreate support networks and familial
groups in the functional and blank spaces of the new suburb (Young and Willmott, 1960).
Other suburban historians agree here with Clapson. Paul Oliver, recalling a forties suburban
childhood, argues that suburbanites had property, security and community organisations, and
were not (unlike their post-war urban counterparts) ‘lonely people in a lonely crowd’
(Clapson, 1997: 122). Suburban commentator Paul Barker, in important work to which I shall
return in the next chapter, describes the unplanned suburb, precisely, because it is based on
the ‘Non-Plan’, that is as product of uncoordinated, speculative and piecemeal construction,
as a site where individuals must create social patterns and networks for themselves (Barker,
1999). Barker sees the suburbs as sites of amazing adaptability, where individuals seek to
personalise home and habitat. If this type of suburb that Barker has is mind is not a product of
enforced modemity, a grid of control ‘imposed from above”’!, then individuals are compelled
to make their own maps, to make social space meaningful for themselves. This strand of
utopianism, as discussed above in chapter two, goes back to the 1880s, where Arts and
Crafts-influenced design aimed to provide a complex balancing act, merging, polarities of

industrial and pastoral, individual and communal, past and present.

These positive views of suburban life, particularly the warmly-remembered experiences of
1930s suburban life are important. They seem to contradict the suburban expereience
presented in fiction, like Orwell’s George Bowling (Orwell, 2001) who experiences a hellish
entrapment and experience of profound inauthenticity which he tries to counter by revisiting
his own, semi-rural, childhood. Literary representations, as opposed to non-literary
reminiscence, are clearly attempting to get at another kind of truth, one concerning semiotic
uncertainty in modernity. The suburbs here, as the exemplary sites of modernity, are a means

to discuss deeper truths about the detachment and incomprehensibility of modern lives.

Continuing with this them of individuals trying to reshape the suburbs and make them
personally meaningful, in the present section I will to argue that the suburbs, and the city,
beginning in the 1950s, were subject to particular forms of reimagining and re-forming. I will

address these complex issues of the recreation of city and suburb through a reading of Hanif

3! Barker here is excluding the planned suburb of the Ebenezer Howard type.
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Kureishi’s 1990 novel, Buddha of Suburbia (Kureishi 1990). Although its publication date
breaks this chapter’s chronology, it nevertheless offers a useful illustration of 1970s suburban
pop-cultural motifs. In particular I want to explore how pop culture worked to produce
particular versions of suburban life. Specific strands of youth pop subcultures, in this
instance, punk rock, attempted to re-imagine and remap suburb and city, and make them
personally legible for a new generation of suburban youth. Punk, in particular, was based on
an ethos of reusing and recombining found cultural elements to cobble together a community

of the like-minded in the face of an individually alienating and illegible habitat, often a

suburb.

Notting Hill, for instance, is a very good example of the numerous re-imaginings that London
districts would go through in the post-war period, informed by popular culture. Originally a
respectable lower middle-class inner suburb (lauded by Chesterton in his 1904 novel The
Napoleon of Notting Hill (Chesterton, 1991) the district undergoes dramatic reimaginings.
Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (Selvon, 1985) deals with the attempts of recent
migrants to construct a convincing personal relation to the city, to connect their personal
experiences, of racism, poverty and claustrophobia with larger narratives of London as
political, cultural and imperial centre. Here Notting Hill, the inner suburb, becomes Inner
City, the decaying villas and crumbling mansions subdivided and broken up, the home
territory of slum landlord Peter Rackman’s ruthless exploitation. This is the Notting Hill
shown in Monica Dickens’s panoramic 1961 novel The Heart of London, as the middle-
classes flee the influx of crammed-in commonwealth immigrants (Dickens, 1961). Notting
Hill was also the setting for Colin MacInnes’ Absolute Beginners (Maclnnes, 1995). At the
end of the fifties this inner suburb/inner city boundary becomes an ideal pop-cultural fantasy
space: cheap, temporary, populated by ‘boys fresh from the nick, national refugee minorities,
out-of-business-whores’ not to mention teenagers, squatters, beatniks, rent boys, junkies and
most importantly for Mac Innes’ purposes, the ‘absolute beginners’ of the nascent pop culture
industry (Maclnnes, 1993: 47). Since then the area has cycled through punk, gentrification,

global recognition as cool/posh setting of Richard Curtis/Hugh Grant films, and finally, home
of David Cameron’s Conservative- elite ‘Notting Hill Set’.

Maclnnes’ Notting Hill, , argues John McLeod, can ‘best be considered an hallucinatory

location’ where, in the mix created by mass metropolitan and global migration and relocation
a new kind of freedom can be attained (McLeod, 2004: 21). The city here is imagined as a
pop dream. Charlie Gillett argues that ‘rock and roll was perhaps the first form of popular
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culture to celebrate without reservation characteristics of city life’ (Gillett, 1983:12). Pop
music and culture invests the city with certain characteristics that are all checked in
Maclnnes’s novel: freedoms from family, authority and from a specific class or ethnic
identity, from preformed destinies. Pop offers the city as a glamorous place where the

individual can be transformed and can create new like-minded communities, not based on

race, class or traditional locality.

Indeed, we can go further and argue, as Simon Frith does, that this particular version of the
city is in fact a suburban fantasy. The ‘myth’, he writes, ‘the rhetoric of class and street and
grit is itself the product of suburban dreams, suburban needs’ (Frith, 1997: 269). This vision
of newer urban elements, authenticity, toughness, hybridity and transgression, replaces
former constructions of glamorous sophistication. The ‘lure of the city’ offers the chance of
an authentic ‘reality’, the urgent feel of real ‘street’ authenticity, that the unreal suburb itself
cannot match (Frith, 1997: 271). The city is imagined in the suburb and in a sense itself
becomes somewhat suburbanised. This city is suburban in being convenient, a place to visit,

not live; it is a temporary weekend and evening space in which to enact fantasies. It is a place

to consume urban fantasies.

The pop recreation of city as site for excess, for night-time, consumption and fantastic
recreations of the self, is accompanied by counter-characterisations of the suburb. The suburb
here is excessively dull, everyday, routine and constrained, viewed by individuals feeling far
more detached and trapped than their parents. This popular version of the suburban imaginary
can be found in many sixties and seventies TV sit-coms; it is comically grotesque. Terry and
June (Terry and June, BBC, 1978-1986), Tom and Barbara ( The Good Life, BBC, 1975-
1978), George and Mildred (George and Mildred, ITV, 1976-1979) all inhabit a timeless
unreal prison of minutely observed claustrophobic pettiness and fantastic snobbery. This
move toward regarding the suburb as both material quotidian trap and delirious nightmare
reaches a peak in Mike Leigh’s 1977 television play, Abigail’s Party. The play cranks up the
excruciatingly garish material and cultural bad taste and seething social relationships, so that
the suburb becomes here a hallucination. In addition to the naff suburb it is also presented as
necessary adjunct to city glamour. Here, in what Frith terms ‘Bohemia in the Bedroom’, and
manifest in a long rota of pop cultural icons, and echt suburbanites, as the Rolling Stones,
David Bowie, Marc Bolan, Boy George, Pet Shop Boys, Morrissey and Suede, the confining,

conformist suburb is conjured up in rock and pop. It is for and by a new generation, one that
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has little stake in suburban cultural, social or economic practices. The suburb breeds the

possibility of urban performance, of escape and self-definition.

Hanif Kureishi’s Buddha of Suburbia has at its centre pop-cultural re-imaginings of the urban
and suburban. Subcultural theorists see a reworking of pop culture as a means by young
people to forge new identities and to establish meaningful new communities. Subculture, as
theorised by British Cultural Studies in the seventies (especially Phil Cohen’s landmark 1972
article ‘Subcultural Conflict and Working-Class Community’ (Cohen, 1972) and Dick
Hebdige’s 1979 Subculture: The Meaning of Style (Hebdige, 1988)) emphasises the ways in
which popular culture can bring people together and foster a sense of belonging. Cohen for
example, argues that popular subcultures were a creative response to the devastation wrought
by post-war London suburban developments, as slum clearance, resettlement and the creation
of extensive suburban Estates worked to ‘destroy the function of the street, the local pub, the
cornershop’ (Cohen, 1972: 81) Pop culture, borrowing and re-combining signifying elements
from parent cultures and consumer cultures (‘Teds, Mods, parkas, skinheads, Crombies) all
represent in this view ‘an attempt to retrieve some of the socially cohesive elements
destroyed in the parent culture’ (Cohen, 1972: 83). In other words the work of pop style is to
make the devastated cities and uprooted communities meaningful again. Dick Hebdige
broadly agrees, arguing that punk for instance, ‘celebrates, in mock-heroic terms, the death of
the community and the collapse of traditional forms of meaning’ (Hebdige, 1978: 78). Thus

certain reworkings of pop culture, particularly the ‘do-it-yourself® ethos of early punk, are an
attempt to make unintelligible habitats meaningful and legible.

Kureishi’s novel explores the very process of reimagining suburban/ urban polarities as
informed by pop and subcultural trends. The novel is neatly split into two halves; ‘In the
Suburbs’ and ‘In the City’. This bildungsroman charts the journey of Karim Amir from
suburb to city, chasing a dream of escape from suburban detachment to urban belonging and
liberation. He has much to escape from. Karim ‘loathed the suburbs’ and resolved to

‘continue my journey into London’ and so ‘get away from people and streets like this’
(Kureishi, 1990: 62). He finds it dull and empty; ‘during the nights...all around me was

silent, most of the neighbourhood went to bed at ten-thirty’ (Kureishi, 1990: 63). It is also
extremely predictable; ‘Life for commuters was regulated to the minute’ (Kureishi, 1990: 65).
Karim’s parents follow a quiet routine, watching TV, no socialising, one visit to the pictures a

year. It is pacific and accepting; ‘in the suburbs people rarely dreamed of striking out for
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happiness’. Instead it was all ‘familiarity and endurance; security and safety were the reward
of dullness’ (Kureishi, 1990: 8).

This emphasis on dull indoorsness is complemented by strictly policed visible behaviour, by
constant neighbourly surveillance. Anything hinting of difference is jumped upon, nobody
must stand out; ‘In the suburbs there had been few things that seemed more petty than the
fear everyone had of their neighbour’s opinion’ (Kureishi, 1990: 188). There is a fear of
being seen to be different: ‘my Mother could never hang out the washing in the garden
without combing her hair’ (Kureishi, 1990: 188). This fearful conformity also has a more
explicitly violent and thuggish aspect; Karim’s school is brutalising, it specialises in lowering
expectations and excels at bullying. Nearby Penge is *full of neo-fascist groups’ actively
demonstrating on the streets, and mixed-race Karim is constantly taunted and racially abused,

‘everyday I considered myself lucky to get home from school without serious injury
(Kureishi, 1990: 63).

Karim joins a long list of the suburban alienated those who are not at home in the supposedly
homely suburb. In Karim’s case this disengagement from place is underlined by his second-
generation immigrant status. His father was born in Bombay, his white mother in England.
Karim sees himself as qualified English, as ‘an Englishman born and bred, almost’ (
Kureishi, 1990: 3). The connection is made again here between the suburb and the colony.
This ‘odd mixture of continents and blood, of here and there, of belonging and not’ is a fact
of both postcolonial migration and suburban living (Kureishi, 1990: 3). Whereasin V. S.
Naipaul this collision of colonial marginalism and suburban peripheralism produces a
melancholy mimicry, in Kureishi’s novel it produces a disaffection, a charged desire for
change and escape. Cultural and social hybridism produces restlessness. Karim is ‘restless
and easily bored’; he is always ‘looking for trouble, for any kind of movement, action and
sexual interest’ (Kureishi, 1990: 3). The suburb is not home. It is a transient, holding area for

restless father and son (but significantly, not the mother) close to the nearby city.

Bromley thus offers Karim nothing with which he can identify and belong, and yet also
grimly polices the demand for fitting in. As an Asian/British bisexual with a penchant for
Glam Rock Karim has plenty to fear. In fact the suburb’s enforced demand for quietist
conformism, for social and cultural homogeneity actually produces a series of sealed-off,
mutually incomprehensible, micro-worlds. The demand for suburban conformism produces,

along with the impact of consumer choice, as I shall explain below, a spectacular series of
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‘alternative’ lifestyles and cultures. Suburban privacy turns in on itself and creates
subdivisions of interested groups, adhering around the development of taste and pursuit of
cultures. The ‘English passion’ here is ‘not for self-improvement or culture or wit... but for
DIY’, for improving the house (Kureishi, 1990: 74). That is, ‘the painstaking accumulation of
comfort’ (Kureishi, 1990: 75). It is this concentration on the house that provides status:
‘display was the game’ (Kureishi, 1990: 75). Everyone is indoors watching TV. Everyone
goes straight home after work, ‘There were no excuses to be made in the evenings: no one
went out and there was nowhere to go’ (Kureishi, 1990: 46). Shopping is the other main
popular-cultural activity. ‘They were fanatical shoppers in our suburbs. Shopping to them is
what the rumba and singing is to Brazilians’ (Kureishi, 1990: 65).

Access to different worlds can be gained, Karim reckons, via the passport of High Culture.
Karim perceives his alienation as a lack of the right kind culture, not the suburban one with
its preference for kitsch, middlebrow pursuits and philistine materialistic display. ‘I read a lot
of proper books’ he tells us, ‘Lost Illusions, The Red and the Black’ (Kureishi, 1990: 145).
His later escape from the suburb into the desired zone of metropolitan arts and media is
facilitated by ‘the easy talk of art, theatre, architecture, travel: the languages, the vocabulary,
knowing the way around a whole culture’ (Kureishi, 1990: 177). When he eventually escapes
to West Kensington an enlightened Karim becomes ‘aware that 1 knew nothing; I was empty,
an intellectual void‘(Kureishi, 1990: 176). For Eleanor’s crowd ‘hard words and sophisticated
ideas were in the air they breathed from birth’; high culture here was ‘the currency that
bought you the best of what the world could offer’ (Kureishi, 1990: 178). Later, comparing
his suburban past to sophisticated Eleanor’s, Karim argues that ‘it was as if I felt my past

wasn’t important enough, wasn’t as substantial as hers’ (Kureishi, 1990: 178).

In fact, Karim attempts to construct a sense of belonging, a personally meaningful relation to
his environment and shared culture, by creating his own. As we shall see, everyone else in
Bromley is engaged in creating a personal identity. Naturally enough Karim’s personal canon
rates highly those works which themselves are on the contested border of high and popular
culture. He favours literature with a beatnik or counter-culture edge: Norman Mailer, Tom
Wolfe, Rolling Stone magazine. He is engrossed in ‘serious’ pop music, that which most
approximates to highbrow taste, particularly favouring ‘the tuneless: King Crimson, Soft
Machine, Frank Zappa’ (Kureishi, 1990: 18). Karim hides in his bedroom, creating an
alternative and oppositional culture of hip journalism, pop music, and cultish literature, and,

his unique twist on teenage suburban dilettantism (combining this with traditional suburban
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pastimes), drinks exotic teas. Or he sits in the park with other ‘boys who’d escaped from
home’ (Kureishi, 1990: 19). His brother also scuttles to his room at every opportunity, with

‘copies of fashion magazines (Vogue, Harper’s and Queen). Karim temporarily creates his

own space while desperately wanting to swap it for another (the city).

Pop music, itself a rapidly constructed system of cultural meaning and belonging, is another
mode of moving beyond the immediate. Karim’s sink school has David Bowie as its most
iltustrious old-boy, and ‘boys were often to be found on their knees before this icon, praying
to be made into pop stars’ and thus ‘released from a lifetime as a motor-mechanic; or a clerk
in an insurance firm; or a junior architect’ (Kureishi, 1990: 68). Bowie offers the template,
according to Sukhdev Sandhu, for many of Kureishi’s characters’ trajectory. Bowie’s ‘escape
from suburbia, and from class, from sex, from personality’ he argues ‘into London’s realm of
free play, make-believe and self-gratification is a trajectory that resembles the odysseys taken
by Kureishi’s characters’ (Sandhu, 2004: 238). Karim and his wannabe-pop star friend/lover,
Charlie, share a blinding moment of insight at an early punk gig: ‘““That’s it. That’s it. That’s
fucking it... The sixties have been given notice tonight™ (Kureishi, 1990: 131). This is their

mode of escape. The energy manifested here propels Charlie (thence ‘Charlie Hero’) from the
suburb into pop superstardom.

Yet a straightforward reading of Karim’s daring escape, from stifling suburb to liberating
city, a bildungsroman of youthful progress, as the novel’s two-part structure suggests, is not
so simple. The problem with this pop creative rendering of suburb and its urban antipode is
precisely this, it is always emphasised as being a representation. Both city and suburb lack
significant substance and become fatefully undermined, as we see in the novel, by their status
as commodity. In this sense, again, both lack substantive being and are presented as curiously

insubstantial. Karim’s journey is one towards becoming rich, in part by exploiting such
commodities.

The problem that the novel identifies is that pop culture itself is part of the broader “cultural
logic of late capitalism’, so termed by Fredric Jameson, as postmodernism. Here we can
isolate one key feature, as Jameson argues, of the ‘new economic world system’ emerging in
the seventies, the moment of the Buddha of Suburbia, which is ‘the whole new culture of the
image, or the simulacrum’ (Jameson, 1991: 6). Here, as Jameson argues, building on the
insights of Guy Debord (the ‘society of the spectacle’) and Jean Baudrillard, we have ‘image

addiction’, the ‘transformation of the past into visual mirages, stereotypes or texts’, which
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reduces the social itself to pure image (Jameson, 1991: 6). Pop, of course, is a crucial element
of the postmodern culture industry, generating, recombining and recycling endless images

from fashion, music, places, personal styles, inventing a ‘lifestyle’, and of course, promising

modes of belonging to a new community of the like-minded.

The hollowed-out meagreness, selfishness and greed of pop consumption, based on
commodity exchange, are at the heart of Kureishi’s novel. This fatally undermines Kureishi’s
creation of the textures of suburban life. Thus while Karim dismissively sees the (adult)
suburb as epitomising the ‘English passion ‘for shopping and DIY’, as the banal
saccumulation of comfort’ Karim himself is industriously involved in the accumulation of
culture, more precisely, for ‘alternative’ cultures, the trying on of disguises and roles, such as
existentialist Outsider, poet maudit, Beatnik, punk (Kureishi, 1990: 74). Karim’s final
concern is with money itself. The novel’s central figure of anti-materialist Buddhist

enlightenment is also revealed as a product, a service, something to be bought and an identity
to be played with.

The problem here, then, is that as the notion of place itself is subject to the dematerialisation
of pop-cultural image and commodity culture so any settled definitions of that place are
impossible. In the novel neither suburb nor city will sit still as clearly defined locales. Thus
suburban Bromley is actually not simply the unchartered, uncultured and remote location that
the novel castigates; there are countless other locations that would probably better qualify. In
fact, Bromley is not just nowhere, but more properly, a favoured nowhere. Bromley is in fact
well-known for being nowhere , for being highly representative of the unknown and unique
in its state of being like everywhere else. This is where H.G. Wells was born (in 1866) and is
the setting for his suburban-set fictions History of Mr Polly, The New Machiavelli, and Tono-
Bungay. Roger Silverstone’s influential 1997 collection of essay Visions of Suburbia places
Bromley squarely as the suburb of suburbs (Silverstone, 1997). Southeast London suburbs,
Andy Medhurst argues, are not ‘just any suburbs, but paradigmatic suburbs’ (Silverstone,
1997: 243). Medhurst notes ‘sound historical fact’, for this area’s suburban typicality; its
status as the world’s original industrial suburb, with the development of the world’s first
commuter railway, and thus its establishment as a space of transition, instituting an integral
polarity of work and domestic space, of spatial displacement from its own originary suburban
centre (Silverstone, 1997: 243). As noted earlier Bromley is also, as Simon Frith mentions in
the same collection, where David Bowie was brought up, ‘the quintessential suburban star’;

also home of ‘the quintessential suburban fans, the Bromley contingent’ and, we might add,
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Kureishi’s quintessential suburban novel (Silverstone, 1997: 271). Bromley, and South
London suburbs in genera} then are indeed exceptional (the face of suburbia in countless
films, sitcoms, TV dramas and novels) and absolutely average (in their standardised physical

features, cultural homogeneity, resolute domesticity). Bromley operates as productive sign of

suburbia.

Another problem with a reading of the novel as simple escape from a specific suburban
confinement to urban freedom and creativity is the picture of the dull and joyless suburb
presented in the novel. In fact, Kureishi’s suburb does not stay tedious and insular for long.
While Karim is not at home in his suburb, neither is anyone else. In the suburb, the affects of
affluence, popular consumption, accessible mass culture, all promote the rapid creation of,
sometimes extreme, new identities. Karim has his arty ‘bedroom bohemianism®*’ and
develops his own modes of belonging; and this happens throughout the suburb. The suburb,
informed by affluence, choice, and counter-cultural drive toward self-expression and self-
determination seems awash with new possibilities for individual self-creation. In fact, Karim

fits in quite nicely; he is of the suburban party without knowing it.

The biggest ‘transformation’ in the novel is actually, not the son’s but the father’s. Plodding
civil servant Haroon becomes a spiritual advisor; the titular ‘Buddha’. Haroon (and Eva his
new girlfriend) invent and package their own subculture. They put on a series of exotic
evenings that seem to go against the suburban cultural grain of shopping, TV watching, DIY
and material consumption. Using soft lighting, candles, incense and mood music, and with an
improvised hybrid of Buddhist koans, Yoga, Self-Help platitudes and dramatic silences, Eva
announces that ‘My good and deep friend Haroon here will show us the Way. The Path’
(Kureishi, 1990: 42). This new persona comes as a shock to Karim, remembering his father’s
difficulty finding Beckenham, never mind enlightenment. In fact the spiritual anti-

materialism of Buddhism here becomes just another product, or service, that people buy.

Suburban individuals’ readiness and desire for personal transformation, and openness to
fashion and new consumer opportunities, guarantees the ‘Buddha’s’ great success. His
insights promise ‘they may even change you a little, or make you want to change, in order to
reach your full potential as human beings’ (Kureishi, 1990: 13). The offer of self-realisation,

however, is rendered as just another version of a selfhood that can be tried on and discarded

* The Bohemian itself, as Elizabeth Wilson., reminds us is a bour

. geois performance space that plays out the
contradictions of art, commerce and the individual (Wilson, 2003).

~ 164 ~



at will. Buddhism is another commodity that targets the key site of postmodern concerns, the
meaning of the contemporary self. The question of personal authenticity is repeatedly raised
in the novel is always being raised; ‘Beneath all the Chinese bluster’, Karim observes, ‘was
Dad’s loneliness and desire for internal advancement’ (Kureishi, 1990: 28). The Buddha

promises suburbanites a real self, but kis ‘real’ self is desire for social advancement.

The suburb presented here thus contradicts Karim’s complaints about it being predictable and
boring; precisely because the seventies suburb demands continual self-creation it is actually
wildly unpredictable and profusely eccentric. In the seventies, in the midst of a dramatic
economic and social changes and a cultural shift toward consumption and identity politics,
the suburb presented is profoundly unstable, and in perpetual crisis. ‘Traditional’, dull settled
suburban conformity ends just as the novel opens: ‘Then one day everything changed’
(Kureishi, 1990: 3). Nuclear families implode and form exotic new configurations, new
relationships spring up everywhere. People have very loose sexual and familial attachments;
Jamila and Changez, for instance, stuck in an arranged marriage, have a further negotiated
arrangement whereby they both see other (sexual) partners. Karim finds sex and love quite
easily. Bromley is packed with oddballs and eccentrics: there are anorexic fathers, bisexual
popstars, and of course, mystic civil servants. It is also chock full of ‘alternative’ lifestyles

(mysticism, Punk Rock, pop-stardom), sexual adventure and, most of all, high comedy.

If the suburb isn’t exactly what Karim protests it is, destabilised by globalising forces of
consumer capitalism, then a different reading of his version of the city is also possible. The
city that Karim dreams of is, of course, a pop fantasy. Karim ‘fantasises about London’
before experiencing it, and his vision is one of ‘people in Hyde park playing bongos with
their hands; there was the keyboard on the Doors ‘Light My Fire; there were kids dressed in
velvet cloaks. . .shops selling all the records you could desire. There were parties... , casual
sex, drugs’ (Kureishi, 1990: 121). This lure of London seems to promise many freedoms, a
chance to play with identities, to pursue interesting and creative work (Karim works in the
theatre and possibly TV), to explore sexualities, to develop networks of like-minded
individuals. Karim is determined to be true to this ‘self’ even if it doesn’t seem to exist. In the

opening paragraph of the novel, we recall, Karim confidently announces that he is ‘going

somewhere’, and now we see what this entails.

Karim looks closely at himself: ‘I'm probably not compassionate or anything’ he admits, ‘1

bet I’'m a real bastard inside and don’t care for anyone’ (Kureishi, 1990: 104). Karim sets his
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mind: ‘my goals were clear and I knew what I wanted. I was ready for anything (Kureishi,
1990: 121). He admits that although he ‘hated inequality, it didn’t mean | wanted to be
treated like everyone else’ (Kureishi, 1990: 148). Both his father, and friend Charlie, who
jumps on the punk bandwagon and becomes a faux rock star, successfully invent and
lucratively market themselves as particular types of saleable ‘individual’. What Karim ‘liked
in Dad and Charlie was their insistence on standing apart. I liked the power they had and the
attention they received’ (Kureishi, 1990: 149). This emphasis on creative self-fashioning,
social advancement and packaging identity (eventually to the ultimate commodity of self,
celebrity) leads Karim inexorably toward theatre, show business and TV. Towards the end of
the novel, moving into an Eighties neo-liberal agenda of selfish acquisition, under the
government of Margaret Thatcher, Karim discovers the pleasures of ‘money-power’. Charlie
becomes a complacent, New York-based global megastar repackaging punk ‘grit’ for money
to a US audience. He informs Karim of his own enlightenment: *““It was then I knew I loved

money. Money and everything it could buy” * (Kureishi, 1990: 248).

That it is punk itself that drives such acquisition is especially troubling. Dick Hebdige argues
that punk’s utopian impulse was to create meaning. Punk ‘celebrates, in mock-heroic terms,
the death of the community and the collapse of traditional forms of meaning’ (Hebdige, 1988:
78). The old is reused and reassembled to provide new meanings. Hebdige describes punk’s
ethos as the stripping out of older traditions and cultural signifiers and their reassembly to
produce new meanings. The punk ideal was a form of cultural ‘DIY’, producing and
reassembling, rather than just purchasing, personally relevant new aesthetic forms. Punk as a
subculture is a way for suburban teenagers to make some sense of their particular

environment. ‘Punk’, argues Vicky LeBeau, ‘was generated and sustained by the emptiness,
the blankness, of the suburbs’ (LeBeau, 1997: 795).

But, as The Buddha of Suburbia tells us, in the logic of cultural commodification, punk style,
even its amateur bricolage, becomes another saleable commodity. We see in the novel a
shocking encounter for Karim and Charlie with a new punk band (clearly based on the Sex
Pistols) leaving them both attracted and appalled. The raw anger of nascent punk seems the
epitome of a gritty, dysfunctional seventies urbanism, very different from the kind of urban
boho fantasy Karim indulges in. These punks are from the inner-city/inner-suburban council
estates. These are the unreal estates that a disorientated Lindsey Hansley wanders through, in
her account of growing up in a peripheral suburban housing estate, Estates: An Intimate

History (Hansley, 2007). This is an ‘environment which makes as little sense as your life’,

~ 166 ~



Hansley argues. In a telling comment she writes that ‘I find myself wishing I’d come from a
real place’ (Hansley, 2007: 45). Karim feels utterly alienated from these boys. For him these
are “vicious little council estate kids’ (Kureishi, 1990: 131). They are alien to ‘suburban boys
like us’, Karim argues, ‘we’re not like them. We don’t hate the way they do. We’re not from
the estates’ (Kureishi, 1990: 131/2). Karim and Charlie are free to create a particular, heavily

mediated, version of the suburb and the city, a version they will later package and sell.

My reading of the novel argues that the forms of legibility that pop offers, a way of seeing
and creating versions of metropolitan space, is a fantasy one promoted by the globalising
forces of late capitalism. Karim and Charlie, we guess as the novel closes, are in a privileged
position and will leam to use punk’s energy, this despairing railing against suburban
displacement and unbelonging, against the very illegibility of modern built spaces, and
simply turn it to financial profit. This particular construction of the suburban imaginary is
lucrative. Karim agrees with Charlie’s priorities: ““Time and money are the best, Charlie™
(Kureishi, 1990:248). The novel ends in an absurdly expensive restaurant, with Karim, poised
for a big career in TV, paying for everyone’s meal. ‘They were grateful’, he remarks

uncharitably, ‘they had to be; they could no longer see me as a failure’ (Kureishi, 1990: 283).
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Chapter Five

Contemporary Suburbia 1980 - 2011

Introduction

In this thesis I have been arguing that the suburb presents a key semiotic problem of
modernity and that this is presented in various forms in suburban fiction. Such fiction asks
questions of how we live. More precisely what we can see, know and communicate of our
lived environments, especially the new urban and suburban sectors of the rapidly expanding
modern metropolis. Suburban fiction repeatedly explores what the truth might be, the
substantive objective reality, of the suburb. One key manifestation of the problem with
uncovering the reality of the suburb, one we have seen reoccurring over and over in suburban
fiction, is a problematic suburban materiality. Doubts over suburban legibility are
communicated here as a problem with the very nature of reality itself. Suburban
investigation, as we have seen, encounters a range of problematic material conditions: The
suburb can be figured as materially dense, with an excess of domestic surfaces or objects that
resist interpretation or investigation (in Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories). The suburb
can also be materially wayward, a site of independent ‘thingliness’, full of objects which
develop independent salience and deny individual human agency (notably in the clerkly
‘Nobody’ fiction of the late nineteenth century); at the same time the suburb can be presented
as insubstantial and ghostly, barely material at all, a place of performance or spectacle (in
mid-nineteenth century ghost stories, and in Orwell and Stevie Smith). In addition, the body
of the suburban individual also, as I have argued, especially in chapter two (the Pooterish
‘Nobody’) itself becomes problematic matter, becoming itself wayward ‘thing’, incapable of

shaping and negotiating the suburban terrain, and further extending a divide between
subjective self and objective world.

In Chapter 4 I described how the suburb, in much post-World War Two fiction, is presented
as an alien and unreadable environment. During the post-war years, in science fiction, in
work by writers from former British colonies and in writing addressing pop culture, the
suburb frequently appears as a site where the displaced individual fails to establish any sense
of belonging or community. Again this semiotic problem, how to read the signs of habitat,

becomes a concern with the nature of objective reality: what can count as true and substantial
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in these exemplary sites of modernity, the mass suburbs. I have demonstrated how the mass
post-war suburb, informed by three key political and economic moments — the development
of fearful technologies (nuclear weapons, molecular genetics, electronic communication), the
establishment of ‘post-colonial’ societies, and the rise of commodified youth cultures — is
reflected in suburban fiction as anxiety around substantive everyday reality. The suburb is
rendered here as predominantly strange, producing that anxious material doubling of the seen

and unseen, the familiar and the unknown, that I have called the suburban uncanny.

This concern with seeing and establishing the precise objective facts of the suburb also, I
have argued, raises concerns with the question of distance, of establishing clear boundaries.
In work from Dickens and the Grossmith brothers, to Wells and Orwell, the suburb, as
literary subject matter, is never quite in focus, never remains at the correct distance. As a
modern and unknown form of lived experience, social organisation and cultural artefact, the
suburb must be representable, brought in close and examined (as indeed the slums were in the
mid-1800s). Yet, in much work, the suburb and suburban culture is kept away for fear of its
potential to contaminate the centre. It is bracketed off, something that must happen obscurely
‘out there’, to other people. It is thus either kept at a comic distance, and rendered absurd, or
is experienced as occupying that uncanny space which incorporates the utterly strange and
the unsettlingly familiar at the same time. The suburb is troubling, then, because it moves; it
is both distant (irrelevant, dull, incomprehensible) and at the same time, can also be horribly

close and contaminating (philistine, crass, materialist). The suburb, we can say, is never quite

in the right place for easy reading.

These tensions around what can be seen and known, and rendered at a meaningful distance
are urgent in contemporary suburban writing. What appears new in contemporary suburban-
set fiction is an awareness that suburbia now appears to be nearly everywhere. According to a
recent report, ‘The State of the Suburbs’ by ‘The Local Futures Group for the Successful
City-Suburbs Project’, more than 80 per cent of us live in areas that can be classified as
suburban’ (Fisher, 2007: 2). As Nick Hubble, of the ‘Centre for Suburban Studies’, argues,
since the early 1990s, in England, ‘a broadly suburban way of life and set of values have
come to cultural and social dominance’ (Hubble, 2006: 3). The suburbs can no longer be
considered, alternately, as out there somewhere, a remote site that requires ethnological
decoding and interpretation, or as a frightening place that might get too close. Rather as
Baumgartner argues in his The Moral Order of a Suburb: ‘The suburbs are no longer

marginal places but rather, increasingly central locations in the modern world’ (Baumgartner,
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1991: 5). Contemporary fictional treatments see today’s suburbs as a ubiquitous form of lived
space, one that severs all links to local specificity, to familial ties and communities and to

narratives of shared histories. The semiotic anxiety generated by the suburb, as I have traced

in this thesis, is now everywhere.

The ubiquity of the suburban landscape is part of a broader contemporary reworking of
traditional economic and cultural relations that have worked to transform metropolitan spaces
over the last thirty years. ‘Suburban’ can now come to define a much wider range of built
environments. Neither ‘suburb’ nor ‘city’ now quite resembles their previously accepted
traditional definitions. Geographer Stephen Marshall, for instance, argues that the ‘polar
oppositions of the centripetal compact city and the centrifugal periphery now no longer
apply’ (Marshall, 2006: 267). The traditional hierarchical relation of economically and
culturally dominant, politically powerful, industrialised city and the dependent, peripheral
domestic suburb has changed. That is, rather than concentric rings of development radiating
from a historic core, with neat divisions between industry, commerce and residential zones
(the shape of London’s suburban development from around 1860 to the 1970s, the familiar
form of concentric growth rings), the pattern of development is now more like a web, or
perhaps a rhizome.*® Starting in the 1980s suburban growth began to present a multiplicity of
rhizomes, independent that form around motorways, shopping malls, corporate headquarters
and science parks. German urban theorist Thomas Sieverts calls this contemporary suburb the
«Zwischenstadt’ ~ the between city’, and he defines it as neither urban nor rural, and
uncatagorizable according to conventional definitions that focus on density and centrality
(Sieverts, 2003). For Joel Garreau, coining a popular neologism, these new suburbs are ‘edge
cities’ (Garreau, 1991). A suburb today’ adds Marshall, ‘is perhaps more just a local centre in

a hierarchy of centres, but not a satellite of any one centre’ (Marshall, 2006: 8).

Suburban commentators see this contemporary ubiquitous suburbia (or ‘exurbia’)**, a site that

doesn’t conform to notions of centre/periphery, as a product of broader late twentieth century

social, economic and cultural developments. Neo-liberal economics, global capital flows,
world-wide markets in goods and services, flexible working conditions, instantaneous

communications networks, the whole range of contemporary capitalisms, described by

¥ The thizome, in Deleuzian thought, being that spreading , non- hierarchical, heterogeneous, organic structure, where each
point is necessarily connected to each other point, yet where no one location may be defined as the centre, the beginning or
the end (Deleuze, 2004).

% ‘Exurbia’: coined by coined by Auguste Spectorsky in his 1955 book The Exurbanites.(Spectorsky, 1955). The exurbs,

booming in the 1990s and 2000s, are more typical of land-rich North American or Australian growth, are extra-suburban,
semi-autonomous developments, independent of nearby urban centres.
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Fredric Jameson, writing in 1989, as being either Post-industrial, Multinational, Third
Machine Age or Late, all work toward uncoupling suburban space from specific locations,

that is from proximal relations to commercial, industrial or financial centres, transport hubs,

sources of skilled labour and so on (Jameson, 1991).

Contemporary suburbia is the outcome, then, of industrial, economic, commercial, cultural
and technological arrangements that have reduced the importance of physical location. It is a
species of postmodern space (for some of the authors discussed below, the epitome of
postmodern space). In direct opposition to the modernist notion of space, as something that
needed to be used for particular purposes, postmodern space is independent and autonomous.
In The Condition of Postmodernity (1989) David Harvey describes the postmodern
metropolis ‘as a palimpsest of past forms superimposed on one another, a collage of current
uses’ (Harvey, 1989: 66). British geographer lain Chambers, in Border Dialogues (1990),
argues that late twentieth century cities are ‘coming less and less to represent the culmination
of local and territorial cultures’ (Chambers, 1990: 55). While the older city presented a
distinct political, geographical and social unit with city, suburb and countryside linked via
shared regional, cultural and commercial interests (albeit, as we have seen, with profound
semiotic difficulties for those ‘reading’ the suburb), modern suburbs and towns ‘are
increasingly the dispersed loci of a shared and shaped world’ (Chambers, 1990: 53). While
increasingly part of globalised topoi the suburb is yet more semiotically illegible. Indeed,
postmodern geographer Ed Soja, in his intriguingly entitled Postmetropolis (2003) has argued
that the contemporary city has become ‘unmoored from its spatial specificity, from the city as

a fixed point of collective memory, reference and identity’ (Soja, 2003: 150).

Postmodern space, and the postmodern suburb, then, lacks any rootedness to a specific
location, any specific topographic form, and more importantly, also lacks material substance.
Postmodern space, as informed by intellectual currents such as Guy Debord’s society of the
spectacle (Debord, 1967). Jean Baudrillard’s simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1983), modern
developments in communications and computing, is rendered as virtual, as a free-floating
creation of signification .>° This trend reaches its apotheosis in what anthropologist Marc
Augé, in 1995, termed the ‘non- place’ (Augé, 1995). This contrasts to ‘anthropological
place’, which is a product of local material environmental factors combined with enduring

symbolic constructions of that place, with ‘the idea that...the inhabitants have of their

3 Postmodenmnity itself, problematizes the real. The core idea of postmodernism is that there is no core, that we

exist in a world of free-floating signifiers with no access to the real, and that therefore everything is already
mediated.
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relations with the territory, with the family and with others’ (Augé, 1995: 56). Non-places, of
which I would argue the suburb is one of the first and most important examples, are
uncoupled from a meaningful relation to physical space or its accrued grid of social meanings
(Augé, 56). The subjective experience of such Non- places as airports, motorways, hotels,
shopping malls is of the ‘fleeting, temporary, ephemeral’ (Augé, 56). More recently, in 2011,
Farley and Roberts, based on the work of English geographers Richard Mabey and Marion
Shoard, undertook an exhaustive survey (by walking) of those places that exist, unseen and
unvisited, on ‘the fringes of English towns and cities, where urban and rural negotiate their

boundaries...where overspill housing estates break into scrubland and wasteland’ (Farley and
Roberts, 2011: 5).

Seen in terms of postmodern space Roger Silverstone, in an influential essay ‘Television and
Everyday Life’ (Silverstone, 2004), directly equates contemporary suburbanism with the
‘way of life’ of an everyday postmodernity. The contemporary suburb is the main focus of
this chapter. I have here identified two key types of suburban-set writing that interrogate the
suburb in contrasting ways. On the one hand fiction that addresses what we can loosely call
the postmodern suburb, the weightless contemporary suburb, perceived as rootlessness and
detached from locality and history. On the other hand, and in direct contrast, another trend in
contemporary fiction renders suburbia as excessively material, as densely resistant to human
agency, or as smothering and constraining the individual. Both versions of suburbia today,
address the semiotic problem of how we can know and inhabit this deeply problematised
suburban habitat. They do so, I will argue, by working their way through semiotic problems
concerning how individuals can seek to establish some sense of what might count as the
experience of objective reality. It is a rethinking of an old philosophical problem (of
objectivism vs. subjectivism, or materialism vs. idealism, which has animated the work, in
recent years, of philosophers such as John Deely (Deely, 2009), from the perspective of
Piercean semiotics, and, as I discuss in detail below, Jane Bennett and others, from new,

‘vital materialist’, perspectives (Bennett, 2010) and (Coole and Frost, 2010).

Section One below, ‘The Immaterial Suburb’ will discuss recent suburban — and ‘exurban’—
fiction by J. G. Ballard and lain Sinclair. Ballard (The Kindness of Women (Ballard, 1994),
Millennium People (Ballard, 2003), Kingdom Come (Ballard, 2006) and Miracles of Life
(Ballard, 2008)) and Sinclair (White Chappell, Scarlett Tracings (Sinclair, 1998), Liquid City
(Sinclair, 1999b), Downriver (Sinclair, 2002a), Lights Out for the Territory (Sinclair, 1997)

and London Orbital (Sinclair, 2002) are the outstanding examples of a contemporary
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obsession with peripheral London as technologised and ‘hyperreal” exurbia. This London
lacks all the usual co-ordinates of what, until the industrial revolution, had been the
traditional markers of lived space: the matrix of shared history, ancestral memory, a
continuous community and profound knowledge of local geography. The suburb here is
characterised instead by surface, inscrutability, mobility, temporariness, frenetic
consumerism, estranging technologies, bizarre behaviours, surveillance, and violence. These
writings emphasises the ‘sign-rich’ contours of exurban habitats, but are unable to link these
to any stable objective referent. Both authors see such space as profoundly disorientating,
chiming with Fredric Jameson’s insight that’ this latest mutation in space — postmodern
hyperspace — has finally succeeded in transcending the capacities of the individual human
body to locate itself, to organize its immediate surroundings perceptually, and cognitively to
map its position in a mappable external world’ (Jameson, 1991: 44). Neither writer can posit

any sense of a personal engagement with sensuously experienced locality.

Yet, these two writers treat such disconnection from place very differently. Ballard deems the
rootless, self-sufficient suburban enclave, for better or worse, the inevitable mode of
contemporary life. For Ballard suburbanised London (travel infrastructure, shopping, estates,
gated communities) is the reality; the older ‘traditional’ urban/suburban dyad (West End,
Mayfair, Hampstead, Clapham) is now itself the inauthentic theme park, the hyperreal fantasy
of the rich. In Ballard, especially in work from the last two decades, the only urgently
experienced ‘reality’ on offer is mediated via fascistic channelled modes of choreographed
therapeutic violence. Sinclair, on the other hand, as visionary late-romantic urbanist and
psychogeographer urgently seeks to reconnect the dematerialised contemporary city to
broader patterns and resonances of submerged cultural and historical co-ordinates. For
Sinclair the amnesiac contemporary suburb is troubling and dangerous as it obliterates the

unique textures of specific locales. Sinclair’s attempts to recover an erased past in the city,

however, and as we shall see, flounder in the suburbs.

The real, the material, returns in the final part of this chapter, in Section Two, ‘The Material
Suburb’. Where the material world seems to disappear or recede in Ballard and Sinclair, it is
troublingly very much present in other contemporary suburban-set fiction. Fiction discussed
here is split into two parts. First, I will examine the ‘male’ experience of the everyday suburb.
We have already noted above (in Chapter 2, Section Two) the inept and unhandy suburban
male, the individual who fails miserably to read and negotiate, with the skilled body, the

complex demands, the husbandry, of his environmental niche. This figure reappears in
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contemporary suburban fiction, in work by Nigel Williams, The Wimbledon Poisoner
(Williams, 1989), Graham Swift, Last Orders (Swift, 1996) The Sweetshop Owner (Swift,
1997), and John Lanchester, Mr Phillips, (Lanchester, 2001). Where the nineteenth-century
Nobody was something of a pioneer, a resourceful frontiersman, humorously trying to find a
way to survive the unknown territory of the new mass, lower-middle class suburb, these more

recent suburban males are grimly cast out from any accommodation with place.

Secondly, in Section Two, by way of contrast, where the male is ejected from habitat by
wayward material things, we will see how female characters tend to be weighed down and
crushed by suburban materiality. Here, writers present a claustrophobically dense material
world that closes in on characters. In direct contrast to those dematerialised exurbs excavated
by Ballard and Sinclair, we see instead a portrayal of the textures of a problematic sluggish
and densely material domestic everyday life. Again, this disharmony between self and
environment is centred on the body, which becomes a sluggish and inert corporeality. The
body here, figured as reproductive, as mother, is not terrifyingly alienated from suburban

habitat, as the male characters are, but is, rather, fearfully incorporated.

Indeed suburban fiction seems to be registering here some kind of disturbance with the notion
of external reality itself. It points, I would even argue, to the increasingly wide popular
awareness of a difficulty with the ideas of a settled ‘Newtonian’ universe of observable and
predictable external reality that can be securely known by the neutral observer. This
problematising of the nature of objective reality is already something | have mentioned above
in Chapter 2, where Mr Pooter’s trouble with everyday household objects reflects a broader
concern, I argued, with modem scientific materialism. This concern was with free will itself,
as Victorian deterministic materialism sees little scope for individual actions. Pooter’s
ineffectual railing against the material things of his modern suburban home, his inability
actually to do anything, presages a profound cultural ambivalence toward scientific
determinism. The problematic materiality of the contemporary suburb, and the anxiety over
individual free will can usefully be approached by using some aspects of current ‘thing
theory’. ‘Recent years’, as Steven Connor argues in ‘Thinking Things’, ‘have seen in
philosophy and cultural studies something like a thingly tumn...a stirring of things’ (Connor,
2008: 2). We have met thing theory before, in Chapter 2, where I discussed the suburban
nobody’s dire struggles with domestic suburban stuff as that moment when an ‘object’
becomes a ‘thing’ that is, when it stands out, or is made to stand out, against the background

of the world in which it exists. Bill Brown argues, we recall from Chapter 2, discussing the
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wayward materiality of suburban Nobodies, that the inert objects of the world lose their
transparent innocence and assert a troublesome presence as a thing, precisely when something
goes wrong (Brown, 2001). We can also note that this is also the moment when the thing
stands out, or are made to stand out, as a signifying objects against the background of the
world. The suburb, here, is exactly the place where things go wrong and where things stand
out as mattering in some way. I want to further explore this idea of the independent vitality of
material things profoundly affecting human agency itself in light of Jane Bennett’s analysis,
in Vibrant Matter, of ‘the capacity of things...not only to impede or block the will and design
of humans but also to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities or

tendencies of their own’ (Bennett, 2010: viit).

Section One — The Immaterial Suburb

In a 2007 interview with J. G. Ballard, Jeanette Baxter suggests that the writer’s work,
especially Kingdom Come (Ballard, 2007) addresses the horror of the ‘non-place’, in which
‘time, history, politics and morality are absent’ (Baxter, 2008: 53). lain Sinclair agrees with
this assessment and observes that Ballard is not at all ‘interested in the dust and the detail’,
that is, in the particularity of a specific place. Rather, he, Sinclair concludes, is the ‘great
writer of nowheres’ (Sinclair, 2006b: n.p ). These nowheres are the favoured and obsessively
repeated Ballardian landscapes: motorways, motels, retail and business parks, airport
hinterlands, gated or closed exurban communities. For Ballard the suburb’s
interchangeability, its disconnection from fixed co-ordinates of history and belonging and
cultural precedent, is precisely the point of his focus. These spaces and features make no
concession, of course, to locality or a particular place; they are all the same everywhere and
nowhere. Ballard celebrates these sites as fitting perfectly with contemporary mores and
cultural forms: 24 hr TV, the ubiquitous car, informed consumption, surveillance, isolation
and, above all, boredom. They are fitting sites, Ballard suggests, for new types of post-

industrial, mediatised and technologically advanced societies and a new kinds of individual.

This notion of the contemporary non-place, lacking the traditional features of lived spaces
such as familial continuity, personal relevance, communal context or historical dimension is a
central concern of both Sinclair and Ballard. Both writers explore hyperreal exurban sites (the
M25, Heathrow and Gatwick hinterlands, business parks, private estates) and how these

places can be related to a sense of personally meaningful lived space. Both writers agree that
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these particular spaces are increasingly ubiquitous, and are eclipsing the older urban/suburban
formation. Yet the crucial difference is that Sinclair struggles, as I shall later discuss later, to
reclaim a unique particularity for the seeming standardised, interchangeable and ephemeral
sites of contemporary exurban metropolitan homes. He attempts this by striving to establish
connectivity to buried or partly erased cultural contexts and historical continuities (this
strategy comes under different names, psychogeography, the neo-gothic, urban shamanism,
morphic resonance. Ballard, as I have mentioned above, does not attempt to reconnect the
suburb to any particular local historical, social or personal landscape. The suburb’s
interchangeability and disconnection from fixed co-ordinates of history, belonging and
cultural precedent is its very being. For Ballard, the suburbs, and their modern forms, are the
way we live now, and should be the focus of literature: “There is a huge bias in the English
novel towards the city’ he explains in a 1999 interview with Sinclair. ‘I find the suburbs more

interesting’ he continues, ‘you find uncluttered lives...people have more freedom to explore

their imaginations (in Sinclair, 1999a: 84).

The consistent features of a particularly Ballardian social space have informed all the writer’s
life and work. From a childhood spent in suburban pre-war Shanghai, then imprisonment by
the invading Japanese at Lunghua Camp, followed by repatriation to Britain and 50 years in
suburban Shepperton semi, these sites have a strange similarity. ‘Shepperton’, a character
says in Ballard’s 1979 novel, The Unlimited Dream Company, already discussed above in
Chapter 4, ‘known to me only for its film studios, seemed to be the everywhere of suburbia,
the paradigm of nowhere’ (Ballard, 1990: 55).36 Ballard’s favoured locations have all been
enclaves of a kind. These spaces of his personal biography are peripheral and incarceral, with
a curious mixture of freedom and control, surveillance and opacity. They are experienced as
boring, frequently illegible and latently violent and have profoundly destabilising effects on
inhabitants’ psyches. The symmetry between such ostensibly different sites as 1930s
Shanghai and post-war suburban London, where the very lack of fixed historical and cultural
coordinates paradoxically promote a certain similarity, is made clear in Ballard’s strongly
autobiographical 1991 novel The Kindness of Women (Ballard, 1994b). Here Ballard relates
how he witnessed the filming of his 1984 novel Empire of the Sun, based on his boyhood
experiences in Shanghai and Lunghua Camp, but also containing ‘fictional’ elements that
could not have actually happened, being made in and around Suburban London and at the

Shepperton film studios. Ballard even gets a part as an extra in this interpretation/ recreation

% Ballard’s writing discussed below will be abbreviated as Empire of the Sun (Ballard, 1984) ES, The Kindness of Women

(Ballard, 1994b), KW ‘First Impressions of London’ (Ballard 1996b) FI, Millennium People (Ballard, 2003), MP; Kingdom
Come (Ballard, 2006c), KC; Miracles of Life (Ballard, 2008), ML.
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of his own life. This odd doubling is also mentioned in his memoir, Miracles of Life (Ballard,
2008), where he discusses the filmic recreation of his own life; “The scene was so like the
real Shanghai of my childhood that for a moment I fainted’ (ML, 257). Both sites are revealed
as mythical creations, as mediations and staging of reality, and are thus strangely equivalent
and lacking in uniqueness or specificity. This strange doubling and folding back of space and
time, in art and memory, perfectly illustrates Ballard’s understanding of everyday suburban

existence as lacking temporal/spatial differences through which meaningfulness is made.

These uncanny repetitions and echoes of Ballard’s life and work are curiously insubstantial in
the sense that both are heavily mediated, the product of prior presentations. ‘All these
technicians’, the author realises on the film set, ‘were working to construct a more convincing
reality than the original I had known as a child’ Ballard (ML, 333). Ballard seems to be
arguing for a lack of an ‘original’ experience here; suburbanised experience has no spatial or
temporal specificities. It is not that primary experience is weakened by its endless
technological reproduction, but rather that there is no prior primary affect at all. There is no
originary ‘convincing reality’ to be found here; everything is flat, dull and banal — or else
absurdly overdone. ‘The medium of film’ he argues ‘had turned us all into minor actors in an
endlessly running day-time serial’ (ML, 250). In an essay ‘First Impressions of London’,
collected in A User’s Guide to the Millennium (Ballard, 1996b), Ballard recounts how
London was first represented for him as a small boy by adult Shanghai expatriates; ‘the bright
lights of Piccadilly, Noel Coward and Gertie Lawrence... a Peter Pan and Christopher Robin
image of London’ (FI, 128). Sebastian Groes argues that here ‘London is foregrounded as an
overtly fictional city...a discursive construct’ (Baxter, 2008: 81). Interestingly, this
perception of place as given meaning by its own prior cultural signification also operates in
the ‘real’, yet mapless, chaos of the Lunghua internment camp. Here, as Ballard recounts in
Empire of the Sun (1984), confusing pathways and tracks are made legible by being renamed
as London landmarks: ‘Piccadilly’, ‘Knightsbridge’ or ‘Petticoat Lane’ (ES, 81. This, Groes
argues, ‘recreates a synchronically aligned city of the mind’(Baxter, 2008: 81). Here we see
that access to the real, to substantial material place, is always informed by modes of
signification. There is always this uncomfortable mismatch, in Ballard, between the semiotic

rendering of a place and the felt, sensuous experience of that place.

This gap between signification and experience is neatly explored in Ballard’s first experience
of London. The material reality of the war-damaged capital, when actually encountered in

1946, presented a profound shock for Ballard. ‘When I actually arrived’, he continues in
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‘First Impressions’, ‘I found heaps of rubble, an exhausted ferret-like people defeated by war’
(FI, 129). ‘I could hardly believe this was the city I had read about’ he continues in Miracles
of Life, ‘small, putty-faced people moved around, shabbily dressed with a haunted air’ (ML
121). The grim material reality of London presented here expresses, in one sense, expresses
an all-too-real facticity. This is the urgently experienced reality of the shocking, the
unexpected. But also we can sense here that Ballard’s reaction to this unpleasantly material
‘really- existing’ London is also in its own way, thoroughly mediated. Ballard’s perception of
place is also viewed through the device of metaphor and even literary cliche; people are
ferret-like, unfeasibly small and pale. London was really, he declares, like ‘Bucharest with a

hangover’ (FI, 129). Place is always informed by its signification.

Indeed this profound and inevitable gap between the discursive systems that create an image
of place and the experienced material reality of that place fuel much of the creative energy of
Ballard’s work. The shock of the real is devastating but also liberating. Critic Andrzej
Gasiorek argues that this ‘slippage between two imaginative worlds, of Lunghua and
England, opens up the space in which Ballard’s fiction operates and gives rise to a series of
indeterminate, liminal zones’ (Gasiorek, 2005: 3). These indeterminate, liminal zones will
eventually, as we shall see in a moment, include the Ballardian suburb. We can go further
than Gasiorek and see that Ballard registers a semiotic problem here, which is that we can
never adequately encounter the real itself. The material reality of the environment is always
impossibly mediated, distanced through sign-systems. The Ballardian suburb itself

crystallises these notions of detachment; it is presented, as we shall see, as affectless and
dulled.

There are two possible ways of interpreting this semiotic problem in Ballard’s writing. One is
to suggest that Ballard is symptomatizing (in the very work itself) a wider semiotic problem
of the way that the suburb problematises differentiation (0 that is, the question of legibility
and meaningfulness in the suburb. Another way of viewing this is to suggest that Ballard does
indeed register a ‘semiotic problem, but the problem is that he’s not registering the
differences that carve up reality. Ballard’s work is infused with the central notion that the
boundaries of the ‘real’ and the fictive are constantly eroded. Indeed, for Ballard, the nature
of fiction and reality has reversed in the heavily technologically mediated post-war era. These
motifs are collected in genre-shattering anti-novel, The Atrocity Exhibition (Ballard, 2006a)
where historical events (Kennedy’s assassination, the Vietnam War, nuclear weapons

technology) are mixed haphazardly with personal fictions and inner psychological states.
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Ballard’s work suggests, then, that all temporal and spatial boundaries are dramatically
fragmented and reversed in the latter half of the 20™ Century. The shifting and mutating
disjunctions between self and the individual’s lived relation to environment is a key and
evolving feature of Ballard’s opus. His 1960s ‘disaster’ sequence (which I discussed in
chapter 4 in connection with 1950s cosy catastrophe fiction), explores not the facts of various
global disasters but the ‘inner space’ of his anti-heroes. This was followed by novels of urban
dystopia (Crash and Concrete Island, (Ballard, 1973), and High Rise (Ballard, 1975) that
chartered urban and suburban built high-tec environments and again, focussed on the
interface between technological and architectural isolation and individual psychopathology.
In other words, Ballard quite enjoys this boundary-blurring semiotic confusion,

foregrounding psychological states and extreme experiences.

In a later sequence of novels Ballard shifted geographic focus, and perhaps geographic focus,
from the decaying urban periphery, to the specific addressing the relation of the relation of
individual psyche to place in the sites of contemporary exurbia. Thus, Cocaine Nights
(1996¢) and Super-Cannes (2006b) are set in, respectively, a Marbella exclusive holiday
village and a Cotes-d’ Azur high-tech science park, Millennium People (Ballard, 2003a) has a
similar controlled environment, but set in a central London luxury gated community,

‘Chelsea Marina’. 'This is what North America and Europe might be like in about 200 years
time' Ballard suggests, 'it will be a landscape of not so much of suburbia, but exurbia, a kind
of country-club belt' (MP, 7). In these novels, which share many stylistic and plot similarities,
the placeless, featureless and heavily mediated nature of the exurban landscapes depicted are
foregrounded by Ballard’s use of detective fiction motifs — the semiotic genre par excellence,
as discussed in chapter two with reference to Peirce and Sherlock Holmes. The extreme
boredom generated by these affluent, controlled cocoons warps individuals; baroque crime is
engineered here, in a desperate attempt to spark some engagement with external reality. The
narrators in all these novels, as concerned relative, function as amateur detectives, determined

to uncover and explain this senseless violence. He always fails to read the clues or to uncover

personal motivation or guilt. There is nothing left here to uncover.

In his last novel, Kingdom Come (Ballard, 2006c), presents Ballard’s view of the

contemporary British exurb. It is set around a ‘motorway town’ and shopping mall along the

M25 corridor between Gatwick and Heathrow airports. It opens with its main protagonist,

Richard Pearson, anxiously trying to locate ‘Brooklands’, a new post-suburb/exurb,

somewhere beyond the outer London suburbs', an 'impossible location’ past Heathrow (KC,
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4). Pearson, urban sophisticate, is, in the frequently used Ballardian fictional device, the
‘metaphysical’ detective, out to solve the mystery of who shot his father at the Metro-Centre,
a vast shopping mall and sports centre, but who of course also highlights the impossibility of

reading or interpreting anything in this kind of environment.

Brooklands cannot be found. From the start, Pearson has no co-ordinates. ‘I was moving
through a terrain of inter-urban sprawl, a geography of sensory deprivation,” Pearson
observes, 'a zone of dual carriageways and petrol stations, business parks and signposts to
Heathrow’ (KC, 6). This exurban landscape is meaningless for Pearson as it lacks scale,
continuity and orientation; ‘I tried to work out where 1 was’ (KC 7). Here, 'nothing made
sense except in terms of transient airport culture’ (KC 6). Pearson is trying to pinpoint a
location that doesn’t exist. What does make sense in this estranging environment are anxiety
and fear themselves. The semiotic anxiety engendered by being adrift in an illegible and
meaningless landscape is echoed by that place’s paranoid surveillance and security. "The
entire landscape’ Pearson observes ‘was coded for danger’ (KC 7). He notes the CCTV
technology, numerous alarm systems, filter-signs and high-security measures protecting the
sanctuary of science parks and private communities. Yet Ballard’s text is no thriller O there is
nothing to see, nothing to uncover. As in Cocaine Nights and Super Cannes, Ballard uses
specific thriller/ detective fiction genre elements to suggest that nothing at all can actually be
seen and known for sure. Ballard’s texts do not offer the satisfying pleasures of these popular
genres; there are no clues to be followed, no guilty individuals, no conspiracy or satisfying
resolution. Kingdom Come uses some detective/thriller elements, but only to show how
irrelevant they are. As Paul Cobley argues ‘there is a problem of knowledge in the thriller but
it is not the one it is customarily thought to be’ (Cobley, 2004: 320). The problem of
knowledge here is not who shot Pearson senior and why, but that in this space signs do not
lead anywhere. As in the Sherlock Holmes stories discussed earlier, in chapter two, the
detective elements are not concerned with intrinsic factors (whodunit), but with broader

elements of cultural hermeneutics (what can we know of these kinds of place).

Like many Ballardian landscapes the Brooklands exurb is devoid of signs of community.
Here, lost in the ‘heartland of the motorway people’, Pearson ‘observes that there are ‘few
signs of permanent human settlement’ (KC, 6). The place lacks all indicators of community;
of other people, human contact and meeting places. Any building here is only ‘linked to any
sense of community by the used car lots that surround it', and, elsewhere Pearson muses that

a petrol station 'enshrined a deeper sense of community than any church or chapel' (KC, 7).
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Later in the novel we hear David Cruise, a local media celebrity, ranting on his radio show
about the concept of community: ““community”. That’s a word I hate...the kind of word used
by snobby, upper-middle class folk, who want to put ordinary people in their place’ (KC,
176). Paradoxically, the use of ‘community’ here is rejected as being too old-fashioned
‘suburban’; ‘community means living in a little box, driving a little car, going on little
holidays’ (KC 176). Cruise also mentions the use of ‘community’ as euphemism for ‘ethnic

minority’, for what Cruise’s racist white listeners assume are people different from them, not

part of their community at all.

Cruise goes on to outline a new type of exurban community: ‘the only real community is one
we’ve built here at the Metro—Centre’ (KC, 176). The Metro-Centre is the real focus of
Brooklands, an enormous exurban shopping centre (based on real-life Bluewater in Kent), an
‘immense aluminium dome... a cathedral of consumerism’ (KC, 17). In fact, this motorway
settlement, reckons Pearson, who works in marketing, can only really be explained by
contemporary patterns of consumption. The commodity being that object, of course, which
that has no intrinsic material qualities or meaning, but which is infinitely interchangeable for
something else. This exurb is purely a creation of consumption: ‘The suburbs, we would
believe to our last gasp, were defined by the products we sold them', Pearson explains (KC,
4). Here, in the ‘perimeter city’ it is consumerism that ‘dominates the lives of its people’, that
provides the only textures of community (KC, 15). Out here, we are told, everyone ‘looked as

though they were shopping, whatever they were doing’ (KC 15).

But this logic of a community brought together by mass consumption is itself pushed to
further extreme ends in the novel. Ballard attempts to forge an explicit link in his recent work
between these kinds of enclosed exurban consumer-led, or exclusive class-based
communities, and elements of fascism. Fascism, here including directed violence, racism,
parades, group—identification (in the guise of sports fandom), seeks to reconnect the
exurbanites to everyday material reality by igniting extreme emotion. ‘This is a soft fascism’
we are told in Kingdom Come, ‘like the consumer landscape. No goose-stepping, no
jackboots, but the same emotions and the same aggression’ (KC, 145). The controlled,
mediated emptiness of the new exurbs is thus reconnected to place by deliberately exploiting
extremes of atavistic behaviour. The benign, banal, controlled spaces of the super mall in
Kingdom Come, watched over by giant teddy bears symbolising infantilism and excess, is in
fact a site for organised violence, group madness co-ordinated by a charismatic leader. ‘The

aim is to develop belonging, group identity’, Pearson explains (KC, 85).
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Ballard’s attempts to reconnect exurban non-places with a sense of the real contrasts
interestingly with features of lain Sinclair’s work.>” In a 2006 interview Sinclair admits: ‘My
own writing is at absolutely the opposite extreme from Ballard’s (interview with Tim
Chapman, Sinclair, 2006n.p). Philosopher John Gray, in a review of Millennium People
suggests that ‘the juxtaposition of J. G. Ballard and lain Sinclair is far from obvious’, adding
that ‘their views on the political and cultural scene from which they are equally estranged are
quite different, even opposed’ (Gray, 2003: n.p). Yet while implicit attitudes and reactions do
differ, both writers share a deep concern with the texture of life in contemporary
suburbanised landscapes. Sinclair views extreme Ballardian sites, not as crazed, science-
fictional extremism, but as a form of documentary realism; ‘his reality of the 60s has now
come into place in the English landscape...we are a motorway culture and he was a prophet
of that’ (Sinclair, 2006). Crucially, where Ballard’s work obsessively works themes of
inevitable disengagement from lived place, from shared tradition and rooted community,

which for him is the very condition of modernity, Sinclair’s concern is with some form of

salvaging of these elements.

However, Sinclair’s aesthetic of retrieval and memory, the drive to uncover and preserve
features of precise locality, only works in sites which contain the layers of accumulated
historical and cultural sediment to uncover: namely, the city. This project is clearly stated in
Sinclair’s edited collection of themed writing, London: City of Disappearances (Sinclair,
2006a). Sinclair’s stated aim here is to make the city legible by rescuing disparate fragments
of a forgotten or erased London, to collate an ‘anthology of absence’, of fading cultural and
personal memory. In a useful article, “The Contemporary London Gothic’ (Luckhurst,
2002a), Roger Luckhurst positions Sinclair’s unburying of the city’s submerged past as part
of a broader movement, a ‘newly Gothicized apprehension of London’(Luckhurst, 2002a:
525). This chimes with a broader 1990s concern with the spectral as an inerasable remainder
of the past, as that which can never be erased, a concern sparked by Derrida’s highly
influential Spectres of Marx (Derrida, 2006). This is the work which launches ‘hauntology’,
presenting, with its pun, the spectre as that paradoxical state which is neither being nor non-
being. Gothic hauntology suggests that the present exists only with respect to an ineradicable

past. It is, as Mark Fisher, puts it ‘space that is stained by time’ (Fisher, 2010: n.p). The

¥ For clarity Sinclair’s work will be abbreviated as White Chappell, Scarlett Tracings (Sinclair, 1998) WCST, Liquid City

(Sinclair, 1999b) LC, Downriver (Sinclair, 2002a) D, Light Out for the Territory (Sinclair, 1997) LOT, London Orbital
(Sinclair, 2002b) LO.
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contemporary gothic seeks to uncover traces of the past, a past seemingly lost forever, buried

by the energetic forces of modernity.

This aesthetic of the spectral trace finds expression in a broad range of writing over the last
twenty to thirty years, including both the literary (W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz (Sebald, 2001),
Peter Ackroyd, Hawksmoor(Ackroyd, 1990) and in the more genre-based fiction of Neil
Gaiman'’s Neverwhere (Gaiman, 1995) , Christopher Fowler’s, ‘Bryant and May’ series
featuring the ‘Peculiar Crime Unit’ (Fowler, 2003), and China Mieville’s King Rat
(Mieville,1999) and, more recently The City and the City, (Mieville, 2010). We can also
include here film-makers, such as Chris Petit, but especially Patrick Keiller, whose trilogy of
‘Robinson’ films (London 1994, Robinson in Space 1997 and Robinson in Ruins 2010),
attempt to make legible contemporary London non-spaces by reconnecting them to
submerged historical currents. Rather than a total annihilation by the forces of modernity, on
this reckoning the city preserves (if you know where and how to look) traces of a past that
seem, at first glance, to have been swept away by rebuilding and redevelopment. These
palimpsestic approaches to London present the capital actually consisting of multiple layers
of historical and cultural signifiers, always containing still legible, if faint, echoes of the past.
The palimpsest can be read by those with recourse to deep and usually esoteric knowledge,
and who are prone to eager searching and chance encounters, aided by quasi-mystical
intuition.>® This, in the form of a cultural, perhaps haunting, repetition, is the urban
investigative fantasy of Conan Doyle mentioned above, the flaneur/detective making the

teeming city newly legible, in a new fin-de siécle, with quasi-magical powers.

This reference to the mystical is crucial to a semiotic understanding of such neo-gothic
sensibilities. In a late, 2002, essay ‘Occult London’, Luckhurst calls Iain Sinclair ‘the laureate
of London’s strange causalities, unearthing hidden lines of force and conducting
investigations. . .through the language of occult conjuration and séance’ (in Kerr and Gibson,
2003: 335). The occult is defined here as ‘hermeneutic, whereby a hidden, esoteric meaning
is extracted from an apparently banal, exoteric surface ‘(Kerr and Gibson, 2003: 335). The
occult is thus a semiotic operation, a way of reading the signs, particularly the semi-legible

signs of post-industrial and postmodern cities. The occult promises to show us, then, what
straightforward realism cannot.

% There is also a vogue in contemporary publishing for studies and guides dedicated to uncovering a range of forgotten or
secret Londons: lost railways, canals, rivers, slums, cemeteries, counter-cultural London, criminal and deviant demimondes.
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But it is precisely this element of Sinclairian occult investigation, reading the signs of an
apparently meaningless surface that can gain no purchase in the suburb. The gothic in fact s
an urban form (or, more exactly, urbanised in the late Nineteenth Century), as already noted
in Chapter 2, in such supernatural-in-the-city tales as Stevenson’s 1886 story The Strange
Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (Stevenson, 2003) and Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel Dracula
(Stoker, 1993). The gothic is symptomatic of London’s modemnity as threatened by uncanny
elements, and by the return of those repressed elements that were actually there all the time,
the masses, the ubiquitous slums, and forms of supposed evolutionary regression that lead to
criminality, deviance and insanity>”. This form of haunting and occult reading is not present
in the suburbs. Indeed, [ noted in Chapter 2 how mid-nineteenth set suburban ghost stories,
by Dickens and others, also testified to a return of disavowed elements, such as the slum, and
it erosion of social and economic boundaries. Yet we also saw how such suburban
‘occultism’ was in fact all faked. There were no occult elements in the suburbs here, no ‘real
ghosts’ but only fakes, amateurish attempts to make real money on a largely imaginary

property market. The ‘haunting here became purely financial; the pursuit of phantom money.

Where the urban is prime territory for these kinds of neo-gothic seeing, reconnecting the city
to a historical and cultural grid, the suburb, then, very much is not. What is interesting is that
this ‘spectral turn’, the attempt to make the city more rooted to a specific location by
conjuring ghosts and occult reading of the signs, runs into difficulties when it is applied to the
London suburbs. The idea of a palimpsestic suburb, layer upon layer of accreted historical
details, local tradition, cultural memory, the ghost of traumatic events, the elucidation of a

previous literary tradition, now all partly erased and barely legible, but still adding up to an
esoteric meaningful connectivity, doesn’t work.

In Sinclair’s writing the suburb, unlike the city, is irretrievable; it is not amenable to gothic
excavation. For Sinclair the suburb is both defensively bounded, and also too fluid, its
formlessness not a suitable surface from which to read past traces.*’ In White Chappell,
Scarlett Tracings (Sinclair, 1998), Sinclair’s first novel, the key characters are Jack the

Ripper obsessives, dealers in esoteric books and psychogeographic explorers, all involved in

* In fact, to be precise, we find that the most densely haunted sites of London in the work of the neo-gothics are not actually
located in precise central urban locations, but tend to be slightly off-centre. Sinclair ignores the well-documented City of
London and instead obsesses around its peripheral borders, those former slums existing in the City’s shadows: Shoreditch
and Whitechapel (especially Brick Lane), Limehouse and Clerkenwell. Indeed London’s Psychogeographic® spaces are as
now as recognisable, as fashionable, and as expensive, as many traditional central London locales..

“ This is, of course, the Kantian sublime, that object which exceeds the limits of representation, that which is monstrous and

formless. Lyotard, also defines the sublime as an awareness of the monstrous, what he calls the ‘unform’ (the formless)
(Lyotard, 1991)
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a manic search for a particular copy of Conan Doyle’s first Holmes outing, A Study in Scarlet
(Conan Doyle, 2001). They are also attempting to find textual evidence for a theory of the

Ripper’s true identity. As discussed in chapter three above, both this novella, and the problem
of solving the 1888 Ripper murders, represent paradigm cases of semiotic problems. Reading

this world of the late Victorian metropolis and especially its slums and suburbs, had become,

as I argued, highly problematic.

In fact as both Sebeok and Cobley argue Holmes turns out, not to be a master rationalist and
scientific investigator, but a figure who uses seemingly new abilities to make the metropolis
legible, deploying what semiotician Thomas Sebeok calls the ‘detectival method of
abduction’, a mix of ‘logical deduction, intuition and inspired guesswork’(Sebeok, 1981). We
saw a dramatization here of anxieties around the capacities of deductive reasoning to make
sense of the ‘mess’ of modernity. I argued how Holmes’s method, employing imagination
and play, as well as ‘scientific’ deduction, can usefully be seen as dramatising an anxiety
over the material nature of objects of knowledge (the suburbs in A Study in Scarlet we should
recall, are muddy, unfinished and unexplored). This sense of semiotic chaos also invades
White Chappell. The crazed book dealers travel from EC 1 down to South London precisely
fdr room, for breathing space, for relief from the oppressive rich urban textual density and
demands for legibility imposed by the modern city. They go ‘to get some air’ (WCST, 62).
Intriguingly, although the Old Kent Road’s potential as worthy neo-gothic territory is
partially admitted, it being in fact ‘really’ that ‘much older track, The Pilgrim Way’, the area
itself presents as opaque and confined. Bermondsey here is enclosed and defensive, solidly
residential and unproductive of the cultural/temporal echoes and sonorities Sinclair craves.
“This was an area that knew itself’, he suggest, the locals ‘existing in suspended time’
(WCST, 63). South London here is inert, frigid, in contrast to the prolific ‘heat’ (Sinclair’s
term for vital, generative, visionary power) generated by urban spaces. This suburban ‘zone’
he complains ‘was defended by its rigorous domesticity. The family remained a unit of force

within its walls’ (WCST, 62). Sinclair is defeated by the walls and moves on.

Sinclair’s later novel Downriver (Sinclair 2002a) is a densely allusive and multi-layered

narrative using the lower Thames to reconnect episodes from British imperial history with

Eighties Thatcherite capitalism, especially symbolised by Canary Wharf (itself arcane symbol
of the ‘occult logic of “market forces”’) (D, 265). Here, Sinclair’s visit to the suburb, as

against the crazed multitude of signs being received from the city, and reflected in the novel’s

complex and allusive language, is again highly constrictive. Sinclair perceives the suburb as a
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form of entombment. ‘The realization came over me’, he is shocked to note, ‘I was dead’ (D,
51). The language itself reflects this; syntax simplifies, narrative rhythm slows. But, curiously
for Sinclair, this is not a death that haunts, not a deathliness that permits the resonance of any
ghostly messages. For Sinclair, suburban south London is ‘beached in the suburbs of

purgatory’ (D, 51). This is a stilled, unspeaking death.

Some recent London suburban-set fiction, incidentally takes up this conceit of London’s
suburbia as necropolis, as a place where nothing can escape. In direct contrast to urban
revenancy, where the dead can speak urgently to the present, here we have here a very
suburban deathliness, deathliness in the midst of life. There is no ‘hauntology’ here. In recent
novels by Will Self and Hilary Mantel London suburbs are packed with the undead, but these
are not ghosts, revenants of thrilling psychic events, reminders of a given place’s specificity,
but rather just the dull and dissatisfied inhabitants of the dreary suburbs of the ‘other side’ (of
the river). Self is part of Sinclair’s informal group of London walkers and seers and has
published two collection of essays Psychogeography (Self, 2007) and Psychogeography Too
(Self, 2009). In Self’s novel How The Dead Live (Self, 2001), the freshly deceased turn up in
suburbs, called ‘cystricts’, which act as ‘quarantine, or clearing houses for the newly dead’
(Self, 2001: 206). These areas, such as ‘Dulston’ in the north and ‘Dulburb’ in the south
(clear echoes of ‘real-life’ suburban counterparts), are located precisely in the same physical
location as ‘real’ suburban places: ‘If you lived in Hendon you’d know what a living death
was’ (Self, 2001:186). Here, two zones, two suburbs are actually mapped onto one physical
space, like the two cities of ‘Beszel’ and ‘Ul Qomahere’ which, without noticing each other,
occupy the same space in China Mieville’s 2007 novel The City & the City (Mieville, 2010).
There is no ontological hierarchy here, no subterranean world of the dead; the suburb is
deathly; death is suburban. The two cannot see each other. Hilary Mantel’s 2005 novel
Beyond Black presents the psychic concerns of London’s exurbia, those ‘marginal lands’, a
‘landscape running with outcasts and escapees, with Afghans, Turks and Kurds...rejects of
anomalies’ (Mantel, 2008: 1). Here, in a place where ‘family memory was short, in towns
where nobody comes from...with their floating populations and car parks where the centre
should be’ Alison provides, at certain ‘Psychic Extravaganzas’, a desperate frisson of another
dimension, of contact with ‘the world of the dead” (Mantel, 2008: 17). Alison is a psychic, a
bridge between two zones, working ‘the conurbations that clustered around the junctions of
the M25, and the corridors of the M3 and M5’. Yet, again, as in Self’s novel, these twin

zones have a curious material adjacency. Alison’s mediumship between them is not really
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needed as both sides merge into each other at the edges. This is a zone of the half- dead, the

forgotten the old and the sick, the haunted and unhappy.

The suburb in Sinclair is presented as one incapable of retaining palimpsestic impressions
from the past. In Downriver (Sinclair, 2002a) the south London suburban landscape, is
presented as changeable and fluid. On a deviation to South London, through the Rotherhithe
tunnel, Sinclair describes an Alice down-the-rabbit hole inversion. The tunnel, we are told,
‘opens a vein between two distinct systems, two depictions of time’ (D, 51). On the south
suburban side it is marshland, it drains meaning away from the esoteric riches of the city. The
environment here is too amorphous to operate as palimpsest; it retains no impression or trace
of any past. The investigating subject here in this fluid space cannot construct a meaningful
grid, or a map. Sinclair, the Holmesian investigator feels troubled here because ‘the
townscape would not settle into any recognisable pattern’ (D, 51). Even the temporal
revenancy is wrong. ‘Disturbingly, everything was almost familiar- but from the wrong
period’ (D, 51). This zone is anachronistic rather than diachronic, temporal traces cannot be
intimated, signs interpreted, or territory made legible. ‘The Surrey Canal has dried...the
unmarked passage out...it is a track of rubbish, waste, old streets tipped-in to dull its
meaning” (D, 62). The suburb effects a deliquescent deforming, a blurring of constitutive
borders, and a subsequent dislocation and displacement of legibility and representation;
Sinclair discovers he is using ‘a map whose symbols had been perversely shifted to some
arcane and impenetrable system’ (D, 51). This zone is lost in ‘the mists of Ultima Thule’, that

mythical place traditionally located beyond the borders of any world we might know (D, 51).

Sinclair’s other suburban trip in Downriver is to suburban St Mary Cray, in Kent. He goes
there to photograph the house of the poet Nicholas Moore, who lived, exiled, ‘out there in the
wilderness’ (D, 311). Sinclair cannot read the landscape here: ‘there is nothing in sight except
identical houses’ (D, 311). Describing one of Moore’s own poems as a dream sequence about
wandering endlessly through anonymous streets, Sinclair notes, ‘pavements the same, trees
the same...that’s suburbia’ (D, 311). Although this might seem an historical echo, an example
of productive hauntology it is no such thing. For Sinclair, trips to the suburbs articulate
precisely the uncanny repetition that is just a meandering dream-like stasis, where there is

movement but no ‘arrival’. This is precisely what Anthony Vidler, who gave us a description
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of the suburban uncanny discussed in chapter four, calls movement without progress*' For

Sinclair, ‘there is no sense of movement’ (D, 311).

More than this Sinclair also has his own dream of the suburbs. Sinclair has seen this suburb in
dreams, but, crucially the reality is wrong, slightly out of sync: ““‘my” house was a mirror
image...pictured from the other side of the street’ (D, 320). Sinclair’s suburban dream here
contains a reversal of another Holmesian echo; the fantasy of surveillance from the air. As I
mentioned in Chapter 2, Sherlock Holmes, in the 1892 story ‘A Case of Identity’ (Conan
Doyle, 1988) fantasises the possibility that ‘we could fly out of that window hand in hand,
hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in’. Sinclair’s suburban dream is
actually a ‘pituitary nightmare, floating along these unpeopled cul-de-sacs’ where, crucially,
nothing can be seen. ‘Nothing’, Sinclair concludes, ‘had been resolved (or made clear) by my
visit’ (D, 321). He is made to fall back on cliché. Sinclair is not at home in south London; his

attentive, dense, allusive writing itself becomes banalised, immobilised at the anxious

boundary of the visible/invisible; ‘I always wonder, drifting through south London, what

mysterious lives occur behind the net curtains’ (D, 42).

The only way ‘truths about a city divided against itself’ can be uncovered, Sinclair argues, ‘is
through a series of arcane pilgrimages, days spent crawling around the rim of things’
(Sinclair 1997: 1). This is the premise of 1997’s collection of London walks Lights Out for
the Territory, subtitled ‘nine excursions in the secret heart of London’. Yet again, here we
find Sinclair's project of urban ambulation and excavation is much less productive when
transferred to the South London suburbs. Here the thrilling frisson of the chance encounter,
the relaxed certainty of some significant encounter fails. In Lights Out, a walk to Greenwich
fails to produce a true a psychogeographic buzz. Sinclair only encounters ‘washed out streets,
without shops or garages or action of any kind’ (LOT, 43). In the ‘lost foothills to which only
commuters return’, Sinclair discovers that walking here produces neither an illumination, nor
a legible mapping; ‘I cannot connect any of this with the elegant fiction of my map’ (LOT,
44). A later walk, recorded in the same work, to nearby Maryon Park, in Charlton, is also
frustrating. The park is the setting of Antonio's celebrated 1969 film Blow-Up, which
develops themes of visibility and absence. For Sinclair ‘the park didn't connect with an area

of London I knew’ (LOT, 347). This sense of the London suburb being off the cultural map,

' The terror is the tantalising, nightmare of endless laborious negotiation of disorientating vertical labyrinth, the illusory
horizon continually receding, the subject actually remaining stationary, Vidler calls ‘abyssal repetition of the imaginary
void’. He connects this particular terror to Thomas De Quincey’s fearful response to Piranesi’s drawings of ruins (Vidler
1992: 37).
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invisible to cultural cartography as lacking meaningful signifiers of place, is repeated in a
visit to another south London suburban location, Herne Hill, as described in Liquid City
(Sinclair and Atkins, 1999b). This travelogue of London walks focuses on London’s eastern
and south-eastern sectors, the ‘liquid’ here being the Thames but also the fluid and
ungraspable suburbs. Here the ‘undifferentiated suburbs’ lack any of the traditional

‘landmarks’ that would ‘confirm or justify [a] sense of the metropolis’ (LC, 40).

After Lights Out Sinclair recalls, in an interview with Tim Chapman, that central London
neo-gothic mapping was in danger of ‘exhausting itself” and that consequently there was a
need to expand, to ‘go out to the urban periphery’ (Sinclair, 2006b: 4). ‘I kind of felt that I'd
reached a dead end’ he admits here, ‘the city was becoming so heritaged and corrupted [
thought the interesting move was out to the margin, to the motorway, to the M25’ (Sinclair,
2006b: 4). Sinclair needs to go elsewhere to find unchartered zones. There has been, in fact,
an intriguing orbicular expansion in the focus of Sinclair’s work, from urban centre toward
suburban margins and out towards the exurbs. In a sense this has been forced on Sinclair as
precise urban/suburban spatial polarities are eroded. While the city is hollowed out, turned
inside out, the former suburbs expand and mutate, developing characteristically ‘urban’
features, so that now neither recognisable urban core or peripheral suburb nor can be truly
identified or located. This is the ubiquity of suburban forms noted above. Thus, as he argues
in Lights Out, archetypal ‘urban’ areas like Limehouse and Bethnal Green, Bermondsey and
Elephant ‘once seen as the epitome of urban experience...are now Neo-Suburbia’ filled with
displaced commuters, apartments and tiny semis with neat gardens, defensive domesticity
(LOT, 221). The urban core itself becomes more suburbanised in the sense that is closely
monitored, and often zoned into tightly bounded homogenous enclaves. What’s more,
Sinclair adds ‘nobody can afford to live at the heart of the city’ and so it is now sealed off,
the ‘hollow centre divided up’ (LOT, 59). Meanwhile, away from the metropolis, greenfield
sites are now residential or commercial ‘off-highway zones® with their own ‘impenetrable
microgeographies’ (LOT, 11). These contemporary spaces, disconnected from local

specificity and devoid of community relations, are, of course, Ballardian.

In London Orbital (Sinclair, 2002b) an exploration of Greater London’s exurban periphery,
Sinclair is very much aware that this is a move onto Ballard’s turf. It’s ‘invading his territory’
he explains in the interview with Chapman: ‘I certainly felt homage had to be paid...and it
was necessary to stop off in Shepperton’ (Sinclair, 2006b: 4). This is unpromising territory

for the Sinclairian project; place here does not generate occult signals, modernity has not
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buried seams of cultural gold. The outer suburb or exburb is in fact, he tells us in London
Orbital, ‘the point where London...gives up its ghosts’ (LO, 3). For Sinclair, of course, this
lack of ghosts is fatal, making any ‘hauntological’ investigation impossible. Out here on the

motorway rim’, Sinclair writes, ‘there were no memories’. ‘Back stories’ are ‘erased’; history
is ‘revised on a daily basis’ (LO, 26).

Sinclair’s twin strategies for attempting a neo-gothic treatment of the unpropitious M25 and
its suburban hinterland, to give it some redemptive context of local attachment and
historical/cultural depth, are firstly to walk it, and then to unearth literary/cultural precedents.
First, then Sinclair undertakes, for the suburb, the ‘arcane pilgrimages’ mentioned in Lights
Out; he walks (or walks near) the M25 motorway. Putting into practice the De Certeau’s
distinction, in The Practice of Everyday Life (De Certeau, 1984) between ‘strategy’ (the
“official’ unified version of the city) and ‘tactics’ (the experienced city as actually explored
by the individual, on foot), Sinclair seeks to extract meaning on the motorway by getting
close and slowing down. Or, as Sinclair puts it in Liquid City ‘ a marriage of convenience
between chiropody and alchemy...magic and feet, that’s what it’s all about’ (LC, 84). The
empbhasis in London Orbital shifts from ‘the overworked urban “flaneur” to ‘the fugueur’
(LO, 18). This is a Situationist psychogeographic term combining the sense of absconding
with temporary psychological disturbance, especially amnesia. This is a form of ambulatory
‘hysterical fugue’ that turns out to be exactly ‘the right description for our once-a-month
episodes of transient mental illness’ (LO, 18). Now, the walk, the Fugue, becomes both “drift
and fracture’, or ‘mad walking’ (LO, 120), the only way to figure the fragmentary collapse of

constitutive zones and boundaries in London’s newer outlying regions.

The perversity of walking the M25 is precisely that all the activities such a walk should
involve — aimlessness, leisure, unplanned stopping, daydreaming, unscheduled contact, a
focus on the unusual — are not possible on a motorway. Speed, circulation, movement,
temporariness, a total lack of distraction, is all. These motorway features are extrapolated to
include the region itself. Subsequently, the area reveals its ‘awful secret: there is no there’
(LO, 61). Even the buried historical trace, the ghostly revenant, is absent in this
transformation; ‘memory is trashed’ (LO, 62). M25 post-suburbia exists in an amnesiac
present tense; quite the opposite of the notion of all time existing in one moment, the specific
urban temporality of 'London Gothic' with the return of buried cultural memories; ‘out here

on the motorway rim there were no memories’ (LO, 149).
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The second way in which Sinclair aims to salvage meaning or legibility from the M25
hinterland is by excavating a lost literary tradition. Just as the walk is intended to reveal a
recognisable narrative of place, so, unearthing a sites previous literary figurings can also
work to make place meaningful. In previous works Sinclair has only ventured out to the
suburb to locate literary figures who can offer to give the place some meaning: ‘I’ve long
held the fancy’, he writes in Lights Out, ‘that the skin of London should be divided up by
poets and seers, as much as by gangsters’ (LO, 142). Thus we have Nicolas Moore in St Mary
Cray, Eric Mottram in Herne Hill, Samuel Palmer in Shoreham, Kent. In Downriver, Sinclair
tries to piece together a suburban canon, a ‘south London literary pot-pourri; Conrad’s
Greenwich, Paul Theroux’s Family Arsenal at Deptford, Muriel Spark’s Peckham Rye,
Pinter’s Sidcup’ (D, 319). Interestingly, Sinclair’s choice of collective noun here suggests a
miscellaneous collection of diverse objects. The suburb does not have distinctive features and

can only adhere to a tradition represented by fairly random works.

Similarly, in London Orbital, Sinclair admits to an attempted ‘triangulation’ of M25 exurbia
by evoking the spirits of ‘Bram Stoker to the east, H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds...out on
the other side in Woking...and Ballard himself at Shepperton’ (LO, 5). Sinclair later adds
nineteenth century poet John Clare at the northern point. The conjuring of these literary
figures (all canonically peripheral, all concerned with extreme themes or genres) aims, then,

to reclaim a unique particularity for the seeming standardised, interchangeable and ephemeral
sites of the contemporary suburb.

Increasingly, however, Sinclair’s desperate search for meaning in the M25 hinterland
becomes desperate and deranged. The fugue is ‘madness as voyage’ and Sinclair’s journeys
becomes more and more disordered and obsessive (LO, 64). The text’s syntax itself reflects
this fragmentation becoming denser and fractured with impenetrable references to any
external referent. Sinclair’s visionary expeditions stagnate and the experience of the present
moment both greatly intensifies (for lack of a legible past) and increases a loss of meaning.
Sinclair focuses in great detail on the now, especially on the motorway detritus immediately
in front of him: bits of plastic, metal and rubber, traffic patterns, impenetrable buildings,
randomly encountered individuals. At the end, the M25°s own banal circularity, its constant
movement and deferral, its lack of a sense of place, eventually dominates Sinclair’s writing.

The work itself stops seeking to find meaning in place and, instead, deliriously, is deflected
onto the next scene.
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The walker repeatedly stumbles across sites that effortlessly repulse inquiry or
comprehension by foregrounding the fact of having a lack of anything that can be seen, or
anything to hide. On visiting the ‘Siebel building’, one of many mysterious, unreadable
buildings out on the Motorway periphery, Sinclair notes: ‘They smile. They know nothing.
You are welcome to see whatever you want to see, but there is no content...an absence of
attitude. Zero attrition’ (LO, 217). The new suburban landscape thus guarantees invisibility
and anonymity, and rejects legibility, by eliminating being ‘read’, by denying signification,
by rejecting the possibility of having anything to hide. These places reject the notion that it
may have depths, secrets, hidden corners, psychopathologies that need illuminating. They

project neutrality, naturalness. The pyschogeographer is redundant. Sinclair goes home.

Section Two — The Material Suburb

Ballard and Sinclair both approach the new exurbia, from different perspectives, as a
standardised non-place that has no real semiotic or organic relation to specific location.
Importantly, in these fictions and investigations just discussed, the contemporary suburb or
exurb lacks substantive material reality; there is little sense of the stuff of everyday life.

These sites are experienced as insubstantial and depthless, lacking the bite of the real.

This particular view of contemporary suburbia contrasts strongly with another current of
recent suburban writing where the environment, on the contrary, is presented as overly
material and thickly textured, and where the individual is entangled in a dense web of
everyday routine. Here the suburb, contra Sinclair and Ballard, is presented as excessively
‘real’. It is, in fact, often cloyingly material. This suburb in fiction by Graham Swift, Nigel
Williams and John Lanchester, and by Helen Simpson and Rachel Cusk, is up-close, urgently
experienced, above all, material. Again, in contrast to the historical and cultural amnesia of
Ballard and Sinclair, in these fictions the individual is portrayed as being at the centre of a
dense network of local knowledges, personal and familial histories, vestigial class
allegiances, local customs and personal intimacies. Residents (willingly or not) are at the
centre of local networks of gossip, rumour, snooping, family dramas, peer groups, workplace

pressures, neighbourly scrutiny and other forms of localised knowledge and practices.

There are, in fact, two varieties of this all-too-real ‘everyday’ type of suburb presented in

recent fiction, differentiated along gender lines. These will be the focus of the remainder of

~192 ~



this chapter. The first version of the close, ‘all-too-real’ everyday fictional suburb is a
(mostly) male tradition of unwonted rejection from a baffling and even malicious suburban
environment. Male characters in this fictional subgenre are always incompetent and
disempowered, incapable of understanding or coping with the urgent demands of the suburb.
We have noted this trend for ejection in suburban fiction before, in the figure of Pooter, Mr
Polly, and Jerome’s Three Men and others. This tradition of the incompetent male who
cannot physically manipulate the environment, and whose displacement is figured in the
body, is continued in contemporary, male, writing. The second version of the
unaccommodating suburb, discussed below, as produced by women writers, in this case
Simpson and Cusk, and presents the suburban material environment as enclosing and

swamping the individual. Here everyday suburban material fact does not eject the individual,

it subsumes them.

Both these versions of the too-material suburb, as I also argued in chapter two, testify to a
difficulty with establishing the truth of the objective reality of suburban life. The material
world of the suburb here will not stay as neutral background but seems to have an
independent will of its own. It is very useful to analyse this wayward materialism in recent
suburban fiction by recourse to theories of new materialist ontologies, to forms of ‘vital
materialism’. This ‘thingly turn’, as Steven Connor has it, in recent thought, is an attempt,
broadly speaking, to rethink our understanding of the material (Connor, 2008). The dominant
common-sense view of materialism, underwritten by four centuries of Newtonian mechanics,
and later, by Positivist science, is that there exists an objective realm of material fact,
independent of our minds, that is readily observable and knowable from a detached,
subjective viewpoint. Our everyday experience suggests that the objective, autonomous world
is simply present, out there, and accessible to our perception of it. The foundations of modern
materialism, as John Searle puts are that ‘reality is objective’ (and that this objective ‘the
world is made up entirely of material particles’) and that science is the way to apprehend this

because it, too, is objective. ‘Science is objective’, he argues, ‘because reality itself is
objective’ (Searle, 1992: 10).

Vital materialism posits a new understanding of materialism, one that aims to rethink the
dichotomy between the human subject and the non-human material, life and matter, between
subject and objects. In an influential recent collection of essays, New Materialisms Coole and
Frost argue that since ‘post-classical physics, matter has become considerably more elusive

(one might even say immaterial) and complex’ and suggest that the ways ‘we understand and
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interact with nature are in need of updating' (Coole and Frost, 2010: 5). Jane Bennett, in her
recent Vibrant Matter, aims to move away from a conception of matter as ‘passive stuff, as
raw brute and inert’ and to introduce ‘sustainable engagements with vibrant matter and lively
things’ (Bennett 2010: viii). By ‘vitality’ Bennett means a material realm that is autonomous,
existing independently of mind, and which contains the potential to *act as quasi agents or
forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own’ (Bennett, 2010: viii).
Importantly, Bennett emphasises the intransigence of vital things, the innate power ‘to
impede or block the will and design of humans’ (Bennett, 2010: viii). This agency of the non-
human, which also of course, undermines a belief in the peerless efficacy of the human will

to act and change the world, predominates in the suburban fiction that follows.

Vital materialism, then, offers a chance to read suburban fictions, with its unpredictable and
wayward things, as marking a difficulty with the notion of a settled ‘Newtonian’ universe of
observable, predictable and mind-independent external reality that can be securely known by
the neutral observer. Such a materialism destabilises any cosy realist relationship between
subject and object, mind and world. Here, these poles tend to mingle and swap sides. We can
go further and argue that the ‘vibrant’ and wayward suburban material environment explored
below is a fictional representation of a metaphysical problem,; that is, the problem of free
will. As the formerly ‘dead’ material world gains liveliness, so the self here must also
experience changes in the capacity for individual freedom to act. Briefly, where the
individual, under the weight of nineteenth century deterministic materialism, loses all
independent volition, vital materialism hints that the subject is not alone at the mercy of a
relentless material environment. *> An ‘actant’, argues Jane Bennett, ‘never really acts alone’
(Bennett, 2010: 21). On this view agency always depends ‘on the collaboration, cooperation,
or interactive interference of many bodies and forces (Bennett, 2010: vii1). The suburban

fiction discussed below raises these problems of independent volition in a ‘vibrant’ world, in
a comic register.

The comic tradition of the displaced suburban male, then, the individual at the mercy of
unfathomable material agency, and incapable of expressing his will, has a lengthy lineage. A
stock figure here is the hopeless DIYer, where male suburban unbelonging is literalised as
material discord. The ‘English passion’ Hanif Kureishi notes, is ‘not for self-improvement or

culture or wit... but for DIY’, that is ‘the painstaking accumulation of comfort’ (Kureishi,

“2 The dull horror of this crushing clockwork materialism is brilliantly evoked in the amoral, puppet-like, terrorists described
in Conrad’s The Secrer Agent (Conrad, 2000).
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1990: 75). This process for making the habitat comfortable always, however, produces the
opposite, as the intransigent material world and suburban male incompetence combine to
produces chaos and discomfort. In suburban fiction, and in numerous depiction on TV
dramas and sitcoms, in film and advertising, the immediate physical environment of the
house and its contents tends to take on a malign uncontrollable life of its own, develops a
kind of perverse, bloody-minded autonomy. The domestic male is rendered by the physics of

the object world as childlike, emasculated, impotent, and unable to cope with the demands of

the domestic environment.

There are numerous fictional instances of the incompetent domestic suburban male. Recent
examples occur in Blake Morrison’s South of the River (Morrison, 2008) and John
O’Farrell’s The Best a Man Can Get (O’Farrell, 2001 ). In Morrison’s saga of suburban south
London, Nat, a housebound intellectual and unsuccessful writer, is defined by his ineffectual
unworldliness and domestic incompetence. His displacement from professional life and
modern mores is marked by a bumbling inability to cope with everyday tasks, other people
and new technologies. In Farrell’s novel of similarly incompetent North London suburban
fatherhood, the panicky new dad’s unfittingness for the role is underlined by his impractical
uselessness. He is superfluous (‘I felt redundant from the outset...I was the useless one who
had no idea what to do) is eventually ejected withdraws from the family, reverting to the
pursuits of delayed adolescence (O’Farrell, 2001: 47). These characters are incapable of

ordering a fast-moving, youth-dominated, technologically complex, environment, also

frequently coded as female.*’

Henry Farr, in Nigel Williams’s 1989 comic novel The Wimbledon Poisoner, is a standard
anonymous male suburbanite in this suburban fictional tradition, that is, ineffectual and
invisible (Williams, 1989). ‘I’m the quiet little man in the corner’ he admits, ‘the man who
looked like he might do something ~ and then didn’t’ (Williams, 1989: 269). Like his literary
ancestor, Diary of a Nobody’s Charles Pooter, Farr is both drastically cut off from suburban
environment (uncomprehending and isolated) while at the same time being horribly sunk into

it, and unable to see any way out. Farr can make no sense of Wimbledon at all. He has been

“ The complex male dissociation from what may be termed a densely proscribed suburban ‘normal life’ is also the
underlying theme of the contemporary subgenre ‘Lad Lit’ novels, by Tony Parsons and Nick Homnby. See Parson’s 2002
novel Man and Boy (Parsons, 2008) and Homby’s 1992 novels Fever Pitch (Homby, 2000) and 2002’s How to be Good
(Homby, 2002) Both focus on deracinated young men in the north London suburbs bewilderingly negotiating a post nuclear-
family suburban environment which both ejects and pulls them in. Both writers present male characters yearning for
alternatives to previously secure domestic structures; to belonging, family, identity, and social role. Again these characters
cannot negotiate the suburb. Both, as Ian Sansom point out, ‘portray the pathetic English male, struggling with obscure,
atavistic impulses which threaten to destroy anything resembling a good life’ (Sansom, 2001: 4).
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working for years on an absolutely definitive, and hence unpublishable, ‘Complete History’
of the suburb.** This task is comically absurd, of course, as the suburb has no history and
could never be complete (the suburb will not come into focus as a knowable subject). Farr’s
disconnected, myopic, grudge-filled monomania provides the novel’s comedy. As I have
mentioned above, suburban Wimbledon presents a standard problem of suburban proximity.
It is a curious object of knowledge experienced as both too distant and incomprehensible
(comprising an illegible background), and yet also is perceived as too close (an
incomprehensible complex and dense network of social and familial contact). The suburb, for

Farr, will not stay at the correct distance and this proximity is presented in terms of the

material environment.

Farr’s response to his enraged sense of inconsequence and incomprehension is to become
another staple of suburban fiction; the domestic poisoner. He decides to poison his wife,
using the example of Everett Maltby, the semi-mythic original “Wimbledon Poisoner’ (Farr is
thus positioned as ineffectual copy of an uncertain original). Poison in fact illustrates nicely
certain facets of a vibrant materiality. Poison promises, almost magically, that a tiny amount
of a toxic substance can effect huge and lethal material changes on the body. As a material

substance that has hugely transformative powers and potency it, of course, completely
dominates the individual.

As we have come to expect from the alienated suburban male Farr makes a terrible job of
being a poisoner. His claim to distinction, being an individual, as an infamous murderer, is
constantly undercut by his own lack of agency. Indeed the potent agency of the poison is
contrasted with Farr’s bumbling inefficacy. Effecting desired change is beyond Farr’s
abilities. He soon comes to realise, while selecting poison types, calculating dosages and
methods of delivery that he is as ‘pathetically unqualified in the art of murder as he was at
golf or philosophy’ (Williams, 1989: 22). Even buying poison in the first place leads to an
extended comedy of inefficiency and undesired outcomes, to confusion, pseudonyms, bad
disguises and forged documents. Farr himself doesn’t carry through the act of poisoning. Or
rather he goes through the physical actions of administering a dose of laced ‘Chicken
Thallium’ (the domestic and the toxic neatly combined in a meal laced with poison), but, in

fact, someone else’s accidental activities (involving farcical plate- swapping) are finally

“ Echoes here of Mr Aked, the compiler of ‘The Psychology of the Suburbs’ in Arnold Bennett’s first novel A Man from the
North (1898) discussed in chapter 3 (Bennett, 1994),
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responsible for the actual poisoning that happens. The wrong person dies (a fatally poisoned
dinner guest).

We are here, of course, as Farr’s name hints, in the realm of farce. Farce depends precisely
on this lack of individual agency in a baffling and unpredictable external world, hence the
genre’s emphasis on outrageous plot twists, ineffectual characters, disguises and
impersonations and, of course, on physical comedy. There is a strong suggestion in The
Wimbledon Poisoner that everything is actually controlled by an implacable external force
quite beyond Farr’s individual agency. Farr idly wills murders to happen, even does some
rudimentary preparation — and, incredibly, despite his incompetent bumbling, things do
happen, people actually do actually die. Yet, Farr actually has no power over the real here —
it’s all accidental, done for him by another uncontrollable agency. In the novel it is as if
Farr’s will is carried out, in a roundabout way, by the material world itself. Occasionally
there is a coincidence of his will and the vital forces of material world. The material develops
agency here, while, in turn, Farr loses any sense of free will. He even starts to lose individual
identity. At one stage he cannot even be sure if he will murder or not: ‘He knew that at any

moment he might try to slip something into Jackson’s food ‘(Williams, 1989: 221). He cannot

commit murder, just as his suburban antecedents fail to put up a shelf.

This dislocation of the individual, and the problem of material determination versus
individual free will, is also central to the south London suburbs portrayed in Graham Swift’s
fiction. Swift does make a claim for the uniqueness of the locale, the specific density and
sense of belonging of suburbs. ‘There is a certain inescapable attachment’ Swift argues of
south London “...I really feel that this is my place’ (O’Mahony, 2003 n.p.). This is true of
locales is Swift’s work: south- west London suburbia in 1980°s The Sweetshop Owner (Swift,
1997), the” 0” degree longitude of 1983°s Waterland (Swift, 2002), the Bermondsey of
1996’s Last Orders (Swift, 1996) and the Wimbledon of The Light of Day (Swift, 2003). On
the other hand, while Swift presents a familiar, everyday, lived-in locality, dense with
complex community relations and a keen sense of the unique history of place, he also
suggests the impossibility of ever really belonging. The Swiftian suburb is very specific,
based on a locale, but is also presented as remote and individually alienating. Swift’s south

London then is, peculiarly, both familiar and strange, characters both rooted and yet cast
adrift.
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In Swift’s fiction this paradoxical sense of the suburban everyday as both homely and
unsettling evokes a sense of a critical lack in human affairs. Swift’s novels focus on the
something missing; the overall tonal quality here is sombre mourning or nostalgia.** Male
characters in particular repeatedly fail to connect themselves to larger narratives of cultural
tradition, to meaningful historical antecedence, or to ties of kinship and community.
Characters can discover no context, no resonant depths, to their lives, and they desperately try
to establish networks of connectivity, of modes of belonging. Swift’s south London suburban
novels chart these broken lines of connectivity. This sense of disconnection and ejection from
a familiar locale is central to Swift's first novel, The Sweetshop Owner (Swift, 1997). The
novel articulates the disconcerting strangeness of the suburban scene; both familiar and
unfamiliar. The ‘High Street’ here is not given a precise geographical location (though

seemingly an amalgam of Sydenham and Wandsworth) but presents the typical solid features
of that particular kind of suburban landscape.

The novel chronicles unchanging suburban domestic and commercial routines, from the late
1930s up to Willy Chapman’s death, the day of the novel’s action, in 1974. ‘How
monotonously, how anonymously those years passed’ Chapman thinks (Swift, 1997: 75).
Emphasised here is the sheer defamiliarised oddness of the everyday familiar, the novel
underscoring this doubling with the phrasal repetition ‘the same and not the same’. The
suburban scene is paradoxical. It is both solidly material, full of familiar objects, yet remains
disconcertingly alien; Chapman noting how, while there is ‘nothing new’, yet ‘everything
was eternally new’ (Swift, 1997:117). Even the violent irruption and material devastation of
World War Two changes everything and yet still leaves everything intact; ‘It was same placid

scene...over which the bombers flew, yet it was not the same; like the ravaged, bomb-scarred

streets of London - the same but not the same’ (Swift, 1997:79).

In order to anchor himself to this nebulous material world and to exert some king of agency,
Chapman develops a pattern of rigid behavioural repetition, of obsessive habits, a ‘frame of
routine’ (Swift, 1997: 219). Habits are also linked, of course, to ‘the home’ (Middle English
‘habiten’ means ‘to dwell in’). Habits should underscore belonging and attach the individual
to the everyday through repetition and familiarity. Yet habits, of course, tend to also become
matters not of free-will, but of unconscious routine. The habituated can lose sight of what is

in front of them. Despite having unvarying habits based on familiar solid objects ~ ‘the keys,

4 Wendy Wheeler identifies this lack, and its mourning, as the key feature in Swift's writing, an “attempt to domesticate
through small narratives the sublime and unheimlich (‘unhomely") narrative of human mortality” (Luckhurst and Marks,
1999: 63).
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the briefcase, the dark-gray suit for working’ — Chapman is haunted by his own
impermanence and unreality (Swift, 1997: 219). This sense of the unreality what Michael
Bracewell calls suburban ‘unreal reality’ (Bracewell, 2002: 113) is compounded by
Chapman’s increasing obsession with the ungraspable nature of material objects. Chapman,
the sweet-shop owner, spends his days handling the objects of an increasingly complex and
abundant consumer culture. This miscellaneous material glut (his shop sells everything), the
‘frozen food, electric mixers, LP records’ he sees all around him, promises ‘something new,
something new in a shiny cover’ (Swift, 1997: 132). But the material here is also presented as
insubstantial; ‘the shop was useless; its contents as flimsy as coupons’ (Swift, 1997: 99).
Chapman’s material goods are immaterial, are just surfaces without substance. This is a
materiality which ‘promised real goods, real riches within but was itself quite specious’
(Swift, 1997: 98). The purely chimerical nature of his work dealing with such ‘useless things’

with transient commaodities only increases Chapman’s sense of unreality(Swift, 1997: 132),.

Chapman is unable to act in the world and his will is neutered by material environment. He
becomes an automaton, blindly buffeted by suburban things. At night he ponders on the
unreal spectre of this fabricated ‘daytime animation’ that ‘capers before him like some jerky
phantom’ (Swift, 1997: 133). In a discussion of suburban fiction, featuring this directionless,
disconnected suburban male, Ian Sansom argues that ‘the real benchmark for the
contemporary novel about the male in crisis’ is John Lanchester’s Mr Phillips (Sansom,
2001: n.p). Mr Phillips (Lanchester, 2000) with its eponymous clerk commuting daily from
his south London ‘crescent of low-squatting semi-detached Edwardian villas’ fits into the
tradition of lowly suburban ‘Nobody’ fiction established by Dickens, the Grossmiths, H.G.
Wells, Jerome K. Jerome and E. M. Forster, discussed fully in chapter three above
(Lanchester, 2000: 7). The suburban clerk in all these fictions is powerless and disconnected,
not fitting in to the neatly bifurcated spheres of work (where he is bossed, meek, bored,
deskilled) or the compensatory satisfactions of home (where he is frequently also bossed, but
also incompetent, invisible and overwhelmed by the sheer matenial indifference of all-too-
material affluent domesticity). The Nobody, of course, lacks any agency; things just happen.
Mr Phillips is a more extravagant example of the deracinated suburban clerk as he belongs
neither in the suburban home, nor in the alienated labour of the office; he is in fact, in that
increasingly common contemporary condition, newly unemployed. He has not told anybody

this and, in the novel, spends a day wandering aimlessly, killing time, around central London.

Mr Phillips is distanced from the materially ‘real’ world. Being secretly unemployed, he

spends the day following the ghost of a daily routine rather than the routine itself.
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He is keenly aware of the existence of an everyday world with its material facticity and
comes into close contact with a huge variety of objects and individuals on his random journey
(he gets especially close to a filthy carpet in a bank where he lies prostrate during a robbery,
noting possibilities of ‘dog shit on shoes, pigeon shit, urine, rubbish, spilt things’ (Lanchester,
2000: 191). At the same time he 1s distanced from reality. He starts the novel awaking from
an ‘anxious dream’ and there follows an endless catalogue of benumbed semi-conscious
states: daydream, idle fantasies, half-memories, thought experiments, baroque musings on
intractable subjects (money, sex), and also an extensive catalogue of common sayings,

truisms, mottoes, urban myths, prejudices. Mr Phillips lives in another dimension, in absolute

solitude, at an oblique angle to the real.

Expelled from the ‘real’, Mr Phillips becomes obsessed with the workings of his own
consciousness. This intense solipsism constitutes, for Adam Phillips, ‘a kind of magical
realism for Little England’; the ‘surrealism’ of the external world Mr Phillips travels through
‘is barely distinguishable from the logical oddities of his internal world’ (Phillips, 2000: n.p).
Mr Phillips creates his world in the act of his complex mental wanderings. He is ‘redundant
Cartesian man’ Adam Philips argues, an individual mental ‘I, distinct from the material
world. He ‘thinks strangely and therefore he is’ yet the cogito here does not prove his
existence (Phillips, 2000: n.p). Like Swift’s sweetshop owner, Mr Phillips develops ways to
anchor himself to this slippery everyday world. One way he attempts this is by obsessive
cataloguing; as an accountant he obsessively lists and groups the material world. On waking
he first inventories the room’s contents: ‘lamps, a glass of water, a cloth doily’ (Lanchester,
2000: 5). Dealing professionally with money, with number and arithmetic provides another
way of organising his nebulous world; frequency, statistics, probabilities, patterns. His
preferred model of worldly apperception is double-entry book keeping. On discovering this
system of balances, ‘suddenly it seemed a whole new language in which to describe the world
... Things became more clear, more starkly lit’ (Lanchester, 2000:60). The irony here, of
course, is that the semi-detached clerk, who cannot read the world, presupposes that he has,
in fact, special knowledge of that world. Mr Phillips is convinced that he has true insight into

the performance of everyday social convention: largely that it is determined by sublimated
sexual desire.*

* This coincides with B. S. Johnson’s 1973 novel of suburban clerkdom, Christy Malry’s Own Double Entry (Johnson,
2002), which I have do not have the space to discuss in full. This novel features an angry clerk faced with a bewildering

moral and social system, yet who knows the truth and thus seeks to avenge every perceived slight by retaliating in kind. The
myopic alienated clerk is the one who sees the world as it really is, who cannot just cannot accept social convention.
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Mr Phillips’ tangential experience of a world that he cannot get close to produces a passivity.
He lacks agency, any notion of self-determination. Again, like Chapman, he appears in the
novel as an automaton; he drifts, has chance encounters, cannot make things happen. Mr
Phillips experiences his ‘whole body, more or less, is resistant to the will’ (Lanchester, 2000:
28). In fact Mr Phillips does experience one crucial moment of free will in the novel and,
revealingly, this is experienced as a complete removal of material entanglement. After
wandering innocently into a bank robbery, Mr Phillips, obeying orders, lies on the floor for a
few moments, experiencing a very English embarrassment (the body here not wanting to be
seen) and tries to literally bury himself in the carpet. But then something astonishing
happens. He stands up and speaks: ‘I’'m not going to get down... I think everyone should feel
free to stand up’ (Lanchester, 2000: 209). Here, Mr Phillips ‘feels a great sensation of
lightness’, as if his life is has been ‘a crushing weight, a rucksack filled with bricks’ and he
has now ‘managed to shift the burden’. Here this sudden, brief sense of release is
accompanied by a sense of absolute clarity, one that we have seen on many occasions before
in suburban fiction, in Dickens, Conan Doyle and Bennett, where material impediments to
seeing in the suburbs (walls, roofs) are magically dissolved. Now ‘he could float
upwards...and then he would be up through the roof, looking down at the building and out
across Knightsbridge, the traffic, the way you can fly in a dream’. This weightless visioning

will, at last, make London legible. The metropolis will turn into ‘an aerial photograph and
then into a map of itself’ (Lanchester, 2000: 211).

This mode of ‘up-close’ everyday suburban writing, where suburban residents are presented
as feeling themselves ejected from the matrix of pressing, materiality, has a counterpart
where individuals are smothered by suburban things. The recalcitrance of the object world,
for fictional male characters, is exchanged here, in suburban-set writing by Helen Simpson
and Rachel Cusk (and numerous others that I have no room to discuss here)*’ for a concern
with the details of women’s subjective experience of everyday life. Here where women as
mothers tend to stay at home there is an emphasis on the weightiness of the subject, in
particular the body, of female characters. Where the vitality of the material environment
seemed to block agency for the men, for women motherhood is presented as bodily
determined. This materiality is not presented as ‘vibrant’, in Jane Bennett’s terms; rather, it

seems deadening. It also seems old, even anachronistic; the lack of autonomy, biological

*T This tradition also appear in the popular ‘yummy-mummy’ subgenre in work by Jenny Eclair, Camberwell Beauty (Eclair,
2000), Sarah May, The Rise and Fall of the Queen of Suburbia (May, 2006) and Lucy Cavendish Storm in a Teacup
(Cavendish, 2010). On a more serious level Jane Gardham's The Queen of the Tambourine, (Gardham, 1992) explores one
woman’s complex entanglement in the affairs of her unfathomable south London suburban neighbours. In the crime genre
Minette Walters, presents densely material environments that destroy individuals, ’
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determinism and strictly patrolled gender roles is experienced, especially in Helen Simpson’s

work, as a shocking return to pre-contemporary, pre-feminist, overtly materially laborious,

ways of life. The suburb, as a model of modern living, suddenly seems pre-modern.

A scene in Helen Simpson’s title story from her 2001 collection Hey Yeah Right Get A Life,
neatly illustrates this gendered differentiation in suburban fiction. Here the morning starts
with parents and children in bed, ‘a heap of bodies’ amongst ‘the mulch of soft sheets’
(Simpson, 2001: 22). Then, the male gets ready to go work, is ejected (‘No! No! Get away,
Daddy!” cry the children), he ‘glares’ at them ‘impotently’, then “turns on his heel like a
pantomime villain’. A ‘moment later they heard the front door slam’ as the father leaves for
work (Simpson, 2001: 24). Dorrie, the mother’s children, then spends a laborious day at
home with the children. Simpson’s story illustrates perfectly the dynamic of much suburban
fiction where the male character is expelled from a materially dense domestic scene (notice
the ‘mulch’) that he fails to feel at home in, and where the female character, by contrast, is
horribly embroiled. Where the male suburban experience is rejection, for women it is

frequently a crushing weight (in Dorrie’s case the literal weight of her children pinning her to

the bed). Both modes work to complicate individual autonomy.

Women here are weighed down by the necessary ‘dirty work’ of domestic drudging,
physically traumatised by childbirth and child care, the sheer material labour of familial
maintenance. In ‘Hey Yeah’, Dorrie is presented as all body, dragged down, often literally,
by motherhood. Like a ‘slow giantess’ she gets out of bed, ‘unwinding herself from his
knotty embrace’ and slowly ‘detaching the fingers’ of her children (Simpson, 2001: 24). She
moves blindly through a sluggish terrain of household detritus (food, dirty clothes, evidence
of bodily functions) which she likens to ‘wading through mud’ (Simpson, 200: 25). Dorrie is,
again, like Farr and Chapman mentioned above, the directionless automaton here, expressing

no free-will and she staggers through her day. While she is reduced to sluggish body, in direct

contrast to Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, her conscious self, her mind, wastes away. She
complains that she can ‘no longer hear herself think’, and other mothers repeatedly discuss
how ‘brain-dead’ they feel. The self- determination of the rational mind acting freely on a
passive world is no longer tenable. She is transformed, as a mother, is subsumed into the

purely corporeal. Dorrie ‘barely recognises herself® (Simpson, 2001: 32).

This suburban domestic material entrapment figured as the body of the mother, and the
terrifying lack of free-will this entails, is central to the opening story of Hey Yeah Right Get a
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Life, ‘Lentils and Lilies’. Suburban teenager Jade, ‘down along the suburban pleasantness of
Miniver Road’, is desperate to escape the suburb.*® On the verge of leaving school Jade is
‘about to be let out’, she is ‘about to start careering round like a lustrous loose cannon’
(Simpson, 2001: 2). Jade, as opposed to Dorrie, has direction; she wants to go somewhere.
She resolves that she was ‘never going to go dead inside or live somewhere boring like this’
(Simpson, 2001: 3). The weightless and fleet-footed Jade, ‘floating in the sunshine, moving
like a panther’ is free of the inert matter of the maternal body (Simpson, 2001: 4). She is
terrified by dreary suburban stasis and constriction The suburb presses in on her, its weighty
constrictions demolishing barriers; she can ‘sense babies breathing in cots in upstairs rooms’
and ‘solitary women becalmed somewhere downstairs’. She vows that she would ‘never be
like her mother...lost forever in a forest of twitching detail’ of ‘juggling’ and ‘“running the

family”” (Simpson, 2001: 3). Echoing Orwell’s George Bowling (but emphasising its crudely

reproductive function), Jade, in disgust, views the suburb as ‘rows of identical hutches, so

neat and tidy and narrow minded’ (Simpson, 2001:7).

At this point Jade, moving quickly, full of nimble thinking and day-dreaming in fairy-tale
bright weightlessness, becomes, temporarily, snagged by the material. She is brought down to
earth, literally stopped in her tracks by ‘trouble’; bizarrely, by a child, prostrate on the
pavement, with a lentil stuck up his nose (Simpson, 2001: 5). This is an irruption of the
material, the messy, that she fears most; a needy child and an ineffectually fussing mother.
Unlike male suburbanites who are forced out by egregious suburban materiality, Jade is
unavoidably detained by it. Jade, fearfully, does ‘not want to be implicated in the flabby
womany-ness of the proceedings’ (Simpson, 2001: 6). The sticky messiness of suburban
motherhood is precisely the danger that ambitious, weightless Jade fears most, and she stares
contemptuously at the ‘overweight figure in front of her, ludicrously top-heavy in its bulky
stained sweatshirt and saggy leggings’ (Simpson, 2001: 7). Jade’s nightmarish suburban
entanglement (the old uncanny fear of movement-without-motion (as we saw above in
Sinclair’s suburban excursions) is centred on the sluggish gravity of motherhood and, more
specifically, again on the abject body of the mother. This mother in the story, the ‘overweight
figure’, this ‘great useless lump’ is typical of Simpson’s mothers. She is repulsive, with
‘ragged cuticles’, ‘heels that ‘stuck out the back of her sandals like hunks of parmesan’, with
‘eyes like dull pinheads’ (Simpson, 2001: 7). At the start of the story collection Simpson
quotes tellingly from War and Peace, where Tolstoy compares the youthful Natasha

8 A reference here to Jan Struther’s 1937 novel Mrs Miniver, made in to an extremely successful film in 1942, and
presenting British domestic fortitude in World War 2.
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Rostova’s ‘slim, mobile’ figure with the frumpy mother-of-four she had become; so much

that now her ‘soul was not visible at all’ (Simpson, 200). Eventually, motherhood completely

weighs down and annihilates the individual self.

In an earlier collection of stories Dear George (Simpson, 1996) Simpson charts the slow drift
towards parenthood of thirty-something uncommitted suburban couples. The suburban
domestic trap, the gradual move toward the family, in Simpson’s work, is always weightily
material: courtship and seduction rituals, sex, pregnancy, birth, childcare are all
overwhelmingly body-centred, the individual subsumed by the grossly material, by the needs
of ‘the fleshy envelope’ (Simpson, 1996: 30). A couple on holiday, aimlessly, are undecided
whether to have children or not, the prospect ironically presented as promising fixity and
permanence; ‘“It would be nothing but good for you’ he whispered, “you’re not really rooted
at the moment... Too light” (Simpson, 1996: 56). In ‘To Her Unsteady Boyfriend’ the
narrator gently chides her partner; ‘I want to be a mother...I want to be a nice ripe fruit pear
on the sun-warmed bricks of a walled garden’ (Simpson, 1996: 67). An over-term expectant
mother in ‘Last Orders’ is transformed into ‘a bulbous bottle, unreliably stoppered’ (Simpson,
1996: 69). She has become heavy and dulled, prey to ‘heavy slumber, thick and threadbare
like hessian’ punctuated with ‘brief thresholds of glimmering incomprehension’ (Simpson,
1996: 69). She is in the process of transformation, changing painfully into motherhood; ‘you

will not be you any more, her ego told her id...you will change into somebody quite different,
overnight(J a Mother’ (Simpson, 1996: 77).

The return of the material, as | suggested above, is a profound shock in the novel as it is
horrible redolent of a previous era. This is the return of the material, of the body, in a most
unwelcome form. As Terry Eagleton caustically observes, in After Theory (2004), ‘among
students of culture the body is an immensely fashionable subject’ (Eagleton, 2004: 2). But, he
adds, what is studied is ‘usually the erotic body, not the famished one’, there is an ‘interest in
coupling bodies, but not the labouring’ (Eagleton, 2004: 2) Neither, we could add, is the body
of the mother this fashionable kind of body. Jade thinks, in ‘Lentils and Lilies’, that the
suburban scene she witnesses resembles ‘something from the nineteen fifties> (Simpson 1995,
8). Women experience, in Simpson’s stories, the maternal body and physical domestic
entrapment as deeply anachronistic. As the labouring body itself disappears from the
experience of everyday contemporary life in developed countries (with deindustrialisation,
technology, outsourcing of labour, weightless electronic communications) its reappearance is

shocking. Motherly drudgery is the atavistic element that will not go away, that cannot be
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resolved even in what are perceived to be ‘enlightened’ post-feminist times. Female
characters work here with the nagging sense that domestic material labour is something that
should not be happening (at least not to them).This is something the educated, ambitious,
middle-class professional women in Simpson’s stories, imagined had been banished years

ago.

Rachel Cusk’s writing also addresses female maternal experience as paradoxically both
contemporary (self-determination, career paths, empowerment and choice) and yet plagued
by the pre-modem (the dragging materiality of motherhood, nurturing, and domesticity). In
her first novel, Saving Agnes (Cusk, 1994), a North London suburbanite, pondering one
possible future, thinks fearfully how easy it would be to ‘sink without trace into a world of
strange men ...and squalid flats in Tooting' (Cusk, 1994: 22). The suburb here is presented as
a swamp, swallowing and erasing the individual entirely. In Arlington Park, Cusk’s 2007
suburban-set novel, Maisie observes her husband’s return from work and details the contrast
of her ‘implication in the domestic life of the household’ directly contrasted with ‘his
innocence of it’ (Cusk, 2007: 171). Again, mothers are sunk into domestic materiality while
men are ejected from it. As we saw in Simpson’s work, the repressive and restrictive
domestic sphere is presented as abjectly physical, as a ‘strong atmosphere of sordid
confinement’, a ‘rancid wave’, a ‘warm den of compromise’ (Cusk, 2007: 172).

Cusk is considered to be an acute observer of the private, of ordinary everyday life, so as ‘to
make art’, as James Lasdun argues, ‘out of the frictions and details of everyday life’ (Lasdun,
no pagination). Arlington Park, as Lasdun notes, ‘applies itself to the most mundane objects
and moments - the act of parking a car, the look of an untidy bedroom or a fashion boutique’
(Lasdun, 2006: n.p.). Cusk herself has argued for the importance of the everyday, placing in
centrally as the only worthwhile subject for the literary. Cusk has notoriously castigated
women’s reading group book choices, in a 2005 essay ‘An Outsider’, because the books these
women liked to read ‘bore no relation to their own existence, to the kinds of houses they lived
in, the relationships they had’ (Cusk, 2005: n.p.). They would rather, Cusk sniffily relates,
read ‘lies. More books about time-travel, or some past that never existed, or people who grow
wings and fly’ (Cusk, 2005: n.p.). Unfortunately, Cusk concludes, in the English novel ‘the
domestic world is subjugated, or furbished up like a painted backdrop’ (Cusk, 2005 n.p.).

Cusk’s titular suburb of Arlington Park contains many examples of an unspeakable

‘underneath’, that common substrata of everyday things that both supports the functioning of

everyday domesticity, but which can never be mentioned (like the labouring mothers in Helen
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Simpson who must be hidden away). Unlike say, for John Lanchester’s Mr Phillips, where
the everyday quotidian, the dreary stuff of dull repetitive afternoons, is made bearable by
recourse to a fund of common-sense truths, or to ingenious flights of fancy, or even statistical
observation, here there is just recalcitrant materiality. In fact the material takes on the form,
in Cusk’s contemporary suburb, of mess. ‘Messes’, as David Trotter tells us, ‘tend to be
nobody’s fault. Messes just happen’ (Trotter, 2000: 2). ‘This little house’ Juliet, the outsider
figure in the novel thinks, ‘with its stained carpets, its shopping, its people...the rain-sodden
distances of Arlington Park’ (Cusk, 2007: 31). Cusk’s novel is dense with messes of different
kinds, unified by the endless rain which erodes difference and distance and melds everything
together. The suburb of Arlington Park itself is supposed to be an antidote to the haphazard
messy layout of its adjacent city town, the latter with its random ‘tortuous streets...grimy
streets and big bombed streets’, its ‘hospital and old theatre, multiplex cinema...multi-storey
car park and office blocks’. The suburb, by contrast, is presented as neat and ordered. It has
‘rows of bay-fronted houses, Georgian properties behind their gates, tidy streets... and neat
paths and bushes’ (Cusk, 2007: 5). Yet this suburb is also full of disorder. Mothers especially
oversee a range of uncontrollable messes: spillages, stains, accidents, smudges, wayward
feedings, various body fluids, not to mention, smells, screams and tantrums. The infants and
babies here are mess personified; stained, multiply incontinent, sticky, grubby, garrulous,
undirected, accident-prone, unpredictable. One toddler’s marker-pen on a pristine white sofa
produces a ‘big red patch like a stain of blood’. On the carpet there were ‘other, differently —
coloured stains’, where ‘inky, suppurating’ felt-tip pens ‘touched beige fibres and bled into
them’ (Cusk, 2007:71). The mess here clearly erodes boundaries, the body leaking into the

environment, the anxious uncertainty created by the sticky substance, the inside mingling
horribly with the outside.

The messes in Arlington Park provoke violent physical over- reactions. ‘“I could kill you”,
she whispered. ‘I could kill you™”, is the mother’s response to the marker-pen incident (Cusk,
2007: 72). There are numerous outbreaks of extreme emotion and outbursts of violence.
Later, one of the mothers ‘threw her daughter’s lunchbox at the wall’, where it ‘burst like a
firework® (Cusk, 2007: 172). We hear of ‘violent arguments’, ‘slamming doors and full-
throated screams’ (Cusk, 2007: 50), all created by minor messes. Again, these passionate
outbursts sparked by the messes that mire Cusk’s characters (the offending toddler is also
violently ‘thrown back down among the cushions’) derive precisely from lack of individual

free will (Cusk, 2007: 71). ‘The sharpness in the response they (messes) produce’, Trotter
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argues, ‘is the knowledge it brings of contingency’ (Trotter, 2000: 2). Here, again, as with our

suburban males, things just seem to happen without human agency.

The oppressively material suburb figured here closes in on its female characters. ‘This is
what it boiled down to’, complains Juliet, the most severely trapped and resentful character,
‘all of history; a place of purely material being, traversed by private thoughts’ (Cusk, 2007:
22). Even Juliet’s ‘private thoughts’ do not, unlike Lanchester’s Mr Phillips’s, move out and
away from the immediate, observable, material present. This suburb, ‘where women drank
coffee all day and pushed prams around...and men went to work and never came back’, is
experienced as a limited and sealed world (Cusk, 2007: 22). This detachment and isolation is
further reinforced (as we noted above in Lanchester’s novel) by the device of setting the

novel in the course of a single day. The horizons are narrowed here; the domestic is a very

delimiting space.

This material oppression pushes down, finally closing in on the body itself. The novel’s
action takes place in various intricately detailed and claustrophobic interiors; in cars,
kitchens, living rooms, shopping malls. Childcare consists of endless demands and
negotiations for goods and services, for food, treats, feedings, equipment, journeys, drop-offs,
pick-ups, time-tables, shopping, feedings and equipment. The women in the novel, mostly
mothers, are trapped, thwarted, lacking in free will, stripped of identity, all resentment
focussed relentlessly on the weight of material stuff. The body here, as in Simpson’s work, is
also pummelled, exhausted, drained and detached from a core sense of self- identity. Juliet
demands a hairdresser cuts off her own long hair, ‘all of it’ in a desperate bid to know who
she is, what she looks like, and to exert some control over her world. ‘“I don’t care what you

do, she orders the startled hairdresser, ‘“just cut it off1”” (Cusk, 2007: 38).

The end result of this violent and smothering material suburbanity is a deathly stillness, as the
individual finally becomes hardens to a mineral-like density and resembles inorganic rock.*
For one of the mothers in the novel, Maisie, the emotions generated from the ‘grey,
homogenous spaces’, seeing ‘herself as imprisoned for life’, appear as if from ‘remote
geological past, like lava’ (Cusk, 2007: 171). These feelings harden ‘solidifying greyly in
seconds’ (Cusk, 2007: 171). At the shopping mall a group of mothers aimlessly meander in
an interdeterminate zone between death and life; zombified consumers looking for a place to

stop. In the course of the novel, Juliet slowly shrinks and constricts into herself, and deadens,

49 . , . , . . oo
The novel’s very title surely contains an echo of that vast necropolis, the U.S National Cemetery at Arlington, Virginia.
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with a ‘feeling of lead building up in her veins’ (Cusk, 2007: 37). She is like ‘stone’ and
finally, a corpse. Juliet concludes that suburban domestic constriction has killed her:
‘actually, I'm dead. | was murdered four years ago’ (Cusk, 2007: 24). This is the condition of

full-time suburban motherhood: ‘All men are murderers...All of them. They murder women’
(Cusk, 2007: 18).
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Conclusion: Suburban Non-being

This thesis has argued that the suburb presents a challenge to our observational and
representational abilities. By ‘suburb’ we also need to include that wider range of peripheral
built environments, council estates, New Towns, gated communities and exurbs, that have
formed, over the past century and a half, the key domestic habitat of modernity in the
developed world. The experience of living in such spaces is an urgent one because they are
frequently presented as being unintelligible habitats. This modern suburb, because it is single-
use domestic, peripheral, architecturally and topographically repetitive, because it does not
anchor the individual in a narrative of familial ties or offer any connection to locality, is not

conducive to the formation of an enriching life-world. This is how the suburb is presented in

most suburban fiction.

The suburb presents problems for the desire to derive meaning from the perceived
environment. Or, put in broader, ‘global semiotic’ terms, the differentiation of ‘objects’ from
‘things’, the creation of an ‘objective’ reality itself. The suburb must be made to mean
something: It cannot be the non-signifying space that it appears to be. Thus, popular suburban
fiction frequently seek to provide us with suggestions of what may lie beneath the inscrutable
surface of the suburban scene: This is normally criminality, secretiveness, absurdist farce,
familial tensions and latterly, sexual transgression and apocalyptic vision .The suburb is

frequently portrayed as a stage, as fantasy, as that fantasy place which must continually
perform its own lack of real substance.

Suburban experience, in fiction, is thus presented as estranging and this in the particular sense
of appearing strange. This is what I have defined above as a perception of the suburban
uncanny. This is the unsettling sense that the suburban habitat, though banal and often
experienced as being all too familiar, is, at the same time, perceived to be distanced and
unreal. This disjunction forms the key tone of most suburban-set writing, Consequently,
because the suburb is difficult to bring into focus, many fictions portray suburban characters

as simple ciphers, emblems of mild unbelonging, who are absurd, comical, powerless, put-
upon, bumbling and, above all, dull.

This curious perception of suburban unreality, I argued above, produces a repeated emphasis,
in much suburban fiction, on various kinds of material difficulties. The realm of objective,

material fact itself seems threatened. As we have seen, the material things of the suburb
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suffocate, or attack, or dissolve away entirely. The objective here comes to include the body
itself, rendering individuals themselves, in turn, as objects. This all points to a profound
semiotic crisis: to the anxiety that these impenetrable spaces of modernity cannot be read and
interpreted. These exemplary and anxious sites of modernity cannot be constituted as objects

of knowledge. In this sense of course they can never be, as they are frequently advertised, a
home.

Finally, this repeated emphasis on forms of material problems in suburban fiction ultimately
figures individuals as lacking social visibility. This is the suburb as natural home of the
Nobody; the individual who lacks both material being and social significance. This curious
problematic material status of the lived environment, in the fictional suburb, and the
reification of the suburban individual as they are, bodily, transformed into quasi-objects, also
reflects a broader concern with questions of representation and power. Suburban fictional
individuals, those who live on the periphery of the cultural, social and economic centres, are
ultimately presented as having a kind of non-existence. These are the unperceivable and
inconsequential individuals of modern mass suburban civilisation. In this sense, suburban

fiction represents, as Terry Eagleton puts it in After Theory: ‘the “non-being” of those who
have been shut out of the current system’ (Eagleton, 2004: 220).

It is now tempting to see these forms of suburban semiotic illegibility, and their spectral
anxiety over various kinds of identities and differentiations, as reflected in the equally
semiotic illegible speculations that haunt late modernist capitalist society itself. The

illegibility of suburban life thus becomes the general impenetrability of contemporary life.
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