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Abstract 

Published in 2011, Teju Cole’s second novel Open City tells the story of one year of 

walking in New York and Brussels narrated from the perspective of the novel’s first-

person narrator, Julius. In this manner the reader is offered ample insights into 

Julius’s thoughts and memories. This is a narrative based on the memories of the 

protagonist as well as the memories shared by the people he meets, which together 

create a narrative “fugue” that both hides and illuminates the central conflicts of the 

novel. Julius can be described both as fugueur (someone who is in a dissociated 

mental state and travels compulsively) and flaneur (someone who walks the streets 

and is obsessively observant), two concepts of ambiguity. This paper will analyze the 

main character’s development through three stages: reunion, repression, and 

reconstruction, in relation to Walter Benjamin’s reading of the flaneur as both 

criminal and detective, and Ian Hacking’s book on fugueurs in the 19th century. 

Furthermore, this memory-based narrative can be read in relation to Wai Chee 

Dimock’s idea of deep time, as well as Rothberg’s view of memory as 

multidirectional and productive, two theories that can be linked to “mad” travelling 

and obsessive observation. This paper tries to bring clarity to this opaque novel of 

solitude and repression, and sort out the clues given by the narrator.  

Keywords: Fugue; flaneur; Open City; Dimock; Rothberg; Cole; deep time; 
multidirectional memory; Hacking 
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Published in 2011, Teju Cole’s Open City tells the story of one year of walking in 

New York and Brussels narrated from the perspective of the novel’s first-person 

narrator Julius. In this manner the reader is offered ample insights into Julius’s 

thoughts and memories. He is suffering from solitude and experiences a sense of 

detachment from the world and people around him. The novel illustrates the process 

of trying to break that silence through travelling and conversation. The story is based 

on the memories of the protagonist as well as the memories shared by the people he 

meets, which together create a narrative “fugue” that both hides and illuminates the 

central conflicts of the novel. 

The word fugue is important to this novel in two ways, structurally and 

psychologically. In music the term refers to ”a device to produce tension” (Merrell 

Wells 339). Kate Merrell Wells believes that this device has the effect it has because 

“at the moment of hearing we are tantalizingly unable (and yet almost able!) to 

untangle the bewildering assortment of scraps and snatches, half understood 

relationships, and unresolved conflicts” (339). This is applicable to the organization 

of the novel at hand. Cole uses the structure of the fugue and creates a tension that 

builds on what the reader does know and what he/she does not know. It takes 12 

pages until we finally know the narrator’s and protagonist’s name. As James Wood 

notes, “we learn about Julius’s being African, for instance, by following clues” (1). 

Julius is a selective and opaque narrator, and the reader almost becomes a detective. 

On the first page of the novel he says that, “New York City worked itself into my life 

at walking pace” (3 my emphasis). The emphasized words are not only a description 

of how the narrator relates to New York, but also how the relationship to the reader 

develops.  

This tension is also embodied in Julius’s acquiring of the role of a flaneur. It is 
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a complex role, which promises objectivity that it cannot, and possibly does not want 

to achieve. Tom McDonough describes the flaneur of the 19th century genre of the 

“physiologies” as “confident of his capacity to rank and judge the strangers along the 

boulevards, and he could be reassured that those strangers bore him no ill will” (104). 

Although this was perhaps the comforting illusion the writers wanted to achieve, 

McDonough discusses how, according to Walter Benjamin this ambition failed in the 

reality of the metropolis where “the opacity of the stranger proved more resilient, and 

more disquieting” (104). Living in a modern world and in a big city means having to 

encounter strangers every day. In his book Impressionism, James H Rubin talks about 

the emergence of the flaneur. He explains that the “detached but inquisitive gaze” of 

the flaneur “embodied the modern human condition because it originated in the need 

to maintain individual integrity against the threat of loss of identity in densely 

populated urban spaces” (Rubin 30). The dangers of the city have taken on a 

psychological focus. The fear of the stranger is the fear that comes with the inability 

to know another person’s mind. Following Benjamin, McDonough notes the remark 

of an author of the July Monarchy that “every person, the best as well as the most 

wretched, carries around a secret which would make him hateful to all others if it 

became known” (McDonough 105). As we will find out, Julius does too. 

In the psychological realm, fugue (in psychiatry, “dissociative fugue”), or, 

more specifically to be in a fugue state is to have a kind of selective memory loss, the 

inability to recall specific and perhaps traumatic events, which is accompanied by 

unexpected wandering and travelling. Since Julius studies psychiatry, suffers from 

memory loss, is estranged from his mother, travels to Brussels on a rather absurd 

quest to find his grandmother following a break up, and in the end discovers he has 

repressed the fact that he raped a girl, this connection is part of the novel’s design.  

The connection between the fugueur and the flaneur is not fortuitous; both 

were “discovered” during the 19th century. Even though Julius first describes the idea 

to travel as a sudden revelation, later on he inconsistently adds an element of planning 

when he buys a guidebook to Brussels in December. For Ian Hacking who devoted a 

book to the figure of the fugueur, this is not surprising, as he shows that the fugueur 

appeared in the “era of popular tourism” (27). The first fugueur was Albert Dadas, 

presented in Les Aliénés Voyageurs by Dr. Philippe Tissié in 1887, making mad travel 

a “specific, diagnosable type of insanity” (Hacking 8). Hacking studies how the 

phenomenon spread, both geographically and among the social classes, and 
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disappeared just a few years after. Furthermore, patients suffering from this “transient 

madness” were almost exclusively male (Hacking 49). From reading the different 

cases, one notices that many of them solve, or rather avoid, their personal problems 

through travel, which is very similar to the narrator of Open City (Hacking 46). As 

Hacking explains, the fugue state was considered to be “half intentional and half 

irresistible impulse” (60), which reminds us of Julius’s travels. 

Walter Benjamin said that “no matter what trail the flaneur may follow, every 

one of them will lead him to a crime” (qtd. in McDonough 116). As McDonough 

explains this quote invites two conflicting readings: “the possibility of the flaneur as 

both detective and criminal” (116). This conflict is the conflict the novel is trying to 

resolve by reflecting on this time of walking and travel from 2006-2007. The way 

Teju Cole does this is by situating this issue within the character development of 

Julius in relation to different people, cities, contexts, and continents. Julius says that 

perhaps what we mean by sanity is that “whatever our self-admitted eccentricities 

might be, we are not the villains of our own stories”(243). When he finds out that he 

is the villain in someone else’s version (the girl he has raped) he wonders what effect 

this has on the way he sees himself, which up to this point has been as a good man 

(243). Furthermore, this also destabilizes his portrayal of himself to the reader. Is 

Julius a “mad traveller”? In the analysis that follows, I suggest that Julius goes 

through three stages: from his wish for reunion, over to the subtle allusions to his 

repression, to his final transgressive act of reconstruction, which yields mixed results. 

In the rest of this paper I will analyze these stages one after the other. 

Reunion: Walking, Roots, and Multidirectional Memory 

The first sentence of Open City reads as follows, ”And so when I began to go on 

evening walks last fall, I found Morningside Heights an easy place from which to set 

out into the city” (3).  This need for evening walks grows out of the narrator’s ”busy 

days at the hospital”. It appears as if the narrator had, up to this point, been 

disconnected from his environment, yet ”at the beginning of the final year of my 

psychiatry fellowship, New York City worked itself into my life at walking pace” (3, 

my emphasis). As stated previously, the emphasized words are not only a description 

of how the narrator relates to New York, but also how the relationship to the reader 
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develops. We get to know the narrator gradually, and there is an opaque, selective 

quality to the writing.  

There is something strange about these walks. They “steadily lengthen” and 

take the narrator “farther and farther afield”. It is as if the walking is involuntary, that 

he/she becomes lost in the process. The narrator says that, “I often found myself at 

quite a distance from home” (3, my emphasis). There is a lack of awareness, of 

consciousness even. The narrator is separated from the present. He is in- and outside 

of himself, losing as well as finding his way. Strengthening this image of long 

distances, the narrator notes that ”not long before this aimless wandering began, I had 

fallen into the habit of watching bird migrations from my apartment” (3 my 

emphasis). The narrator seems to feel a strong connection with these flocks of birds, 

this “miracle of natural immigration” (4), perhaps since he too has migrated to 

America, as we learn later. In waiting for the “solitary” birds to appear in the sky 

Julius listens to the radio. This is significant due to the fact that he avoids American 

stations because they have, he says, too many commercials.  

Similarly he dismisses Jazz music, although he does this with a feeling of 

discomfort, even “worry”, that he does not have a “strong emotional connection with 

this most American of musical styles” (24). Julius is not connected to the city he is 

currently living in. Instead he opts for internet-stations from Canada, Germany or the 

Netherlands, voices he describes as ”disembodied” (5) and “speaking calmly from 

thousands of miles away” (4, my emphasis). He continually uses vocabulary 

associated with some sort of separation, appearing to be more comfortable with the 

distant. In relation to this process he starts reading aloud from his books, blending his 

voice with the radio announcers, creating “a sonic fugue”, for, as he says, ”we are no 

longer at all habituated to our own voices, except in conversation or from within the 

safety of a shouting crowd” (5). Julius feels the need to familiarize himself even with 

his own voice.  

It is from this state of isolation that Teju Cole forces his main character into 

the world “It was to break the monotony of those evenings that, two or three days 

each week after work, and on at least one of the weekend days, I went out walking” 

(6). Julius has a need to establish contact with his surroundings. However, when he 

takes this step all that happens is that his feelings of being apart are confirmed: “the 

impress of these countless faces did nothing to assuage my feelings of isolation; if 

anything, it intensified them” (6). As Rubin puts it, being in a crowd combines a 
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strange feeling of “anonymity and intimacy” (29). The people Julius encounters are 

reduced to mere masks. It is not the nearness of other people he is after, but the 

dialogue, the sharing of thoughts: he is longing to be completed in some manner. As 

he decides to try and find his grandmother in Belgium he notes that “the notion 

seemed suddenly real to me, as did its promise of reunion” (32 my emphasis). It is 

unclear if the search for his grandmother will bring a reunion between them, or if it 

will lead to a reunion with himself. Ultimately, his identity is somehow incomplete.  

To be in a fugue state is described by Jonathan K. Foster as a state where 

someone “loses track of their personal identity and the memories that went with it” 

(97). This might be precipitated by sexual abuse or physical violence. Following a 

traumatic event the person, as stated, “partly or wholly” loses his/her memories (97). 

This state can last for days, months, even years and when the person recalls his 

identity he/she might find themselves “some distance from where they were originally 

living (the term ‘fugue’ is, in fact, derived from the Latin for ‘flight’)” (98). In 

Julius’s case his repressed memory of a rape resurfaces when he meets his victim in 

New York, far away from the scene of the crime.  Furthermore, he decides to leave 

Nigeria and apply to universities in the US during the same time the rape would have 

taken place. Also, it is at least plausible that it is the rape that causes the irreparable 

rift between him and his mother, although we are never really told what it is that 

happens between them, even if we do constantly sense the conflict. When Julius goes 

to see the photographs of Munkàsci and he meets a man from Berlin, for instance, he 

neglects to tell him that his mother and his grandmother are from there, making him 

“in this distant sense, also a Berliner” (153). In contrast, his African heritage on his 

father’s side is discussed continually throughout the novel with other characters, while 

his heritage on his mother’s side is more readily shared with the reader.  

It is common that people go back to their geographical “roots” in the process 

of “finding” themselves. Julius is searching for his heritage in Brussels, and perhaps 

most importantly for his family on his mother’s side (from whom he is estranged). As 

for the purpose of finding his grandmother, Julius does no such thing. He describes 

his efforts to find her as “desultory” (101). His absurd unfruitful quest makes it appear 

as if he is not only estranged from his mother, but rather from women in general. The 

journey gives the reader further clues as to what is ailing Julius, helping us puzzle 

together his fragmented personality and to locate the missing piece, since he does not 

seem to be able to do this himself. As Hacking points out in his analysis of the fugue 
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state: “The ‘voyage’ is our metaphor for self-discovery” (28). Perhaps Julius is there 

to find his own connection to that part of the world.  

In one of the final scenes in the novel Julius remembers a visit to the Cloisters 

Museum in New York. The museum in itself is an architectural collection of features 

imported from both a different time period as well as a different geographical space. 

Julius begins by describing the walled garden overlooking the Hudson, which 

includes a pear tree that he compares to the Tree of Jesse, and herbs that have 

received their names by “the old wisdom of simpling” (237). He notes that our 

medieval ancestors believed that God had “scattered clues to the useful functions of 

created things in those things” (237). This reflects a time-honoured belief that the 

inside is shown in the external. Julius refers to different instances of this idea⎯the 

German humanist Paracelsus, the wood sculptors of southern Germany, but also 

“phrenology, eugenics, racism”⎯and extends the idea into his own time and into his 

own personal context by comparing this search for signs to psychiatrists who use 

external signs to find the fault in internal realities (237-38). To further our 

understanding of how something has been implemented it is not sufficient to remain 

in the present. As with our understanding of Julius’ character, we must follow his trail 

of memories to understand why he is the way he is, now.  

In a widely noted study, Michael Rothberg suggests that we see the operation 

of memory as multidirectional. In historical discourse, memory tends to become a 

competitive element, especially when it has to do with suffering. Instead of partaking 

in a debate concerning whose memories are the most painful he proposes another way 

of looking at memory and how it is linked to our identity. Defining memory as 

productive, rather than seeing it as competitive which would mean that in my 

“struggle to achieve recognition of my memories and my identity, I necessarily 

exclude the memories and identities of others” (5 original emphasis), Rothberg 

“encourages us to think of the public sphere as a malleable discursive space in which 

groups do not simply articulate established positions but actually come into being 

through their dialogical interactions with others” (5). Memories interact and reinforce 

each other in the public sphere. As one story of victimization surfaces this gives new 

vocabularies to be used in order to bring attention to other injustices and atrocities. 

This opens up an interesting way of reading the character development of Julius who 

is a stranger even to himself in the beginning of the novel. We get to know who Julius 
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is through his interaction with other people, through what they tell us about him 

through his narration, and what memories they trigger in him. For example we get to 

know Julius’s name through Julius’s narration of the conversation between him and 

Saito (12).  

Rothberg uses Richard Terdiman’s “minimalist definition” which says that 

“memory is the past made present” (3). Rothberg discusses what this “making 

present” entails: first, that memory “while concerned with the past, happens in the 

present; and second, that memory is a form of work, working through, labor, or 

action” (4). This is essentially how memory functions within the novel, as a narrative 

tool to structure the protagonist’s character development. This is not a linear 

development. Instead, it is negotiated and anachronistic, a veritable narrative fugue of 

memories. As the flaneur, Julius directs our attention to what he decides is most 

important. However, the parts that reveal most of Julius’s character are those where 

he retells without comment, the moments when the repressed resurfaces. 

Repression: Clues, Impaired Senses, Cities as Psychical Space, 

and Deep Time 

Repression is treated in several different ways in the novel. To be able to function it 

appears as if Julius somehow represses those memories that are too painful, and 

simply chooses to forget. However, in agreement with Freud, forgetting in this novel 

does not mean erasure. As Freud reasons in Civilization and Its Discontents: “in 

mental life, nothing that has once taken shape can be lost, that everything is somehow 

preserved and can be retrieved under the right circumstances” (7). It is these elusive 

right circumstances that Julius continually avoids.  

Cole chooses to let Julius begin his narrative in the fall just before the break-

up from his ex-girlfriend Nadège. The moment of the break-up, which happens over 

the phone, is described with very little emotion. When we read the opening line of the 

chapter it appears as if the conversation he is having is not really about anything out 

of the ordinary, “I was on the phone with Nadège, a few nights later” (22). The focus 

of this passage is instead on a woman’s voice that distracts him from his conversation. 

She is part of a crowd of young women walking the streets shouting “We have the 

power, we have the might” and “The streets are ours, take back the night”. This 

hardly affects the narrator. As the women shout “Women’s bodies, women’s lives, we 
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will not be terrorized. I shut the window” (23). Here is the first time the rape is 

touched upon without Julius necessarily commenting on it. While it is clear that he 

shuts it off, that it has no effect on him, it is yet important enough for him to tell us 

about this event, leaving it up to us to interpret the significance of it. Another time this 

happens is during his visit to Saito when Julius studies the art collection in his old 

professor’s room. He brings our attention to “a life-size Papuan ancestor figure” 

which has “a grass skirt that barely concealed an erect penis” (11). Out of all the 

interesting artefacts, he chooses this one. Furthermore, he remembers what Saito once 

said, referring to that particular figure: “I adore imaginary monsters, but I am terrified 

of real ones” (11). This statement is left without any comment, hanging in the air 

before he quickly moves on to other matters. It seems somehow misplaced and still 

important for some reason, as if he is somehow identifying himself with the figure. 

Perhaps it is due to Julius’s reflections later on when he says he told Saito about his 

walks but “didn’t have quite the right purchase on what it was I was trying to say 

about the solitary territory my mind had been crisscrossing” (12). He does not know 

what it is that he is trying to figure out. These clues foreshadow the later revelation of 

what it is that he has repressed, the rape.  It is also Saito who taught Julius “the value 

of memory” and the idea of it “as mental music” (14). Julius’s memories, if we 

consider them as music, could be, at this point in the novel, arranged as in a fugue. 

The inability to fully comprehend the “bits” and “snatches” is what builds the tension. 

We are gradually allowed to understand more and more of Julius’s motivation.  

In relation to this idea of the rape as the cause (or at least the trigger) of a 

memory impairment that has led to Julius being incapable of feeling whole, since he 

is unable to accept the dark aspects of his personal history, there is a constant focus on 

impaired senses within the novel. Julius tells us the subways of New York are 

populated with cripples and blind men, which he relate to the beliefs of the Yoruba 

that the demiurge Obatala got drunk and “in this drunken state he made dwarfs, 

cripples, people missing limbs, and those burdened with debilitating illness” (25). Our 

protagonist might belong to the last category. Also worth noting here is the fact that 

Nadège has a limp due to a hip-problem, and their relationship is definitely tainted by 

Julius’s lack of emotional connection. He says they “drifted apart” and that he cannot 

relate to her complaints, and yet he wonders following the break-up if “there was 

something I had missed, some part of the failure for which I might have held myself 

responsible” (70). It is a common trait of Julius to speak of specific events in a very 
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general tone. His words become diffuse and he seems to be talking about something 

else entirely. He is quite an egotistical character in this sense. In his interaction with 

other people, as well as in his own mind, he is constantly drifting in his own thoughts. 

As required of a flaneur he gives detailed descriptions, although they seem oddly 

impersonal. Julius’s observations in his fugue-like state create an ominous mood. The 

reassuring flaneur is absent.  

Yet for all that, Julius is perceptive. Even the weather is unreliable, lacking 

something, making Julius feel as though the changing of the seasons is in disorder. He 

says that “the absence of cold when it ought to be cold, was something I now sensed 

as a sudden discomfort” (28). This undeniably disturbs him, and changes his life-

pattern. Julius is incredibly sensitive to changes. He notes, after a statement made by 

one of his patients, “the sensation created by her words–I remember experiencing it as 

a subtle shift in the air pressure of the room” (27 my emphasis). Later he senses “a 

shift in the city’s distant commotion” signalling the end of the day (43). Julius is a 

paradoxical figure: a very observant flaneur, and yet, so confused over his own mental 

state and feelings of displacement. Julius’s impairment could be considered to be an 

emotional one rather than something physical. 

Continuing this theme Julius happens to walk into the American Folk Art 

Museum and sees a collection of paintings by John Brewster. Julius describes them as 

instilled with “an air of hermeticism” (37). This is explained by the fact that Brewster 

was deaf, as were many of the children he portrayed. There seems to be a connection 

between the narrator and these portraits when he states that “each of the portraits was 

a sealed-away world, visible from without, but impossible to enter” (37). This could 

just as well be a description of Julius. He identifies himself to such a great extent with 

the paintings, that when the guard comes up to him to let him know that the museum 

is closing he says that he “forgot how to speak and simply looked at him” (40). 

Clearly, Julius has lost himself in this encounter. When he hails a cab outside he has 

forgotten his home address and has to wait until it “filters” its way back to him, which 

further strengthens the feeling that Julius is caught in a fugue state. This state is partial 

and personal, for Julius’s memory appears to be more than sufficient most of the time 

when it comes to recalling historical facts in relation to his surroundings. His memory 

is partially impaired. When it comes to relationships closer to home there seems to be 

a difficulty for him to make the same observations. He does not, for example, notice 

that the wife of his neighbour has passed away.  
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The multidirectionality of memory is evident in his reaction to these paintings. 

His experience invokes other “artists of stillness” such as Vermeer and leads him to 

consider Brewster’s ancestry from the time when the Mayflower arrived. Furthermore 

he discusses the narrative difference between deafness and blindness: while to “lose 

physical sight…is to gain second sight” (37) in the case of someone being deaf they 

are often considered to be “mentally retarded” (38). This makes his identification with 

the deaf children all the more interesting. Homer’s blindness, he says, is considered 

by many to be, “a kind of spiritual channel, a shortcut to the gifts of memory and of 

prophecy” (37). No wonder that Julius feels more protective of the deaf children since 

he cannot remember (and perhaps does not want to) what he has done.   

As noted before, the mad travelling that precipitates Julius’s remembering the 

rape starts with his almost involuntary walking. However, it soon evolves into 

something even more strange and sinister. At one point he enters the subway that 

takes him to 116th Street, where he is supposed to get off, yet he fails to do so. Julius 

does not understand how this happened. He has just “watched the doors open, stay 

open, and close” (44). To calm himself and explain it to the reader he concludes that 

“My staying on, I finally decided, was intentional, if not conscious” (44). Yet again 

the reader gets the feeling that Julius does not control his own movement. At the next 

stop the same thing happens and he realizes that he “was no longer heading directly 

home” (45). Instead he decides to get on another train and continue his “travelling” 

underground until he reaches Wall Street where he gets out and then walks to the 

ruins of the World Trade Center.  

City-landscapes and how these change with time is a major theme within the 

novel, and one that is closely linked to Wai Chee Dimock’s idea of deep time as well 

as repressed history. Dimock suggests that while it is true that “world history requires 

a broader expanse of space; just as crucially, it requires a longer stretch of time” 

(757). Furthermore she also concludes that periodization “is no more than a fiction” 

(757). Following Paul Gilroy she draws attention to the fact that the borders of a 

nation as a “geographical unit” are not where to start or to end an analysis. Dimock 

argues that coincidences between specific dates (for example 1620 when the 

Mayflower arrived) and the “periodization based upon them” is a fiction. Instead we 

should use deep time, “a more extended duration for American literary studies, 

planetary in scope” (759). This unit of time is “denationalized space” (760). If we 

read the passage when Julius is struck with the presence of this huge hole in the 
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middle of the city with this idea of Dimock’s in mind we see some similarities in how 

to consider a city’s history in combination with its present. Freud compared “the past 

of a city with the psychical past” (9) and discussed what traces of previous 

civilizations “could be found by a modern visitor to Rome” (7) as an illustration of 

how retention of the past in the human mind functions. Similarly, Julius describes the 

site as a palimpsest, “as was all the city, written, erased rewritten” (59), which could 

also be said about the human life cycle in general. In the case of this site it is the 

missing human beings that disturbs Julius. There is an “absence of bodies” when it 

comes to the memorialisation of this disaster (58). Along with the “marketable 

stories” there is the unspoken element of the actual human remains: as Julius says: “It 

would have been upsetting to have it otherwise” (58).  

As he continues he notes that he is the only one in the crowd on the overpass 

who actually stops to look at the site. He believes that the mourning of the Twin 

towers has not been completed, and this is the reason for “an anxiety that cloaked the 

city” (209). Furthermore, he draws our attention to the fact that this is not the first 

erasure that has taken place here: “Robinson Street, Laurens Street, College Place: all 

of them had been obliterated in the 1960s to make way for the World Trade Center 

buildings, and all were forgotten now” (59). It is interesting to see the connection here 

to Dimock’s idea of extending our present environment to be able to make a more 

nuanced analysis of historical and future events. Furthermore it illustrates Rothberg’s 

description of memories that interact with one another and “acknowledges how 

remembrance both cuts across and binds together diverse spatial, temporal, and 

cultural sites” (11). As Julius puts it: “There had been communities here before 

Columbus ever set sail” (59). It becomes almost comical that the narrator is troubled 

by how easily people forget when he himself has trouble remembering.  

The decision to travel to Brussels, another city with a “palpable psychological 

pressure”(98) and complicated history and present, is made suddenly when he is on 

his way home after watching The Last King of Scotland (this is also the passage where 

we find out that Julius is African). This movie evokes the memory of when he was a 

medical student and invited to the house of an Indian surgeon whose family was 

expelled from Uganda under the rule of Idi Amin (30). While pouring champagne Dr 

Gupta says: “when I think about Africans, I want to spit” (30). This makes it clear to 

Julius that he is still harbouring feelings of anger. Julius takes this personally, 

identifying himself with the word African, something he reflects upon since he is 
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Nigerian not Ugandan. He blames this on the fact that Dr Gupta has spoken “in the 

general”, but it is also proof that Julius identifies himself with the perpetrator. 

However, the movie shows an Idi Amin with a nuanced personality, not pure evil but 

rather a wonderful host with a sense of humour. Julius reacts to this just as he is 

dealing with his own life: he discovers a part of him that “preferred not to confront the 

horror” (31). Instead he wishes to “believe that things were not as bad as they 

seemed”. In this respect, it is very important that it is his grandmother whom he is 

seeking. This has to do with a conversation between him and his mother, after the 

death of his father, when she tells him about being born in Berlin in 1945. Years after 

this conversation, after some research, he realizes his grandmother, his oma, must 

have been “raped by the men of the Red Army” (80). It could be that he is not only 

seeking reunion with himself, but also redemption.  

This could also explain his lacklustre attempt to find her. Nothing in his 

behaviour really changes in Brussels: “The days went by slowly, and my sense of 

being entirely alone in the city intensified” (108). Julius stays inside reading most 

days and the purpose of his journey remains unfulfilled. This is similar to the paradox 

of the fugueur explained by Hacking: his “obsessive and uncontrollable journeys were 

systematically pointless, less a voyage of self-discovery than an attempt to eliminate 

self” (30). Julius’s travel does not solve anything, instead he continues his aimless 

wandering, only now in a different city. He begins to wonder if “Brussels hadn’t 

somehow drawn me to itself for reasons more opaque than I suspected” (116). This 

leads us to the other repressed element in the novel, water. Brussels and New York 

are two cities built on water. Due to this they are somehow united in the mind of 

Julius. In New York he describes the water as an “embarrassing secret, the unloved 

daughter, neglected” (54). The water reminds him of his patient M who has betrayed 

his wife; in accordance with Rothberg’s emphasis on the productivity of memory, 

Julius notes that “thought leads to thought” and as he looks at the river he feels his 

own sorrow for losing Nadège, although it “flitted past quickly” (56). In Brussels, on 

the other hand the situation is reversed, as there his thoughts of the water coursing 

underground is precipitated by Julius saving a mother and a child from being hit by 

panels, due to a “sudden gust of wind” (145). He thinks to himself, in line with 

Dimock’s theory, that the street they are walking on had “a hundred years ago, been a 

stream, not a street” (145). In Brussels this hidden water materializes in the form of 
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heavy rain. It “returns” as the memory of the rape is about to, when Julius returns to 

New York (146).  

Reconstruction: Protective Remembrance, Reunion, and 

Fugueurs 

Julius thinks of the past as, “mostly empty space, great expanses of nothing, in which 

significant persons and events float” (155). He mentions this when he tells the reader 

of his relationship to Nigeria. His time there has been “mostly forgotten” (155). 

However the things he does remember are part of  “a secure version of the past that I 

had been constructing since 1992” (156, my emphasis). This adds a certain relativistic 

and subjective quality to his personal history: if you construct something it means that 

you’re actively choosing what to bring into the equation, and what to leave out. The 

girl he raped, Moji Kasali, is part of a different sense of the past that Julius says is 

“irruptive” (156). He portrays their encounter as a “sudden reencounter, in the 

present, of something or someone long forgotten, some part of myself I had relegated 

to childhood and Africa” (156). He uses very suggestive vocabulary when he 

remembers her. For example his memory makes it “convenient” for him to think of 

her as a “friend” although at first he cannot even remember who she is, as if his 

memory is somehow protecting him from realizing the part she has played in his 

previous life. However, she clearly remembers him very well. She is the older sister 

of a former friend of his, Dayo, whom he does not have contact with anymore. Julius 

admits to the reader that he “did not want the small talk to go on” (158). He is 

apparently uncomfortable with their meeting in this unexpected manner. After this 

encounter in January, Julius suffers from memory loss again. He cannot remember the 

four-digit code for his bank card. Again, he compares this moment to the feeling of 

being crippled. It is the same as having a broken leg: “one was suddenly lessened, 

walking with an incomplete understanding of what walking was about” (161). What 

he fails to mention here is the benefits of a malfunctioning memory. If a painful 

memory is blocked it stops causing pain to the one carrying that particular memory.  

Continuing to avoid the hardships of his own life he stops visiting Saito when 

he realizes the man is dying. When he is told of the professor’s death he admits that, 

“avoiding the drama of death, its unpleasantness, had been my inadvertent idea in not 

going there” (183). The loss is painful and yet at the same time the reader has to 
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question the motivation of Julius, although his behaviour might not be all that 

surprising after his description of his “stoicism” at the funeral of his own father years 

earlier (78). He is disappointed in Saito’s fragility in the face of death. As he tells his 

friend (one of the only friends he seems to have): “I had hoped for grace, not for 

immortality” (180). Julius wants to be devoid of all human “worries,” looking to the 

archaic smiles of Buddhas and Greek Koroi, smiles that signal “not pleasure but rather 

total detachment” (191). This is a very sad way of avoiding life, to not experience any 

emotions in order to escape the painful ones.  

On a picnic in Central Park, Julius says that he believes that “we are the first 

humans who are completely unprepared for disaster” (200). It is interesting to analyze 

Julius’s actions as a consequence of this statement. He reflects a lot on the hardships 

of others, his patients, the gay community, refugees, Jews in concentration camps, and 

yet he does this with no real emotional intelligence, even though he claims to be 

worried about patients’ “souls” in the context of psychiatry (206). Furthermore, 

during this picnic, which takes place before she reminds him of the rape, another clue 

is given when Julius imagines him and Moji together in a “sexual situation” (203).  

He has become attracted to her, although he says that “this attraction was of a 

different valency” (203). This statement gives further proof of him being totally 

oblivious of what he has done to her. When he first describes their meeting his 

memory of the night of the rape (not the rape itself) is simply mentioned in passing 

when remembering her brother Dayo (157). 

After the picnic some time passes before the final encounter between Julius 

and Moji, which happens at a party in her boyfriend’s apartment. Before this they 

have only had some conversations over the phone, which he describes as “brief” and 

“friendly” (231). One of their topics of conversation stands out to him. She suddenly 

asks about his mother, and he has to tell her they are no longer “in touch” (231). Her 

answer to this is rather strange: “Oh, that’s too bad, she said, in a weirdly cheerful 

tone of voice. I remember meeting her. She was such a nice person” (231). Why 

would she be happy that he has a bad relationship with his mother, and what is the 

connection between these two women? Julius makes no further comment concerning 

this so we are left in the dark. However, it does create tension. 

At this point in the text, as mentioned before, Julius remembers the visit to the 

Cloisters museum. Since the novel is drawing towards its end, the reader is now 

expecting a resolution. Similar to a detective novel, and in line with his role as 



  Sundén  15 

flaneur, we now expect to be able to tell what has been troubling Julius, and what 

accounts for his detachment from life. However, as Julius says: “For the troubles of 

the mind, diagnosis is a trickier art” (238). It feels as if the reader has been forced into 

the role of a psychiatrist and Julius into that of the patient. He is explaining the 

problems with his profession at the same time as he is describing the reader’s 

relationship to himself. He says that the knowledge psychiatrists (or readers?) have is 

“so much less than what remained in darkness” (239). It is clear that what he has told 

us has raised more questions than it has answered. Following this he thinks about the 

inherent paradox of having to rely on what the patient tells you, as he asks: “what are 

we to do when the lens through which the symptoms are viewed is often, itself, 

symptomatic” (238). With the revelation at the party Julius’s character is about to 

become destabilized, however, the evidence has been there all along. In order to solve 

the puzzle of Julius’s broken identity the reader should have been a detective 

searching for clues, a psychiatrist who, in Julius’s words “attempt to use external 

Signs as clues to internal realities” (238). Julius has subconsciously followed his own 

trail only to discover his own crime, fulfilling Benjamin’s statement concerning the 

flaneur.  

The moment when Moji confronts him is told in a detached manner. He 

clinically notes the change of tone in her voice, its “flat affect”, and he gives a 

detailed retelling of her story. Taking on his professional role he determines that she 

says it “as if with all of her being, she were certain of its accuracy” (244); the usual 

“ticks” of false narratives are not there. However, he leaves it to the reader to 

determine what this does to the development of his character when, as he says, “in 

someone else’s version, I am a villain” (243). In this manner he avoids having to 

make his own private judgement. Moji accuses him of having acted like he “knew 

nothing about it” (244), although if he has been in a fugue state, whether or not it is 

real or imagined, this might not have been a conscious act. She asks him to say 

something. However, Julius answers by leaving the apartment and starts telling the 

reader the story of Nietzsche and Gaius Mucius Cordus Scaevola, which seems rather 

unrelated. The inability to admit to an atrocious act, such as a rape, might be a reason 

to enter a fugue state and recreate your self somewhere else, in the US for example. 

When we start reading the last chapter it feels as if the novel is starting over. 

Leaving the question of the rape unanswered Julius tells us that it his first day in 

private practice, and he is waiting for bird migrations. However, if we read closely, 
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there is a subtle shift. Julius has decided to remain in New York, he is organizing his 

office, he has “bookmarked on the computer one of the New York classical music 

stations, feeling more tolerant now of the announcers than I used to” (248). He seems 

somehow more at ease, more at home. Furthermore, his decision to stay in New York 

is a choice that made “emotional sense” (248). He has finally made a conscious 

decision.  

The novel ends with Julius going to Carnegie Hall to listen to Mahler’s Ninth 

Symphony. During the final movement he sees an old woman who stands up and 

begins to “walk up the aisle” (253). She has her arm raised and he thinks that it looks 

like she is “being led forward by a helper” (253). He sees his oma in her and there is 

indeed that same wish for reunion here, as in the beginning, when in his imagination 

the “sweep of the music was pushing us gently forward as I escorted her out into the 

darkness” (253). However, this reunion is short-lived. On his way out, Julius 

accidentally uses the emergency exit and finds himself locked out in the rain on the 

fire escape. The situation becomes comical, and yet very dramatic. Finally he reaches 

a door that opens into a hallway and the rain stops, after having “washed the air 

clean” (256). Perhaps the rain that at first gives him no “respite” is the revelation of 

what he has done. However, the reunion is not to be, since the rain stops. In the end, 

he cannot handle the acceptance and reconstruction of his past. As Julius says: “My 

hands held metal, my eyes starlight, and it was as though I had come so close to 

something that it had fallen out of focus, or fallen so far away from it that it had faded 

away” (257). More than anything it appears as if he has entered a second fugue state, 

he is still not able to cope with his reality. Subsequently, Julius goes walking with the 

purpose “to see the water” (257), the controlled and suppressed water of New York. 

The novel has no real resolution. The critic Michiko Kakutani argues that Cole’s 

failure to “dramatize his alienation—or make it emblematic of some larger historical 

experience, as Sebald did with his displaced characters—impedes the reader’s 

progress while underscoring the messy, almost ad hoc nature of the overall narrative” 

(Kakutani 259). However, I believe that not giving a final solution is just what makes 

the novel very much representative of its time and historical context in a post-9/11 

New York.  

The description of patients in Hacking’s Mad Travellers show that our 

narrator shares the characteristics of the 19th century fugueurs in being male, 

“typically urban”, with “a certain amount of autonomy”, and yet “curiously powerless 
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in the face of their daily lives” (49-50). In the words of Hacking, they find “release in 

a mental illness which relieves them of responsibility, is cultured by medicine, and is 

medicalized in the culture of the day, a culture that includes both tourism and 

vagrancy” (50). The diagnosis disappeared in France, and has since then been used in 

different contexts due to cultural mindsets rather than medical conditions. Hacking 

concludes, referring to Benon (“a police doctor”) and Froissart (“a physician at a 

mental hospital”), that fugue “is an antisocial act” (71).  Julius is presented as a 

flaneur, and yet he is from the very beginning hinting that he is more of a fugueur. 

The original fugue in France was according to Hacking, “a medical entity of peace, 

boredom, and dull regimentation” (62), which is an adequate description of the first 

walks in this novel. Julius becomes a problem of categorization when we try to decide 

what constitutes “mad” travel, as opposed to regular travel. One might see the 

development of Julius as “a parody on Odysseus” (Hacking 52). As Dimock 

advocates, Hacking has a similarly expanded way of viewing this phenomenon of 

travel that goes against social convention when he takes us as far back as the myths of 

ancient Greece. Mad travelling appears to have existed for a long time and Hacking 

suggests that a more fruitful way of analyzing this phenomenon is to look at what it is 

in a culture that makes fugueurs appear mad (55). In America, fugue never caught on 

as a medical term. Instead, “drapetomania” was a “predecessor diagnostics” in 1850 

and used to explain the “madness” of “the Negro race” when some slaves tried to 

escape (Hacking 57). Furthermore, in France the fugue seems to have functioned as a 

response to more control of “individual movement” by the military (62). 

Subsequently, is not this one of the most important issues of our time? Following 9/11 

and the war on terror, both the fear of strangers and governmental supervision have 

led to a more constricted environment for the individual, which we are reminded of 

each time we choose, like Julius, to take flight. 

Conclusion 

Julius’s past has not been dealt with properly, and thus it comes back to haunt him in 

the present. In relation to this he tells stories of cities with even more atrocious and 

repressed pasts. With the anticlimactic and unresolved end, Julius reveals our own 

need for categorizing and labelling certain types of behaviour that diverge from the 

societal norm, and our dissatisfaction when this need for narrative causality is not 
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met. This novel, in line with Rothberg and Dimock, emphasizes the vital importance 

of the past. Julius’s problem is not that he does not know what he has done, but that 

he cannot relate to it. The novel comes across as a reflection on how we deal with life 

and history in its entirety, the unfathomable events as well as the more easily 

remembered. Julius’s embodiment of the fugueur and the flaneur makes evasion 

possible through observation. The observant flaneur caught in a dissociative fugue 

almost sounds like the beginning of a joke. However, it is his obsessive attention to 

detail that protects him from seeing the bigger picture and allows him to remain 

dissociated. In the end he has made us realize our own needs for reunion and 

resolution, rather than his, and how hard they are to achieve. Furthermore, when we 

study the development of fugue as a medical diagnosis in response to individuals who 

want to escape, Julius’s wanderings become a critique of how society functions today. 

We sit uncomfortably waiting for some kind of epiphany, while Julius escapes us by 

taking the nearest emergency exit. He is emblematic of world history. He is a 

palimpsest.  

(¶). 
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