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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to present the category of time and space in postmodernist works by Michel 

Faber. The novelist, born in the Netherlands, now living in Scotland, has written several novels and stories using 

postmodern narration techniques, some of them being the commentary on Victorian world and literature. The 

best- known narratives by Faber are: The Crimson Petal and the White and The Apple. The analysis of time and 

space in these two works, based on the categorization according to Michaił Bachtin, shows great influence of 

Gothic elements on the novel construction. These are, among others: Gothic landscapes and architecture 

influencing human characters, mysteries in people’s lives, contrasting spatial elements (houses of the poor and 

the rich), motifs of meeting and tragic love. The presence of the above- mentioned ideas is analysed both in 

literal and symbolical sense, as the model of a time- space cross by Eduard Cirlot refers to material as well as to 

non- material ideas. 
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The idea of analyzing the fiction in terms of time and space has become popular among 

the literary critics for several decades. Together with the idea of postmodernist fiction, time 

and space creates a unique piece of literary art. Time and space is a specific construction 

category, which can be understood literally or symbolically, it can also signify one or several 

places (Sierotwiński 214). Additionally, as Stanisław Jaworski claims (123), it is worth noticing 

that time and space might be analysed in terms of some oppositions, for instance: up and 

down, far and near, open and close. George Hughes (39) is of the opinion that space is 

a specific inner world of the literary text, in which the events are related one to another and 

the characters and objects are set in a particular place. The critic pays also attention to the 

fact, that the author of a literary work is not able to portray everything in the same degree and 

concentrates only on the chosen aspects and details, he is selective; this influences greatly the 

developing of the idea of space in the reader’s mind (42).  

Space is closely connected with time, which is one of its dimensions. One can distinguish 

numerous kinds of time; one of the most basic is historical time, as Dorota Nosowska states 

(36). Apart from that, there also exist time of plot (Jaworski 30) and time of narration 
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(Sierotwiński 55). Combining the terms of time and space, a literary critic may analyse 

a literary work from a different angle, exposing new aspects of the construction and symbolism.  

One of the most crucial theoreticians who were preoccupied with the category of time 

and space in literature is undoubtedly Michaił Bachtin. According to his division, time and 

space create one of the most essential construction pillars in the novel. The Russian scholar, 

on the basis of the works by Apuleius and Dickens, notices several types of space, like: 

historical, cultural and geographical. What is more, simultaneously, he distinguishes social and 

personal kinds of space, which include motifs of love, wandering and even eating. One of the 

most essential kinds of space according to Bachtin’s theory is the space of crisis and conflict, 

which frequently constitutes the most important factor influencing the developing plot (438, 

468, 476). 

Undoubtedly, the idea of time and space can be widely understood and analysed in 

a given literary work. It mostly depends on the perspective taken by the reader and on the 

parts of the fiction that are emphasized by the author. Nevertheless, such an analysis 

appears to be rich in terms of conclusions, enabling to understand the work from different 

points of view. 

Analysing the above-mentioned categories of construction on the basis of the 

postmodernist novel seems to be a challenging task, especially due to the complex and 

ambiguous portrayal of the characters and events. The problem is mainly connected with 

the constantly changing perspective of a narrator, as well as with the non- chronological plot 

or several plots. The categorisation of time and space according to Bachtin may be of some 

help in performing this task.  

The prose by Michel Faber1 is the example of a typical postmodernist fiction. Its 

distinctive feature is that it portrays the Victorian world, describing the nineteenth- century 

England in a very postmodern way. The novel is the perfect example of the commentary on 

Victorian times, especially on literature, social rules and family relationships, portrayed in 

the Gothic landscapes. As the product of postmodernist way of writing, it contains several 

                                                 
1
 Michel Faber was born in Hague, the Netherlands. As a seven-year-old boy, he moved with his family to Australia. Since 

1993 he has been living in Scotland and writing in English. His first publication was the collection of stories entitled Some 

Rain Must Fall in 1999. His first novel was Under the Skin (2000). His most famous novel is The Crimson Petal and the White, 

published in 2003, which appeared to be a bestseller and was translated into numerous languages http:// 

www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth02A17N194012626467, online 30.05.2010).  
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distinctive features. According to Krystyna Wilkoszewska (129- 130), the most popular features 

of postmodernist fiction are: the fall of the authorities and rules, as well as irony, parody and 

pastiche. Faber provides the reader with those factors, not to mention the idea of surfiction2, 

which is also the part of a typical postmodernist work, as Henryk Markiewicz claims (335). 

Linda Hutcheon (396) is of a similar opinion, underlining the importance of intertextuality and 

metafiction as an indispensable element in the construction of a postmodernist novel.  

Gothic time and space dominates in the two most famous works by Faber: The Crimson 

Petaland the White and The Apple. Within this category one may distinguish  mainly historical 

time and space, which is the most striking in those two works. Although 19th- century London 

is presented from two contrasting perspectives, Gothic nature of the place takes over. The 

space of historical London is presented in a diversified way. The reader gets to know the reality 

of nineteenth- century England through the presentation of its several aspects, such as: the 

houses, streets and public places.  The major parts of this space are realized in a form of 

contradictory places; those are: the houses of the rich and the houses of the poor and 

brothels. This contrast has a symbolic meaning: those two areas of space constitute two 

distant borders of a Victorian world. The only thing that connects those areas is the world of 

literary art. The fact that Faber narrates the story with diaries, letters and intertextuality, 

makes the characters of the novels more realistic. The reader not only knows them on the 

basis of the narrator’s knowledge but also on the basis of their own words. In this way, the 

protagonists themselves create their own individuality and the reader achieves the 

interpretative freedom. What is more, the diaries and letters make the works more dramatic 

and deepen the presence of a mystery and secret. 

 

                                                 
2
 Surfiction is a literary term, introduced by Raymond Federman. It is the idea that everything is fictional, and there are no 

differences between the reality and fiction, as a literary work can be a reflection of life and life can be frequently turned 

into a story (Wiśniewska 45). 
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Fig. 1. The visualization of the major areas of space in connection with the ways of their presentation 

in Faber’s novels. 

 

One of the most accurate descriptions of a Gothic landscape in The Crimson Petal and the 

White is a picture of neglected London district, where the poorest live: 

 

In short, this is another world altogether, where prosperity is an exotic dream as distant as the 

stars. Church Lane is the sort of street where even the cats are thin and hollow-eyed for want of 

meat, the sort of street where men who profess to be labourers never seem to labour and so- 

called washerwomen rarely wash. . . . The other, more antiquated houses, despite being two or 

even three storeys high, exude a subterranean atmosphere, as if they have been excavated from 

a great pit, the decomposing archaeology of a lost civilization. Centuries-old buildings support 

themselves on crutches of iron piping, their wounds and infirmities poultice with stucco, slung 

with clothes-lines, patched up with rotting wood. The roofs are a crazy jumble, the upper windows 

cracked and black as the brickwork, and the sky above seems more solid than air, a vaulted ceiling 

like the glass roof of a factory or a railway station. . . .  
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However, since you’ve arrived at ten to three in the middle of a freezing November night, 

you’re not inclined to admire the view. Your immediate concern is how to get out of the cold 

and the dark. . . .  (5)  

 
The space of this part of the city, presented in a realistic way, typical for a postmodern 

prose3, reflects the way poor inhabitants of London live. While reading the novel one may 

notice numerous similar places, where women not only lead a life of an outcast from the 

society, but they also possess a pessimistic view on future: those females do not believe in any 

changes in their lives, they are reconciled with their fate and they only care for the present 

day. In their houses, as well as in their lives, nothing changes. They mainly work as prostitutes 

and their every day looks the same. This picture is also the example of a social, static and 

collective space.  

In The Apple, which is somehow the continuation of the lives of the characters from The 

Crimson Petal and the White, apart from dark and unpleasant streets, Faber presents also the 

places which seem not to be frequently visited by the Londoners. The female protagonist is 

Clara, who is a prostitute. One of her clients takes her to the pub, which looked as the essence 

of a Gothic world: 

 

It impressed Clara as a low sort of establishment, the kind where shiftless men drank with serious 

intent. The atmosphere was brewed thick with pipe smoke and alcohol fumes, and the regulars 

hunched low as if to take the occasional breath of oxygen from somewhere under the tables. 

A patch of floor where the floorboards had rotten away was crudely mended with planks of a 

different colour, the jagged edges covered over with tar. The fireplace was choked with ash and 

amber embers. (38-39) 

 

This and similar places constitute for the Faber a main basis for portraying the life of lower 

classes of Victorian society. Their houses did not differ much from the places of their 

entertainment; the dominant features were: dark colours, no light, ash and dirt. The single 

                                                 
3
 Realism in postmodern fiction is an arguable matter; nevertheless, it is worth pointing out that the diversity of narration 

makes the novel realistic, as Hutcheon claims (396). What is more, the usage of diaries, letters and other works in the form 

of intertextuality influences realism of a given work, especially because of the mimetic character of mentioned techniques 

(Trzynadlowski 44). Roger Caillois (32) is of a similar opinion, stating, that it is a way of narration which makes the work 

realistic, not the plot.  
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grey colour that dominates, simplifies the space and makes it a limited cosmos (Bachelard 40). 

The example of such a limited, unchangeable space is cellar, in which male figures of The Apple 

used to spend their free time watching rat fights.  

On the other hand, one may clearly notice a totally different way of life in the same city. 

The house of a wealthy Mr. Rackham, the owner of a perfume factory, amazes the main 

heroine, Sugar, who becomes a governess and crosses the border between the ruined 

dwellings for the prostitutes and wonderful buildings in a district for the rich: 

 

Sugar crosses the threshold into the hall, and is immediately surrounded by the trappings of 

wealth. Above her head hangs a colossal chandelier, lit up by the sunshine beaming in through the 

windows. Vases of flowers so enormous and so liberally supplemented by green foliage that they 

resemble shrubs, stand on polished tables on either side of the great stairwell. (The Crimson Petal 

and the White 504) 

 

A clear opposition between the two worlds can be presented as the opposition: up and 

down, where up refers to the houses of the rich (chandelier, sunshine- something that cannot 

be reached by a simple man) and down constitutes the tragic fate of the poor (cellar- 

symbolizes human being overwhelmed by the hardships of life). The looks of the ruined 

houses and rooms corresponds with the human lives; the lack of light means the lack of the 

sense of life, ash and dirt refer to everyday problems. The rich house is so big that entering it 

one may easily get rid of fear, as in tall buildings the fear can be rationalized, whereas in the 

places like cellar the fear is worse (Bachelard 19). 

Apart from the historical and social space one may also distinguish individual time and 

space in Faber’s works. It is represented by the main characters and their secrets. In The 

Crimson Petal and the White the main female protagonist, Sugar is a heroine, who is a dynamic 

and active person, and at the same time she is mysterious. We do not know much about her 

background, but she is the only figure in Faber’s fiction, who travels through different spaces. 

Sugar dares to cross the forbidden world of wealth, she climbs up the social ladder, starting 

from the position of a prostitute so as to find herself as a governess in a Rackhams’ house. Her 

“journey” is a motif connecting the contradictory spaces of poverty and wealth and helps her 

to change as a person. This metamorphosis can be named a time of a creative rise (Bachtin 

426-427). The individual space of Sugar’s life emerges from the collective spaces of poor and 
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well-off people. Sugar dreams of a better life, that is why she takes the risk and tries to enter 

higher classes of society. She meets Mr. Rackham and exploits him in order to gain some 

profit. This leads her to experience a space of a breakthrough and then a space of a crisis, 

when she becomes pregnant and is thrown away from the Rackhams’ mansion4. All in all, 

Sugar fails as the person coming from the lowest class of society. Although she manages to 

free herself from the Gothic landscape of the ruined houses, she quickly disappears from the 

rich mansion and no one knows where she can be found. The Gothic places do not allow their 

inhabitants to be free. Also, Agnes, the wife of a wealthy Mr. Rackham, is sucked in a Gothic 

time and space the moment she got to know the world of the poor. Although she is wealthy, 

her marriage does not seem to be happy, In her house one may observe a process called the 

destruction of an idyllic life5. In spite of the financial situation, the Rackhams fail as a family: 

William Rackham falls in love with Sugar- a prostitute and Agnes goes mad and needs 

a constant medical treatment. It appears that Sugar spreads the mystery and destruction onto 

the Rackhams’ place of living; after that nobody is the same. The family falls apart, and their 

future is disastrous. The next work by Faber, The Apple does not provide the reader with the 

solution: the fate of Agnes and her daughter, as well as the fate of Sugar are not known.  

The time passing through the course of action of the first (The Crimson Petal and the 

White) and the second story (The Apple) seems to be hyperbolic: the same figures: Sugar, 

Agnes and her husband did not change when we meet them in The Apple, after a few years. 

They are still mysterious, unhappy and disappear without a trace. The reader faces some kind 

of a disappointment, as he expected that all the Rackham family problems will be solved and 

Sugar will find better life. As a result, there dominates still Gothic atmosphere around the 

heroes. Their figures present the unchangeable world of feelings and emotions, which creates 

so called time gap in the context of the novel6.  

Apart from the dominant, historical and individual time and space, one may also find 

several motifs in the particular spaces. One of the most frequent motifs is the motif of 

                                                 
4
 The space of a breakthrough and of a crisis isan indispensable element in the analysis of a space and time in a novel 

(Bachtin 476-477). 

5
 Bachtin creates the term: the destruction of the idyllic space, which refers to the situation, when the members of the 

family, living in the same house become the strangers one for another and do not make the attempt to save their 

relationships (459).  

6
 Time gap is a term introduced by Bachtin and connected with the space of the novel (286-287). 
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wandering. In The Crimson Petal and the White the reader is made to walk in the filthy 

streets of London in order to get to know the place he is reading about. The narrator 

involves the addressee of the story into the plot: “Watch your step on these stairs; some of 

them are rotten. I know which ones; trust me. You have come this far, why not go just a little 

farther?” (5) 

Another time the narrator says “Stop daydreaming now; cross the shiny Rubicon of 

Regent Street, avoiding the traffic and the mounds of muck. . . .” (44) 

So, the reader walks through the 19th – century England and witnesses the destruction and 

poverty in the Victorian times. In The Apple Sugar also walks in the streets of the city and her 

journey reflects the Gothic panorama of London: 

 

With every step of her superior black boots, Sugar ventures deeper into the network of poorer 

streets hidden behind the thoroughfare. From a greengrocer’s barrow she buys a few carrots and 

potatoes, and walks on, swinging an increasingly heavy basket alongside her skirts. The farther she 

moves away from Regent Street, the more the opulence of the West End seems an absurd dream, 

punctured by the reality of squalor. (10) 

 

The motif of walking is the tool to present the dominant landscape of Victorian London. It 

is presented not only from the horizontal point of view (streets) but also from a vertical one 

(tall buildings and cellars). Apart from this literal identification of a Gothic space one may also 

notice its symbolic representation in the form of human madness, illness, disappearance of the 

main characters and their unknown background.  

The presentation of a Gothic space in Faber’s prose is undoubtedly the reference to a 

human personal cosmos7, in which an individual cannot function properly due to the poverty 

and unhappiness. The ugliness of the outside world corresponds with the destruction of the 

inner world of the protagonists. 

 

                                                 
7
 Etienne Gilson [in:] Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. ix 
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