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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 
 Various authors have explored the concept of memory in different contexts. The 

tendency to forget events often arises from being immersed in numerous 
activities. Nobel laureate Kazuo Ishiguro highlights the significance of both 
remembering and forgetting in his novels. His novel The Unconsoled is a 
significant contribution to the field of Memory studies. In this novel, the narrative 
delves into the complexities of fragmented memory and psychological 
disintegration and explores the disoriented experience of the protagonist Ryder 
within a surreal landscape that mirrors a psychological breakdown. The novel also 
challenges the traditional narrative expectations through an analysis of 
fragmented memory, and surrealism, providing insights into the mind’s attempts 
to navigate personal and collective trauma. As such, the objectives of this paper 
are to explore the impact of the fragmented memory on the protagonist’s 
perception of reality in The Unconsoled; investigate how disruptions in memory 
contribute to the psychological instability and emotional distress of the 
characters; study the connection between memory and personal identity, focusing 
on how memory loss or distortion affects the protagonist’s sense of self and 
examine how repressed or fragmented memories in the novel lead to recurring 
anxieties and shape the protagonist’s actions and relationships. 
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Introduction 

 
Memory studies is an interdisciplinary field that explores how individuals, groups, and societies remember, 
reconstruct, and interpret the past. It draws from disciplines like psychology, sociology, history, literature, and 
cultural studies to understand how memories are formed, preserved, and transmitted. At its core, memory 
studies examine how collective and individual memories shape identities, influence present actions, and inform 
future possibilities. 
A key distinction in memory studies is between individual memory which defines the personal recollections of 
lived experience and collective memory which are shared memories within a community or society. The field 
also emphasizes the role of cultural memory in how societies use symbols, narratives, and rituals to maintain a 
connection to the past. Another important concept is trauma memory, which highlights how certain historical 
events, particularly those marked by violence or suffering, can result in fragmented, suppressed, or distorted 
memories. Memory is not static; present circumstances constantly shape it. This constructive nature of memory 
where the past is reinterpreted through the lens of current ideologies, cultural norms, or personal desires is 
central to memory studies. As such, scholars are often interested in how memory serves as a site of power, 
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where dominant groups may shape or manipulate collective memories to serve their interests, or where 
marginalized voices struggle to assert alternative narratives of the past. 
In literature, memory is a recurring theme, and how characters remember or forget offers insights into their 
psychology, moral choices, and relationship with time. Authors use memory as a tool to explore identity, 
trauma, nostalgia, and the instability of reality. Nobel Laureate Kazuo Ishiguro’s novels often engage deeply 
with themes of memory, loss, and forgetting. His works offer fertile ground for examining the intersection of 
personal and collective memory, as well as the unreliability of memory itself. Memory studies can offer valuable 
insights into Ishiguro's work by helping to unpack these layered representations of memory. By viewing 
Ishiguro’s novels through the lens of memory studies, it is possible to explore how characters negotiate their 
pasts, how unreliable memories affect their sense of self, and how societal forces influence what is remembered 
and what is forgotten.  His novel The Unconsoled, published in 1995, is a significant contribution to the field of 
Memory studies. In this novel, the narrative delves into the complexities of fragmented memory and 
psychological disintegration and explores the disoriented experience of the protagonist Ryder within a surreal 
landscape that mirrors a psychological breakdown. The novel also challenges the traditional narrative 
expectations through an analysis of fragmented memory, and surrealism, providing insights into the mind’s 
attempts to navigate personal and collective trauma. As such, the objectives of this paper are to explore the 
impact of the fragmented memory on the protagonist’s perception of reality in The Unconsoled; investigate 
how disruptions in memory contribute to the psychological instability and emotional distress of the characters; 
study the connection between memory and personal identity, focusing on how memory loss or distortion affects 
the protagonist’s sense of self and examine how repressed or fragmented memories in the novel lead to 
recurring anxieties and shape the protagonist’s actions and relationships. 
Ryder, a well-known pianist, is the protagonist of The Unconsoled. He travels to an undisclosed European city 
for a concert but gets caught up in a maze of events that defy reason and reality. Readers are pulled into a 
surrealist world where memory is jumbled and events seem dreamy, almost terrifying, as Ryde's hold on time, 
location, and identity grows more shaky. This paper argues that The Unconsoled exemplifies the psychological 
breakdown of its protagonist through a carefully constructed narrative of fragmented memory, disorientation, 
and surrealism. By examining the mechanisms through which Ishiguro dismantles conventional narrative 
structures, we can better understand the novel as a profound commentary on the instability of the human 
psyche and the fragility of identity in the face of unresolved psychological trauma. The protagonist's distorted 
memory and the resulting confusion are among The Unconsoled's distinguishing characteristics. Ryder has a 
faulty memory and frequently fails to recognise the difference between the past, present, and future. His 
fragmented memory of events and unpredictable sense of time produce a constant sensation of dislocation.  
“Memory appears as disjointed flashes, offering Ryder no fixed ground” (Ishiguro 102).  In many respects, the 
narrative structure is a reflection of Ryder's mental state, with his psychological breakdown being both caused 
and intensified by his fragmented recollections. 
In The Unconsoled, memory serves as both a thematic issue and a narrative device. The protagonist's emotional 
and psychological struggle is reflected in the novel’s portrayal of memory’s unreliability. The fact that Ryder 
cannot remember important aspects of his own life, such as whether he had a wife and kid or why he was there, 
points to a mind that is either intentionally suppressing trauma or is unable to incorporate past events into a 
cohesive sense of who he is. Ryder’s encounters with other characters, who frequently present him with 
expectations or recollection of events he cannot recall, serve to emphasise this fragmentation even more. 
“People need me. I arrive in a place and find terrible problems, and people are so grateful I’ve come” (Ishiguro, 
156) 
Through this fragmentation, Ishiguro reveals the fragility of identity when it is disconnected from a consistent 
narrative of memory. Ryder's failure to develop a coherent narrative of his existence mirrors the larger human 
experience of dealing with unsettling experiences, whether personal or collective, and the resulting crisis of 
self. This memory fragmentation motif ties The Unconsoled to previous works in Ishiguro's ouvre, such as The 
Remains of the Day and Never Let Me Go, both of which investigate the influence of unreliable or suppressed 
memories on identity creation. 
The unusual setting in which the tale unfolds has an important role in Ryder's psychological deterioration. The 
Unconsoled takes place in an urban area that is both familiar and unfamiliar, with unpredictable landscape and 
individuals who blend into different roles seamlessly.  This surrealism penetrates every part of the narrative, 
producing a dream-like environment in which events unfold without logical development, locations change 
without explanation, and time becomes elastic.  
Ishiguro employs surrealism to blur the boundaries between reality and imagination, reflecting the internal 
chaos Ryder experiences. The novel’s absence of a linear, cohesive framework reflects the disorganised state of 
a mind in crisis. For instance, Ryder frequently finds himself in circumstances where he must respond to 
demands imposed on him without knowing how or why he arrived there. The constant interruptions and 
digressions throughout his journey produce an increasing sensation of frustration and powerlessness, 
symbolising the psychological disintegration that is occurring within him. The surrealist landscape also serves 
as a metaphor for the alienation Ryder feels. Much like a character in a dream, he is simultaneously the central 
figure and a passive participant, with little control over the events unfolding around him. This parallels the 
experiences of those suffering from psychological breakdowns, where the inability to comprehend or influence 
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one’s surroundings leads to an overwhelming sense of helplessness. “Ryder’s distorted memory produces a 
constantly shifting landscape, one in which he can no longer trust his own perceptions” (Assmann 78). 
In this way, the novel’s surrealism reflects a deeper existential crisis. Ryder’s struggle to find purpose in an 
incomprehensible world, filled with shifting realities and ambiguous meanings, can be seen as a reflection of 
the human quest for meaning in a world that often feels disjointed, chaotic, and absurd. The novel’s fluidity 
between reality and surrealism challenges readers to question the nature of reality itself, as well as the stability 
of their own sense of identity within it. 
At the heart of The Unconsoled is Ryder’s crisis of identity, which is inextricably linked to his fragmented 
memory and the surreal landscape he navigates. Throughout the novel, Ryder struggles to fulfill various roles 
of musician, father, husband, artist; none of which he seems to fully understand or embrace.  “Unable to 
reconcile fragmented pieces of memory, Ryder spiral into an existential crisis” (Ishiguro 150).  His inability to 
reconcile these different facets of his identity leads to a profound sense of dislocation, both within himself and 
in relation to the world around him. This subject of unresolved identity and the lack of emotional resolution is 
reflected in the title of the novel, The Unconsoled. Although Ryder is a character seeking significance in many 
respects, his journey is one of increasing confusion rather than clarity. His psychological breakdown is not 
characterised by a single traumatic incident, but rather by a slow deterioration of his identity, which is reflected 
in the story’s increasingly fragmented and perplexing structure. 
Ishiguro’s portrayal of Ryder’s psychological breakdown is subtle but devastating. There are no overt signs of 
mental illness; rather, Ryder’s unraveling takes place in the gaps between his interactions with others and his 
internal monologue. His inability to form coherent memories or maintain a stable identity suggests a deeper 
existential crisis, one that speaks to the universal human experience of confronting uncertainty, loss, and the 
fear of meaninglessness. Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Unconsoled is a masterful exploration of fragmented memory 
and psychological breakdown, set against a surreal landscape that reflects the internal disarray of its 
protagonist. Through its fragmented narrative structure, disorienting surrealism, and focus on the instability 
of identity, the novel offers a profound commentary on the fragility of the human psyche and the difficulties of 
navigating personal and collective trauma. 
 In conclusion, this research paper effectively examines the psychological effects of the fragmented memory on 
the protagonist’s perception of reality in The Unconsoled.  Furthermore, Fragmented Memory and 
Psychological Breakdown: Navigating the Surreal Landscape of The Unconsoled contributes significantly to the 
broader discourse on the psychological instability and emotional distress of the characters. 
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