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Abstract The aim of this study is to explore the
relationship between the carriage space and the human
senses through McEwan’s all-around representation of the
carriage space in Amsterdam and Solar. The focus of this
study is on how McEwan represents carriage space in
Amsterdam and Solar from three perspectives: the
protagonists’ panoramic view, their mechanization of
perception, and their deviant and compensatory behavior in
the carriage space. Their gaze inside the train and the plane
is panoramic visual perception, which lets them feel the
creativity of the railway and experience the synthesis
philosophy. Although the panoramic view facilitates the
grasp of the whole scenery, this perspective is centered on
the visual level, and the sensory separation from other
senses is inevitable. From a social perspective, the
landscape they have seen is homogeneous with the single
function. To balance their sensory experience, their
respective tactile and taste compensation behaviors
compensate for the visual monotony in the carriage space.
The study indicates that in the carriage space, the
individuals are curled into the mobile carriage space
system unconsciously: they are restricted to behavior and
mostly the visual sense prevails. Thus, it can be concluded
that the visual-based two-dimensional field of view based
on the sensory separation in the carriage space is in fact a
mechanized perception at the price of destroying local
characteristics and historical  continuity. It s
recommended that the dull experience of speed and
disillusionment in enclosed spaces could be alleviated by
the sensory compensation or empathy, but after all, the
fundamental approach is to reconstruct the atmosphere of
the space, enhance the connotation of the landscape, and

highlight the regional characteristics of the landscape. The
study aims to enrich McEwan's research and provide a
new perspective.
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1. Introduction

lan McEwan (1948- ) won the Booker Prize in 1998
with the publication of the novel Amsterdam (1998).
Some criticized it controversially, as it is not considered
as McEwan’s best work, but rather a “relatively weak”
work compared with The Cement Garden (1978) and The
Comfort of Strangers (1981) for their precise
representation and correspondence of lan Macabre style,
while others even believed the Prize judges were joking
with McEwan. Amsterdam begins with the death of a
charming and captivating columnist Molly Lane. It
evolves through friendship rifts, with failed creation and
promotion. Ultimately, it ends with the clownish pursuit
of death by her two former lovers -- the composer Clive
Linley and the newspaper editor Vernon Haliday. Clive
Linley, as an uninspired composer, shuttled between the
studio and the valley by train in an attempt to gain
inspiration to complete the Millennium Symphony
commissioned by the Cabinet. McEwan's postmodern
novel Solar won the 2010 Bollinger Everyman
Woodhouse Prize in the UK for its humorous storyline. It
focuses on Michael Beard’s unremitting struggle to patent
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new energy projects as a Nobel Prize winner. Delving into
the life of urban elites, McEwan describes a physicist who
was patentable for new energy projects and struggled
between the British and American authorities.

Despite the differences between the two novels, their
protagonists - Clive and Beard, have one thing in common:
their routines shuttle among their dwellings, workplaces
and carriage spaces like trains and aircraft or airplanes.
Moreover, they sense and behave quite differently in these
spaces compared with their usual calm and maturity. Thus,
it is necessary to explore the impact of carriage space on
individual emotions and behaviors.

Both novels have received attention from the academic
community. Following the publication of Amsterdam,
scholars have increasingly focused on the ethical themes
and artistic forms of the novel. For instance, Robert Kohn
[1] focused on the Prudentius-type battle between Good
and Evil. Earl Ingersoll [2] discussed the self-conscious
management of timing, portraying the listener as
vulnerable in relation to the power position of the
mastering jokester while anticipating the punch line with
its undercurrent of erotic desire and aggressive violence.
Monica Cojocaru [3] explored the discourse of music
within the context of morality. Magdalena Popiel [4]
demonstrated McEwan’s accomplished use of auditory
images as well as musicology terms as character and
atmosphere-building elements which make the narration
harmonise with the narrative. Florentina Anghel [5]
evaluated the protagonists’ judgmental and moral
inconsistencies, which are used as a plot generator and are
environmentally determined, revealing features of their
personality. D. I. Drozdovskyi [6] discussed the features
that give grounds to outline the transition of the British
postmodern novel to the post-postmodern by analyzing
the worldview of the characters in Amsterdam and
explaining their intentions. As for the critics of Solar,
Robson [7] believed that the novel’s fame could be
attributed to its comedic effect: McEwan examines the
judgments and choices of a male citizen, a professional
and a lover to the professional ethics, love opportunities
and financial honor. Rachel Holland [8] claims that the
science in the novel, as an objective discourse, forms the
foundation of the realistic patterns in each text when
applied to the operational mechanisms of the material
world. Head [9] believes that Beard’s vain efforts were a
result of his ignorance regarding the relationships between
art and literature: literature helps science present
phenomena, and science helps literature establish
narrative authority. Zemanek [10] emphasized that
McEwan used fables to solve the problems caused by
natural disaster. McEwan portrayed the climate expert’s
life from an ethical and moral perspective by addressing
social issues such as climate change, realizing the
dialogue between science and literature [11], providing
hope for permanent harmony between science and
humanities [12]. It can be seen that scholars pay more
attention to themes and narrative skills of the two novels,

but few studies have combined carriage space and
existential dilemma.

2. A Conceptual Framework for
Carriage Space

This paper attempts to explore the influence of carriage
space on individual emotion and behavior. At present, the
exploration of carriage space theory mainly centers on the
field of anthropology and phenomenology: The concept of
“Transitory place”, a keyword used by Augéin describing
carriages spaces during the ultramodern anthropology in
the 1970s [13], serves as a bridge between historical
intersubjectivity and cultural geography depicted in the
novels. With the development of humanistic geographers
such as Adams and the theory of place, as well as the
contribution of Lefebvre, Harvey’s space theory and
landscape urbanism [14].

Since the mid-1980s, the concept of transitory place has
been embedded into the anthropological discourse system.
Originating  from an  important  category  of
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception and
Michel de Certeau’s historical and psychological analysis
[15], transitory place determines the individual’s
perception, thinking and understanding of self and the
outside world. French philosopher Sylviane Agacinski
regards transitory place or non-place as a kind of
Foucauldian heterotopia that can define specific history,
memory and  multiculturalism  characteristic  of
heterogeneous space [13]. Denis Cosgrove, Chris Orwig
and Yi-Fu Tuan introduced the concept of non-place into
landscape aesthetics [16]. In the 21st century, Millington,
Wesselman and Brogden [17] further explored the concept
of non-place from the perspectives of transitory non-place,
anti-monument non-place and other aspects on the basis
of the diversified urban spatial landscape forms in the
20th century. The existing literature has formed a good
research foundation, which provides a good idea for
transitory or non-place research. However, due to the lack
of relevant application in specific texts, it provides an
opportunity for this study.

Airplanes, trains, cars and other transitional or carriage
space belong to confined spaces, while McEwan is good
at creating images of enclosure [9]. For example, in
Conversation with a Cupboard Man (1975), the
eighteen-year-old giant baby confines himself in closet,
oven and wardrobe spaces. In The Child in Time (1987),
Charles personally constructs or builds a treehouse space
to isolate himself from the adult world. In The Innocent
(1990), Leonard favors the Berlin underground tunnel
space. These individuals have a particular fondness for
enclosed and cramped spaces, and believe that bustling
cities are always filled with various threats, dissipating
individuality.

This  article all-around

explores  McEwan’s
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representation of carriage space in Amsterdam and Solar,
shedding light on McEwan’s contemplation of life’s
existence and place aesthetics through the lens of carriage
space. It investigates the influence of carriage space in
three aspects: panoramic view, the mechanization of
perception, and the deviant and compensatory Behavior.

3. Panoramic View

Clive’s gaze on the train resembles Beard’s aerial view
from the plane both providing a ‘panoramic’ visual
perception [18]. This perspective allows them to feel the
railway’s creativity, forming ‘a synthesis philosophy at a
glance’ in the movement of the railway and the landscape
[19].

Clive had a panoramic view of late 20th century
London from a high-speed train. As a composer with
exhausted inspiration, he often traveled between studios,
rural areas, and natural landscapes like mountains in
hopes of gaining creative inspiration and overcoming a
work deadlock. On a train headed for Penrith, he found an
empty first-class compartment seeing ‘square miles of
meager modern houses, ..., its winter geometry glistening
silver from unmelted frost. Farther on, a slow river eased
through brown fringes of sedge, and beyond the
floodplain, icy pastures were laced with dry-stone walls.
On the edges of a rusty-looking town, an expanse of
industrial wasteland was being returned to forest; saplings
in plastic tubes stretched almost to the horizon, where
bulldozers were spreading topsoil [20].” The train he took
is like a “mechanical horse” [18]. In Emily Dickinson’s
words, it lapped the miles, overcoming spatial barriers and
achieving Clive’s spatial migration from his studio to
nature. Houses, factories, transportation, small rivers and
other scenery framed in windows entered Clive’s
perception and presented a continuous scene in an instant
and coherent manner. These fragments of things and
landscapes belonging to different fields in terms of their
spatial nature are presented to Clive under the influence of
train movement and spatial contraction. The landscape,
which originally existed in a single form, has now become
“the connecting nodes and key points in the panoramic

network system” [21], forming a diverse and vivid picture.

Different spaces such as residences and ranches also
collide together according to the railway’s wishes forming
a stage-like landscape continuum. The railway eliminates
all resistance and differences through mechanical
movement, combining all the previously distant places
together into an endless and ever-changing landscape. At
this point, the train’s speed made the foreground vanish
shattering the barrier between the landscape and Clive.
The railway acted like a choreographer directing or
orchestrating the landscape, transforming, or turning both
the city and countryside into a panoramic view for Clive
to experience.

Gastineau also referred to the panoramic gaze behavior

of passengers in the carriage as a synthesis philosophy of
glimpses. Beard’s gaze down on the corner of England
from the plane allowed him to appreciate this philosophy
of synthesis. Here was a commonplace sight that would
have astounded Newton or Dickens: he was looking past
the city, down the bulging, widening Thames, past oil and
gas storage tanks towards the brown flatlands of Kent and
Essex, [...] and beyond, the open jaw of the tidal estuary,
and the North Sea. His gaze then rotated southwards
through a silvery haze over the Weald of Sussex towards
the soft line of the South Downs. Beyond those hills was
the English Channel, trimmed with frills of pinkish cloud
that obscured the coast of France [22]. The West End of
London became the object of Beard’s gaze in the cabin,
and the rapid movement of the plane enabled him to grasp
the entire landscape of the West End and gain an
overview. The speed of the plane devoured distance,
constantly changing Beard’s perspective, and evoking his
memories of childhood, school and marriage with its
unique speed and coherence. Here lay both his “raucous
first marriage” and his “fleeting time to win a big prize”
[22]. These wonderful scenes and sad interludes
intertwined with the landscape from above, disappearing
the moment they were seen. These fleeting images of
disappointment and hope, coexisting and relying solely on
impressions, are not only a fleeting landscape, but also a
collective time and space experience shared by many
fellow travelers. The huge and continuous, extremely
charming scenes outside the window, intermingled with
memories, constantly flew past Clive’s eyes, creating his
aesthetic appreciation and examination of human
civilization and individual situations through an unreal
and incredibly rapid process. Beard’s dense and
perspective perception of the whole had already detached
from the space directly surrounding his carriage and
extended in all directions until all distant landscapes
merged together.

Clive and Beard respectively perceived the impact of
speed on the experience within the carriage space of trains
and airplanes. The carriage space becomes a situation in
which the individual’s immersive experience and
fragmented behavior reveal the interaction between
subject and space: in this space, Clive and Beard’s
imagination flows like water, transforming the urban
landscape outside the window into a smooth space, or a
world without transitions, namely, a spiritual space of free
movement. The carriage becomes a container for the
extension of their ideas. Their imagination of the carriage
originates from the carriage itself, which extends to
history such as childhood and youth, including their
subjective psychological imagery of the carriage. They
not only experienced the world of a kaleidoscope during
their intense appreciation of the landscape, but also
experienced the landscape and geographical space through
the continuous reinforcement of neural stimulation. The
vision in the carriage space sparked their imagination of
the current dilemma and the city. The circulation space
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outside the window coexists with the memory space in the
mind.

4. The Mechanization of Perception

Although Clive and Beard’s panoramic view allowed
them to easily capture the landscape’s outline, their
perceptions were focused on the visual level, diminishing
subsequently  other perceptions. This single-layer
mechanized perception reveals the state of ‘sensory
separation’ under the static gaze within the carriage space
[18]. In fact, apart from the sensory level, the singularity
of the landscape function also reflects the inevitable
dullness of perception within this space.

The fleeting landscape that Beard saw from the car
appeared to be “two-dimensional and flat” [23], resulting
in a continuous superposition of his visual impressions.
When Beard drove with the faded yellow lines rolling
under the SUV at a steady fifty-five on Route 9 that ran a
few miles above the Mexican border, it was almost
midday, forty-four degrees and rising. The two-lane road
tapered away and vanished into a mess of heat warp
where buckled light showed smooth mirage puddles that
evaporated as they approached [22]. The desert shrubs,
yellow lines, ponds, and other landscapes altered by high
temperatures that Beard saw in the car, although
constantly shifting with the human eye, only involved two
levels of shape and color, constituting a flat or
two-dimensional landscape. At this point, he could not
touch or smell the scenery outside the window; he could
only watch it all the way, gradually distancing his vision
from touch, smell, and hearing. The landscape he
perceived with vision at its core, replaced the synesthetic
landscape in real life, and presented itself as a continuous
image under a static gaze with sensory separation.
Specifically, under the influence of pure speed, his car
windows separated light and air from the overall natural
environment, creating a new situation. The scenery in this
scenario can only exist as an isolated and detached
impressionistic form. This is also different from
traditional travel. De Quincey once highlighted the
difference between modern travel and old-fashioned
coach travel: During coach travel, speed can be usually
perceived, through the fiery eyeball’s incarnation of the
noblest among brutes, the expanded nostrils, spasmodic
muscles, and thunder-beating hooves. We heard our speed,
saw it, and felt it as a thrill [24]. De Quincey described the
relationship between spatial distance and physical energy
expenditure using fatigued animals: Our senses could
detect the process of physical energy depletion from “the
panting and reeking animals in their stalls” [18],
demonstrating that the essence of movement lay in
physical exhaustion. However, traditional methods of
travel have long been replaced by railway technology.
Passengers like Clive often end their journey before they
can react. They lose their awareness of spatial distance

and only experience a sense of disorientation. The
communicative relationship between humans and nature is
thus lost. Undoubtedly, this soulless journey is less related
to sentiment but more to the modern technique. Beard too
experiences a sense of being in a “moving palace” [18].
His eyes become photographic machines. Although they
always see things in motion, the distance between his
senses continues to widen.

If a quick glance at the scenery, with senses separated,
presents a two-dimensional devoid of emotion and taste,
then upon close inspection, these landscapes have a strong
commercial atmosphere. They possess singular functions
and homogenous monotony, emotion, and taste. Then in
fact, upon closer inspection, these landscapes have a
strong commercial atmosphere, single functions and
homogeneous monotony, directly leading to the boredom
of Clive and Beard. After Clive shifted his attention to the
scenery out of the window, a familiar misanthropy settled
within him. He saw nothing but ugliness and pointless
activity in the sliding-built landscape: a sudden
agricultural wilderness without hedges or trees, and new
roads probing endlessly, shamelessly [20]. Clive’s sense
of worldliness stems from his complaints about the
monotony behind different landscapes. In fact, since the
19th century, with the integration of Europe into a single
market, nature has been subdued. What enters the human
eye is repetitive landscape painting, a singular order.
Chain stores with consistent specifications and similar
appearances, large enterprises without distinctive features,
commercial areas and standardized scenery. The so-called
endless view, in fact, has nothing innovative because the
local scenery is at best one commercial street after another,
and all distinctive places are arbitrarily eradicated.

Regardless of the distinctions among various
municipalities, they are invariably inscribed with
uniformity as if painted by gigantic geometric

brush-strokes by engineers drawing approach lines and
cut-offs [25]. The ambiguous relationship between urban
planning and railways, machinery and industry radiates
from the central urban area to the peripheral suburbs.
Moreover, once the city is connected to the railway
network, the streets around the station can be transformed
overnight [18]. As a result, the scenes outside the window
are not really worth seeing, as all the local characteristics
have been erased with a single stroke, leaving behind
scenes printed from the same mold. No wonder Wilson
said, “The faster we drive, the more monotonous the Earth
looks” [26], because everywhere is the same. Looking
through the train window, Beard described the similar
scenery in the London suburbs as a “miraculous
combination of chaos and dullness” [22]. Humbert also
expressed in Lolita: “The mundane little world,
everywhere we look, is our own image... Originally
looking for exotic and colorful scenery, but it ended up
being the same. We’ve been everywhere, but we haven't
seen anything [27]”. The images derived from the gaze of
Humbert, Clive and Beard constitute a closed and
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persistent system of illusion. Railway companies and
networks have become symbols of cruel and irresponsible
commercial forces, giving cities a compact form but
bringing the terrain and characteristics of the central and
internal areas almost identical. The landscape becomes an
image formed by the accumulation of capital to a certain
extent [28]. As a result, the gaze within the carriage space
transforms into an examination of tamed nature.

The panoramic gaze of Beard and Clive in the carriage
space is abstract and pure, detached from the mobile or
moving space, with visual representation as the main
mechanized perception, presenting a process of
denaturalization and desensualization. This static
observation of sensory separation dissolves the intrinsic
meaning of matter, using a single functional landscape to
oversimplify civilization into vulgar commercial products.

5. The Deviant and Compensatory
Behavior

If the panoramic view experienced by Clive and Beard
within the carriage space puts them in a state of sensory
separation mainly based on vision, then their behaviors
after taking their seats seem to serve as compensation for
the absence of other senses. These sensory compensation
behaviors have to some extent enhanced their perceptual
efficacy, integrated their senses, and improved their
spatial control ability.

Clive’s tactile behavior is a sensory compensation
behavior. When the single visual sensation on the train
promoted his sensitivity to other sensations, he achieved
sensory compensation through the tactile sensation of his
hand. Once he found his seat, he removed his shoe and
discovered a flattened black mass of chewing gum
embedded deeply in the zigzag tread of the sole. With his
upper lip arched in disgust, he picked, cut, and scraped
away with a pocket knife just as the train began to move.
Beneath the patina of grime, the gum retained a slight
pink hue, resembling flesh, and a faint but distinct scent of
peppermint lingered in the air [20]. As a millennial
symphony creator, the act of excitedly scraping the soles
of shoes with a knife might reveal the inner child’s side of
innocence and playfulness. But the tactile experience
brought by the knife compensates for the derogatory
perception in the panoramic view. Acting as a tactile
sensor, a small knife amplifies the sensory power of the
hand. And this feeling is like a life-saving straw, utilizing
the most authentic and delicate feeling to eliminate his
nervousness and alleviate his concerns. The dense visual
information can tire people, and Clive’s own
circumstances —such as the loss of creative inspiration and
crisis in relationships with friends - will deteriorate his
emotions and exacerbate his emotional state. At this point,
under the influence of visual hegemony, he naturally
revealed that small movements were actually a form of
comfort, even if he was not aware of it. Furthermore,

touch itself is also the most basic condition for biological
survival. Without vision, only with the tactile senses, one
can still survive, e.g. with the plants. But without touch,
the hope of survival becomes dim. Thus, touch is more
important than vision [29]. Using touch to compensate for
sensory imbalance effectively regulates one’s emotions.
Besides being in the carriage space, Clive also has
previous experience for tactile compensation. Whenever
he sleeps at night due to excessive anxiety in creation, he
felt his left hand cold, inflexible, and prickly. He
massaged it with his right hand and nursed it against the
warmth of his stomach, drawing the blankets around him
[20]. Thus, the hand becomes an emotional medium,
reaching emotional resonance with Clive. The warmth,
pressure and other sensations generated by the contact
form a composite sensation alleviating his fear with a
genuine sense of touch. Whether it is through mechanical
touch to sort out the complex inner world, or by touching
warm objects to resist the cold, both aim to act on the
tactile object to dissolve the original void, and obtain a
certain sense of reproduction and emotional sustenance,
reflecting an internal logic similar to empathy. It is
evident that the tactile psychological effects brought about
by hand or body as a medium not only accomplish
sensory compensation, but also emotional compensation.
If Clive’s tactile compensation behavior manifests in
his perception of the surface and density characteristics of
the sole, then Beard’s taste compensation emphasizes
sensitivity and aesthetics, enriching spatial perception
with taste enjoyment. When Beard boarded the flight from
Berlin, the delicious food satisfied his taste buds. Just
prior to his boarding, having enjoyed a meaty Germanic
breakfast, he was forming his resolutions: no drinks but
water, no snacks. But at the approach of a silver tray, his
hand was closing round the stem of his runway
champagne. A half-hour later he was ripping open the
sachet of a salt-studded, beef-glazed, toasted corn-type
sticklet snack that came with his jumbo gin and tonic.
After the gin, he chose the starter: quails’ legs wrapped in
bacon. Then, cubes of pork belly were mounted on a
hill-fort of buttered rice. Pavé, goat’s cheese, cow’s
cheese in a nest of white grapes, three rolls, a chocolate
mint, three glasses of Burgundy, and finally, the
oil-sodden salad that came with the quail [22]. Compared
to the single-layer senses filled with visually imbued
landscapes, diet can undoubtedly evoke more sensory
pleasure. Champagne, gin and tonic cocktails, Burgundy
wine, and other alcoholic beverages, along with delicious
food, bring him a silent sensory experience and form a
bond that connects his body and consciousness with the
inner world of food. The taste, being a more instinctive
and subjective perception, is often connected to smell, and
the physiological stimuli delicately merge. They work
together to manifest the taste, and then from the surface to
the core, they transform the pleasure of satisfying food
desires into spiritual comfort. Therefore, in the moment of
tasting delicious food, Beard’s senses were able to roam
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in a delightful taste, and his subjective emotions also
interacted and communicated with objective cuisine, that
is, using multiple taste experiences to stimulate his
sensory journey of smell, finally compensating for his
sensory deficiency. The kind of “piquant, penetrating and
sensory satisfaction” he ultimately attained signifies that
taste compensation gave him the freedom of spiritual life
[22]. As a result, the aesthetic factors included in his taste
experience have risen from a material encounter to a
spiritual one, leaving him content and free due to the
enjoyment and aesthetic taste. The carriage space in
airplane is also a scene where he could meet his true self.

Whether it is Clive’s tactile compensation or Beard's
taste compensation, both alleviate the visual monotony
within the carriage space through sensory compensation.
While tactile perception can help Clive identify, recognize
and determine the removal time based on the shape, size
and texture of the gum on the sole of the shoe, taste
perception helps Beard generate taste pleasure and elevate
it to spiritual aesthetics. They both enhance their
defensive, protective, and autonomous abilities in the
process of sensory compensation.

6. Conclusions

Trains and airplanes have become Clive and Beard’s
personal modes of travel and lifestyle. This type of
individual travel inevitably absorbs them within a mobile
compartment space system. Even though they have
overcome all spatial obstacles, they find themselves
confined to their seats, fixed in a restricted state, staring at
objects passing by outside the private compartment
window, and can only experience a panoramic view that
passes at great speed during the process of spatial
migration.

At the same time, the spatiotemporal experience in their
carriage space is also mechanized, two-dimensional and
uniform. These unconscious, instantaneous landscapes are
all integrated into their visual perception, triggering visual
pressure and leading to a state of sensory separation. But
even in terms of vision alone, what they see during their
travels is a homogenous city connected by the railway
network. The railway line runs through the urban
landscape, ending the lyrical old-fashioned travel,
destroying local characteristics and historical continuity
and becoming a manifestation of capital. The landscape
they see from the windows of trains or airplanes is a
world of images integrated with machine movement and
filtering. Consequently, their gaze as travelers shifts
towards a visual substitute for the landscape. The carriage
space itself consumed like a commodity, with all the avid
relish that accompanies such consumption, agglomerating
and combining subjects’ attention by attraction, would
seem to be a fundamental symptom of postmodern space
[30]. Therefore, their trip was also an event of social
encounter.

The experience of speed and disillusionment in

confined spaces, as well as the intense appreciation of the
landscape, form a monotonous pattern of perception. To
alleviate this mechanized perception in the carriage space,
they engage in different compensatory sensory behaviors.
Clive’s tactile compensation and Beard’s taste
compensation serve as different perceptual compensation,
mediating the relationship between senses through
sensory displacement or empathy. The carriage space has
become an art of replacement, occupying psychological
space in closed and restricted ways, temporarily
disrupting control logic and breaking down barriers
between body and material. The rigid texture of the
carriage space is effectively liquefied. The body in this
space becomes a tool of freedom, and the relationship
between the body and space becomes dynamic.
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