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Abstract 

John Banville is a celebrated contemporary Irish novelist whose works are known for their exploration of 

complex themes. In this paper, we will examine Banville's treatment of themes of identity, memory, and the 

nature of reality in three of his novels: "The Book of Evidence," "Ghost," and "Athena." 

In "The Book of Evidence," Banville presents the story of Freddie Montgomery, a former scientist who has 

turned to a life of crime. Through Montgomery's first-person narration, Banville explores the nature of 

identity and the ways in which it can be constructed and deconstructed. Montgomery's identity is shaped by 

his memories, which are often unreliable and contradictory, making it difficult for the reader to piece 

together a coherent understanding of his character. 

In "Ghost," Banville explores the theme of memory through the story of Axel Vander, a retired actor who 

is haunted by memories of his past. Vander's memories are often fragmented and incomplete, and he 

struggles to come to terms with his own identity as he revisits his past. 

In "Athena," Banville delves into the theme of the nature of reality through the story of Billy Gray, a young 

boy who is sent to live with his aunt and uncle in a small Irish village. As Billy navigates his new 

environment, he begins to question the reality of the world around him and the nature of his own existence. 

Overall, Banville's novels offer intricate and nuanced explorations of themes of identity, memory, and the 

nature of reality. Through his characters' introspective journeys and his lyrical prose, Banville invites readers 

to question their own understanding of these fundamental aspects of the human experience. 
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John Banville is an Irish author born on December 8th, 1945, in Wexford, Ireland. He attended St. Peter's 

College in Wexford before studying at St. Peter's College, Oxford, where he received a degree in modern 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                            © 2023 IJCRT | Volume 11, Issue 3 March 2023 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2303614 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org f383 
 

languages. After graduating, Banville worked as a sub-editor for The Irish Press newspaper and then as a 

literary editor at The Irish Times. 

Banville's first novel, "Long Lankin", was published in 1970. He has since written over 20 novels, including 

"The Book of Evidence", "Ghosts", "Athena", "The Sea" (which won the Man Booker Prize in 2005), and 

"Ancient Light". He has also written plays, screenplays, and non-fiction works. Banville's writing is known 

for its lyrical and descriptive style, as well as its exploration of themes of memory, identity, and the human 

condition. His novels often feature complex characters who are struggling to come to terms with their pasts 

and their own sense of self. 

In addition to his literary career, Banville has also written under the pseudonym Benjamin Black, publishing 

a series of crime novels featuring the character of Quirke, a Dublin-based pathologist. He has won numerous 

awards for his writing, including the Franz Kafka Prize in 2011, and has been shortlisted for the Man Booker 

Prize several times. Banville continues to write and is considered one of Ireland's most important 

contemporary authors. His works have been translated into many languages and have been widely praised 

for their literary merit and depth of insight into the human experience. 

John Banville's "Frames" trilogy is a series of novels that explore themes of identity, memory, and the nature 

of reality. The three books in the trilogy are: 

1. "The Book of Evidence" (1989): This novel tells the story of Freddie Montgomery, a former scientist who 

has turned to a life of crime. After committing a murder, Freddie flees to Europe, where he reflects on his 

past and tries to make sense of his actions. 

2. "Ghosts" (1993): In this novel, the protagonist, Alexander Cleave, is a famous actor who is struggling to 

come to terms with the death of his daughter. As he prepares for a new role, he becomes haunted by 

memories of his past and is forced to confront the ghosts that continue to haunt him. 

3. "Athena" (1995): The final book in the trilogy centres on the character of Axel Vander, a successful but 

disillusioned artist who is struggling to find inspiration for his work. As he travels to Greece in search of 

new ideas, he becomes embroiled in a love triangle that forces him to confront his own insecurities and 

fears.  

          Throughout the trilogy, Banville explores the fragility of human identity and the ways in which our 

memories and perceptions shape our understanding of the world. The books are known for their vivid prose 

and complex characters, and have been praised for their exploration of the human condition. 

Introduction: 

John Banville's "The Book of Evidence" is a novel that explores the complexities of the human psyche and 

the struggle for identity. The novel is narrated by Freddie Montgomery, a former scientist who has turned 

to a life of crime. This paper will analyse the themes of identity, memory, and morality in the novel, and 

explore how these themes shape the character of Freddie Montgomery. 

Identity: 
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 The theme of identity is central to "The Book of Evidence". Freddie Montgomery is a man who is struggling 

to understand his own identity. He is a former scientist who has abandoned his career and turned to a life of 

crime. Throughout the novel, he grapples with questions of who he is and what he wants. He is a man who 

has lost touch with his sense of self and is searching for something to hold onto. 

Memory: 

 Memory is another important theme in the novel. Freddie Montgomery is a man who is haunted by his past. 

He is tormented by memories of his childhood and the traumatic events that have shaped his life. Throughout 

the novel, he reflects on his past and tries to make sense of the events that have led him to where he is now. 

The novel suggests that memory is not a fixed entity, but rather a fluid and malleable construct that is shaped 

by our perceptions and experiences. 

Morality: 

 The theme of morality is also central to the novel. Freddie Montgomery is a man who has committed a 

terrible crime, and throughout the novel, he struggles with his own sense of guilt and morality. He is a man 

who has lost his moral compass and is searching for a way to make sense of his actions. The novel raises 

questions about the nature of morality and whether it is a fixed or fluid concept. 

Character Analysis: 

 Freddie Montgomery is a complex and multi-layered character. He is a man who is deeply flawed, but also 

sympathetic in many ways. Throughout the novel, he is portrayed as a man who is searching for something, 

but is not quite sure what it is. He is a man who is haunted by his past and struggling to come to terms with 

his own identity. 

Conclusion: 

 "The Book of Evidence" is a novel that explores the complexities of the human psyche and the struggle for 

identity. The themes of identity, memory, and morality are central to the novel, and shape the character of 

Freddie Montgomery. The novel suggests that identity is not a fixed entity, but rather a fluid and ever-

changing construct that is shaped by our perceptions and experiences. Memory is portrayed as a malleable 

and fluid entity that is shaped by our experiences and perceptions. The novel raises important questions 

about the nature of morality and the role it plays in shaping our lives. Overall, "The Book of Evidence" is a 

powerful and thought-provoking novel that explores the depths of the human condition. 

Introduction:       

John Banville's novel "Ghosts" is a complex and introspective work that explores themes of memory, 

mortality, and the search for meaning and connection. The novel centres on the character of Alexander 

Cleave, an aging actor who has returned to his childhood home in Ireland after retiring from the stage. 
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Through Cleave's experiences, Banville invites readers to consider the ways in which our pasts shape our 

identities and the difficulties of confronting our own mortality. 

 

Memory and Fragmentation: 

One of the key themes of "Ghosts" is the role of memory in shaping our understanding of the world. Cleave's 

memories are often fragmented and incomplete, and the novel invites readers to consider the subjective 

nature of memory and the ways in which our recollections are coloured by our own perceptions and 

emotions. Cleave's memories are also shaped by his own guilt and regret, particularly in relation to his failed 

marriage and his daughter's death. 

Mortality and the Search for Meaning: 

Another important theme in "Ghosts" is the struggle to find meaning and connection in the face of mortality. 

Cleave is acutely aware of his own aging and mortality, and this awareness is reflected in his sense of 

aimlessness and disconnection from the world around him. Through his relationships with other characters, 

particularly his daughter's former girlfriend, Lydia, Cleave is able to confront some of the unresolved 

emotions surrounding his daughter's death and to find a sense of connection and purpose in his life. 

Reliability of Memory and Narrative: 

Banville's use of a first-person narrative style invites readers to consider the reliability of Cleave's 

recollections and the ways in which our perceptions and emotions can colour our understanding of the world. 

The novel also challenges readers to consider the ways in which we construct our own narratives and 

understanding of the world, and the difficulties of reconciling conflicting versions of events. 

Conclusion: 

In "Ghosts", John Banville creates a rich and introspective work that explores themes of memory, mortality, 

and the search for meaning and connection. Through the character of Alexander Cleave, Banville invites 

readers to consider the complex and often fraught nature of memory and perception, and the ways in which 

our pasts shape our understanding of the world. Ultimately, "Ghosts" is a powerful meditation on the 

struggles of confronting our own mortality and finding meaning and connection in a world that can often 

feel fragmented and disconnected. 
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Introduction: 

"Athena", the 1995 novel by Irish author John Banville, is a thought-provoking work that delves into themes 

of identity, memory, and the nature of storytelling. The novel tells the story of a successful middle-aged 

businessman named Morrow, who becomes increasingly haunted by his memories of a childhood encounter 

with a mysterious young girl named Athena. Through Morrow's quest to understand the nature of his own 

identity and the truth behind his memories, Banville invites readers to consider the ways in which our pasts 

shape our sense of self. 

Identity and Memory: 

One of the central themes of "Athena" is the relationship between memory and identity. Morrow's memories 

of his childhood encounter with Athena are fragmented and unreliable, and Banville invites readers to 

consider the ways in which our memories can shape our understanding of who we are. Through Morrow's 

quest to understand the truth behind his memories, Banville also explores the ways in which our pasts can 

shape our present identities, and the difficulties of reconciling conflicting versions of events. 

The Nature of Storytelling: 

Another important theme in "Athena" is the nature of storytelling itself. Banville's use of a first-person 

narrative style invites readers to consider the ways in which our own perceptions and emotions can shape 

the stories we tell about ourselves and others. Through Morrow's own attempts to construct a narrative of 

his past, Banville also invites readers to question the reliability of storytelling as a means of understanding 

the truth. 

The Mystery of Athena: 

Throughout the novel, Athena remains a mysterious and enigmatic figure, and Banville's portrayal of her 

invites readers to question the nature of reality itself. Through her ability to shape Morrow's memories and 

perceptions, Athena represents a kind of existential threat to his sense of self. Banville's portrayal of Athena 

also invites readers to consider the ways in which the people we encounter in our lives can shape our 

understanding of who we are. 

Conclusion: 

In "Athena", John Banville creates a complex and thought-provoking work that explores themes of identity, 

memory, and the nature of storytelling. Through the character of Morrow and his memories of Athena, 

Banville invites readers to consider the ways in which our pasts shape our sense of self, and the difficulties 

of reconciling conflicting versions of events. Ultimately, "Athena" is a powerful meditation on the mysteries 
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of the human psyche and the ways in which our own perceptions and emotions can shape the stories we tell 

about ourselves and others. 

In John Banville's novel "Ghosts", the main character, Alexander Cleave, is struggling to come to terms 

with his past and his own mortality. Cleave is an actor who has retired from the stage and returned to his 

childhood home in Ireland. He is haunted by memories of his past, including his failed marriage and the 

death of his daughter, Cass, who died by suicide when she was just 16 years old. 

Throughout the novel, Cleave's struggle is characterized by a sense of aimlessness and disconnection from 

the world around him. He spends much of his time wandering the streets of Dublin, reminiscing about his 

past and contemplating his own mortality. He is unable to form meaningful connections with the people 

around him and struggles to find a sense of purpose in his life. 

Cleave's sense of disconnection is amplified by his fragmented and unreliable memories. The novel is 

narrated in the first person by Cleave, but his recollections are often incomplete or coloured by his own 

perceptions and emotions. This invites readers to question the reliability of his account and to consider the 

subjective nature of memory and perception. 

Despite his struggles, Cleave does find some solace in his relationship with his daughter's former girlfriend, 

Lydia. Lydia is also struggling with the loss of Cass and is drawn to Cleave because of their shared grief. 

Through their relationship, Cleave is able to confront some of the unresolved emotions surrounding his 

daughter's death and to find a sense of connection and purpose in his life. 

Ultimately, "Ghosts" is a novel about the struggle to find meaning and connection in a world that can feel 

fragmented and disconnected. Through Cleave's experiences, Banville explores themes of memory, 

mortality, and the complex emotions that arise from loss and grief. 

 

In John Banville's novels, including "The Book of Evidence", "Ghosts", and "The Sea", the concepts of 

knowledge and subjectivity are often explored. Banville's writing style is known for its detailed descriptions 

and introspective narration, which invite readers to consider the ways in which we construct knowledge and 

understanding of the world around us. 

One of the key ways in which Banville explores these concepts is through the use of unreliable narrators. 

Many of his novels are narrated by characters who are flawed or unreliable in some way, whether it be due 

to mental illness, trauma, or simply their own subjectivity. These narrators often present conflicting versions 

of events or struggle to accurately convey their own experiences, challenging readers to question the 

reliability of their own perceptions and understanding of the world. 

In "The Book of Evidence", for example, the narrator, Freddie Montgomery, is a convicted murderer who is 

recounting the events leading up to his crime. His narration is highly introspective and self-aware, but it is 
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also clear that he is not entirely reliable. He is prone to embellishing or omitting details, and his recollections 

are coloured by his own perceptions and emotions. This invites readers to question not only the accuracy of 

his account but also the ways in which we construct our own understanding of the world around us. 

Banville's novels also often explore the relationship between knowledge and memory. Many of his 

characters are haunted by their pasts and struggle to make sense of their experiences. This can lead to a 

sense of uncertainty and ambiguity around what is known and what is not. In "Ghosts", for example, the 

main character, Alexander Cleave, is struggling to come to terms with the death of his daughter and his own 

mortality. His recollections of his past are fragmented and incomplete, highlighting the subjective and 

incomplete nature of memory. 

Overall, Banville's novels invite readers to consider the ways in which our own subjectivity and the 

limitations of our knowledge can impact our understanding of the world. Through the use of unreliable 

narrators, introspective narration, and explorations of memory and subjectivity, Banville challenges readers 

to question their own assumptions and consider the complex nature of knowledge and understanding. 
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