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Mike McCormack’s 2016 novel Solar Bones follows the thoughts and recollections of 

Marcus Conway, an engineer from Louisburgh, County Mayo, in the west of Ireland. 

Marcus’ vocation as an engineer plays a crucial role in the formal composition of 

Solar Bones, as the novel reflects on the textures and sinews of various types of 

‘structure’ – political bodies, economic growth and collapse, media consumption, 

personal health and sickness, and the codes of individual citizenship. The forces and 

counterforces of these various structures are mirrored in the flowing prose, as 

Marcus guides the reader through a series of memories, along the ‘human rhythms 

that bind us together’, which are threatened by a constant shadow of catastrophe.1 

The novel’s narrative operates by interweaving several temporal threads. The 

central narrative stems from Marcus standing in his kitchen on the second of 

November, All Souls’ Day, ‘when the souls of the dead are bailed from purgatory for a 

while by the prayers of the faithful so that they can return to their homes, […] the 

mearing between this world and the next is so blurred we might easily find ourselves 

standing shoulder to shoulder with the dead’.2 Marcus’ reflections on All Souls’ Day 

are recalled through long and tangential meanderings, but the novel’s narrative is 

anchored within an hour-long timeframe, bracketed between two distinct markers. It 

opens with the ringing of the Angelus bell: 

 
1 Mike McCormack, Solar Bones, Dublin: Tramp Press, 2016, p.76 
2 Ibid., p.81 
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the bell 

 the bell as 

 hearing the bell as 

  hearing the bell as standing here 

  hearing it ring out through the grey light of this 

  morning, noon or night 

 […] 

 standing here in the kitchen 

 hearing this bell 

 snag my heart and 

 draw the whole world into 

 being here 

 pale and breathless after coming a long way to stand here in this kitchen3  

 

The narrative concludes with a corresponding time signature, as the pips of the one 

o’clock news play out on the radio, while Marcus sits in his car and suffers a heart 

attack: 

Reached out and turned on the radio and sure enough the last ads were leading into the 

time signal for the bulletin – the pips – and something frantic in me scrambled to focus on 

them as though they were solid things to which I might hang onto with both hands and 

steady myself, a hopeless idea even as I formed it but in desperation seemed to be my only 

option – setting the time-signal pips against this savage pain in my chest and 

 Jesus, this fucking pain4  

 

The steady ringing of the bells and beeping of the pips are two of many structures 

that dictate the novel’s temporal flow, creating a ‘systolic rhythm’, as McCormack 

puts it, that pulls the reader along through Marcus’ telescoping narration.5  

The opening bell and closing pips raise two central conceits of the novel. 

Firstly, the novel is told in one endless sentence, without a single full stop, although 

indented paragraphs and line breaks perform the work of invisible punctuation, 

allowing the reader to draw breath. Secondly, our narrator is dead. This is an open 

 
3 Ibid., pp.7-8 
4 Ibid., p.218 
5 McCormack quoted in Treasa De Loughry, ‘“…a Tiny Part of That Greater Circum-Terrestrial Grid”: A 

Conversation with Mike McCormack’. Irish University Review 49, no. 1, 1 May 2019, p.6 
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secret – it is the first line on the book’s blurb (‘Marcus Conway is dead’).6 However, 

within the narrative, Marcus is unaware of his posthumous condition, as he 

obliviously haunts his kitchen: ‘there is something strange about all this, some 

twitchy energy in the ether which has affected me from the moment those bells began 

to toll, something flitting through me, a giddiness drawing me’.7  

The formal construction and narrative perspective of this ‘post mortem aria’ 

operate as a catalyst for drawing us into Marcus’ world where ‘all things are out of 

synch and kilter, […] every edge and outline blurred or warped and each passing 

moment belated’.8 The belated temporal register speaks to the kind of ‘late 

untimeliness’ that Peter Boxall detects in certain post-millennial works of fiction, 

which explore the ‘discordance between newly passing time and the expired 

narratives with which we have made time readable’.9 

Boxall traces ‘posthumousness and historical disorientation’ through a series 

of late styles, defined by their ‘pared-down sparseness of expression, a tautness at the 

level of the sentence’.10 However, I suggest that McCormack crafts his own kind of 

late style, (not based on a ‘late phase’ of writing, as late style often refers to),11 but 

through the affective relationship between disjointed temporalities and posthumous 

modes of expression. McCormack’s novel plays on the expansive capacities of 

posthumous voices, but instead of concision he explores an elasticity at the level of 

sentence, that still conveys the sense of ‘untimeliness’ which is integral to a late style. 

 
6 McCormack, Solar Bones, n.p. 
7 Ibid., p.10 
8 Ibid., p.81 
9 Peter Boxall, ‘Late: Fictional Time in the Twenty-First Century’, Contemporary Literature, vol. 53 no. 4, 

(2012), p.701 
10 Ibid., p.702 
11 See Edward Said, On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the Grain, London: Bloomsbury, 2006 



4 

 

If the temporal switches and endless sentences of Solar Bones sound 

convoluted, then the result of McCormack’s narrative is surprisingly lucid and 

readable, as the narrative voice glides across scenes with a smooth transition that 

belies the technical complexity of its intricate scaffolding. Sharae Deckard has called 

Solar Bones, an ‘accessible experiment’, as the reader is ‘pulled effortlessly along by 

the rhythmic cadences of Marcus’s posthuman consciousness’.12 The novel, despite 

its extraordinary composition, is a celebration of the quotidian. It contains brief 

instances of satisfaction where the thematic focus on engineering is relayed through 

the capacious narrative mode. In one scene Marcus drives over a country bridge: 

the bridge always affected something deep in me because every time I passed beneath it, 

with Mairead beside me and the kids in the back, I would experience that subtle shift 

within me which I always imagined was my soul flinching in the landscape that opened up 

beyond that bridge13  

 

McCormack has called Solar Bones a ‘hymn in praise of engineers’.14 The numinous 

sense of connection that Marcus feels with the landscape and infrastructure of his 

Mayo environment is where the hymn manifests, as he recalls navigating it with a 

sense of secular and civic devotion, even on occasions as commonplace as driving 

down a country road. 

The accretive details that make up Marcus’ flowing stream of post-

consciousness amount to the small pleasures of an ordinary life, and a sense of quiet 

serenity. Marcus praises: 

 those daily  

 rites, rhythms and rituals 

 upholding the world like solar bones, that rarefied amalgam of time and light whose 

 
12 Sharae Deckard, ‘Solar Bones Is That Extraordinary Thing, an Accessible Experiment, Virtuosic yet 

Humane’, The Irish Times, 21 October 2016 
13 McCormack, Solar Bones, p.19 
14 McCormack quoted in Treasa De Loughry, ‘“…a Tiny Part of That Greater Circum-Terrestrial Grid”: A 

Conversation with Mike McCormack’, p.3 
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extension through every minute of the day is visible from the moment I get up in the 

morning and stand at the kitchen window with a mug of tea in my hand, watching the first 

cars of the day passing on the road, every one of them known to me 

name, number-plate and destinations15 

 

The novel’s plot is relatively placid, as the narrative focuses its energy on 

crafting a lyricism from Marcus’ ‘rites, rhythms and rituals’. As McCormack has coyly 

said of Solar Bones, ‘Nothing much really happens in this book. A woman gets sick, 

that’s it. It throws a man’s life out of kilter for two or three weeks and he has to look 

after her. That’s basically it.’16 

Turning to how Marcus’ wife Mairead ‘gets sick’, I will draw on Heather 

Houser’s idea of ‘ecosickness’, to consider how sickness in Solar Bones disturbs the 

systolic rhythms that propel the novel’s narrative.17 While not claiming that Solar 

Bones is a demonstrative case of an ‘ecosickness novel’, I suggest Houser’s analytic 

use of ‘sickness’ offers an incisive perspective on how ‘macrosocial forces penetrate 

individual human bodies and how embodied experience might transform these forces 

in turn’.18 While Marcus’ stream of post-consciousness crafts a form that is 

surprisingly coherent, Mairead’s ‘sickness’ might be considered, as, Houser defines 

it, ‘ethically, affectively, and representationally disruptive’.19 Solar Bones manages to 

synthesise posthumous existence and domestic tranquillity into a generally 

harmonious narrative, but I would suggest that sickness poses certain 

representational disruptions to the novel’s congenial rhythms. 

 
15 McCormack, Solar Bones, p.76 
16 McCormack quoted in Ian Maleney, ‘Interview with Mike McCormack’, The Stinging Fly, 1 June 2016 
17 Heather Houser, Ecosickness in Contemporary U.S. Fiction: Environment and Affect. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2014 
18 Ibid., p.12 
19 Ibid. 
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Early in the novel, Marcus and his wife Mairead attend their daughter Agnes’ 

art exhibition in Galway, where the gallery wall is strewn with sentences from local 

court case reports transcribed in a ‘surge of red script’, which turns out to be written 

in Agnes’ own blood.20 After this explicit (and, to Marcus and perhaps the reader too, 

disturbingly visceral) exhibition on the relationship between language, bodies and 

politics, the family goes out for a meal. Mairead opts for tap water instead of wine. 

Her innocuous choice has devastating consequences, as news spreads that Galway’s 

water supply has been contaminated by a strain of cryptosporidium. The effects upon 

Mairead’s body are brutal, as her sickness manifests before the headlines slowly 

begin to trickle in: 

her strength ebbed on pulsing waves of heat and sweat with her throbbing at the centre of 

her own fevered halo while I brought water and cool towels as if I was summoned by the 

fever itself for the sole purpose of witnessing its calm ferocity and relentlessness while 

also beginning to marvel that something which had now begun to make headlines and 

editorial comment as  

 news 

 in the way I understood political phenomena to be news, had taken up residence under 

my roof 

 down the hall in the far bedroom, engineering and politics converging in the slight 

figure of my wife lying in bed, her body and soul now giving her an extension into the 

political arena in a way, which, if she had been aware of, would have startled her21 

 

While Marcus’ voice manages to conjure a sense of stability despite its deathly 

origins, the feverish oblivion of Mairead’s sickness denies her the linguistic 

consolation that Marcus finds in his own ruminative mode. 

The arrival of ‘news’ in the family home is the uninvited and unexpected guest 

of history, and it is cast into a line-break of its own that isolates both its authentic 

and artificial quality. Marcus, in a familiar pose, scours the broadcasts and airwaves 

 
20 McCormack, Solar Bones, p.43 
21 Ibid., p.117 
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for answers, as his cosy habit of easing into the day’s headlines takes on a personal 

and apocalyptic dimension: 

I found myself trying to hear something which fully recognised the reality of what it really 

meant to be someone like Mairead who was taking the brunt of it, all its sickness and 

wasting, but there was no such acknowledgement in those droning voices as councillors 

and engineers, one after another, came before mic and camera to speak in defensive 

assurances which leant heavily on the repetition of preprogrammed mantras that were 

carefully calibrated to contain nothing to which the speaker might be held accountable, 

spokesmen droning on as the days passed, pushing the story into some bloodless realm 

which left the individual human scale of the thing untouched, the human grit of the 

situation untold22  

 

The ‘news’ captures the disconnect between large-scale forms of sickness and 

individual accounts of suffering, the ‘human grit of the situation’. The narrative flow 

of the novel, as it flits between local and global images of construction and collapse 

confirms Houser’s notion that ‘sickness’ is a ‘pervasive dysfunction’, that ‘cannot be 

confined to a single system’.23 

The failure of politicians who churn out their ‘preprogrammed mantras’, 

relegating the pain of individual suffering to an unaccountable ‘bloodless realm’, 

mirrors the dissolution of language, as Marcus cannot linguistically capture the 

experience of Mairead’s body. Like the vacuous content of the frenzied headlines and 

politicians’ soundbites, Mairead’s body is written in an incomprehensible language 

that Marcus can care for but not fully understand. Solar Bones provides an affective 

attempt to articulate this disjuncture. If Marcus’ ghostly prose manages to capture 

the pleasures of an ordinary life well-lived, then this articulation of sickness is where 

the posthumous narration begins to falter, as it demonstrates the struggle to 

reconcile political realities and media broadcasts with the individual suffering of a 

body. 

 
22 Ibid., p.121 
23 Houser, Ecosickness in Contemporary U.S. Fiction: Environment and Affect, p.11 
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Like the word ‘yesterday’ in Samuel Beckett’s Endgame, which does not ‘mean 

anything anymore’, the days of the week lose all sense of temporal cohesion.24 

Waiting through a weekend of suffering for a change in condition can feel like a 

lifetime: 

Friday, Saturday and Sunday 

 with their patient, attritional wasting which seemed to consume her down at the very 

smallest grains of her being, drifting from herself on clouds of her own breath, each 

laboured exhalation peeling away another layer of her into the ether, this illness which had 

settled into the most sheltered niches of her organism from where it could achieve the 

most finical, attentive wasting25 

 

Both Marcus’ heart attack and Mairead’s sickness demonstrate the strange atemporal 

state of illness, relating to Boxall’s idea of ill health as an untimeliness, a kind of 

‘lateness’ to oneself.26 Here we witness how ‘the failure to measure oneself to one’s 

time leads not just to inarticulacy but also to the early and difficult encoding of a new 

kind of subjectivity, a new way of feeling the flow of time as it passes through the 

body’.27 While Marcus’ narration coalesces into a palliative form, a ‘new kind of 

subjectivity’ that runs against the grain of the novel’s deathly reality, Mairead’s 

illness speaks to the difficulty in articulating and ‘encoding’ illness, especially when 

narrated by a voice that is not her own. 

Mairead’s illness illustrates the possibilities and failure in mediating the 

relationship between individual suffering and broader political manifestations of 

sickness. The political dimensions of Solar Bones – its sense of ecological collapse on 

macro and micro scales, the neo-liberal complicity in the novel’s various social crises 

– deserve to be addressed in further depth, especially in relation to the various 

 
24 Samuel Beckett, Endgame, ‘Complete Dramatic Works’, London: Faber and Faber, 2009, p.113 
25 McCormack, Solar Bones, p.106 
26 Boxall, ‘Late: Fictional Time in the Twenty-First Century’, p.709 
27 Ibid. 
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bodies of sickness. Malcolm Sen has made inroads here, reading Solar Bones in the 

context of post-crash Ireland, noting how it amplifies ‘the instability of the financial 

edifice of the Celtic Tiger’.28 

Solar Bones manages to highlight the discrepancies between separate yet 

inter-connected bodies of sickness. The posthumous narrative utilises an elegiac 

voice to celebrate the ‘temporal rhythms that govern a day in someone’s life’,29 in a 

virtuosic mode that suggests a ‘new kind of subjectivity’. It also draws attention to 

the limitations of these daily rhythms, as they are disrupted by the sickness that 

searches for a linguistic counterpart, and belatedly lags behind the crystalline 

expression of Marcus’ narration. 
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