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Abstract: 

            In this paper, I intend to trace Christopher Isherwood’s idea of paradox in the 
construction of the identity of Sally Bowles in Goodbye to Berlin. In this context, I intend to 
look into the problematic structures of the late 1920s Berlin and thereby explore the aspects 
of belongingness, dislocation, and melancholy. I wish to interrogate Isherwood’s concept of 
melancholy not as a pathological element but as a revolutionary index that consciously makes 
his central character distinctly important. Drawing upon psychoanalysis and feminism, I 
intend to prioritise Isherwood’s depiction of Sally’s aesthetics of resistance, paradoxically 
along the lines of melancholy and desire.    
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                What comes almost as a fascinating insight in Sally’s world of songs, lovers, 
cigarettes and lonesomeness is a magnified view of the city, where destitution predominates 
and one never fails to turn a deaf ear, to the midnight calls from the street corners. Isherwood 
ponders in the opening lines of Goodbye to Berlin, this idea of being a disjointed wanderer 
upon a sensitive landscape. In the section, ‘Sally Bowles’, Isherwood traces acutely the 
problematic disposition of a woman, who also breathes the foreign air of the city and decides 
to live. If that is all it takes to be herself. In this paper I intend to look into the changing 
dialectics of hedonism and melancholia that traces the structure of Sally’s mind and 
experience. Her fragility, desperation, neuroses and her ingenious art to conceal them all, 
provides a fitting prelude to the reigning socio-cultural structure of Berlin under the Nazi 
regime.  

            In Mourning and Melancholia (1917), Freud distinguishes ‘melancholia’ from 
‘mourning’ and charges it with pathological implications. He states that unlike the physical 
manifestation of grief, in the form of lamenting over the lost object in ‘mourning’, the 
melancholic is in a perennial state of grief without any repercussive manifestation. Sally 
Bowles, the central character of Christopher Isherwood’s semi autobiographical novel, 
Goodbye to Berlin, almost immediately from the beginning, fits into this role of the 
melancholic. The introduction of Sally in Fritz’s apartment, is brilliantly significant in 
understanding her uncertain air of melancholy. Fritz broods over his unsuccessful love and 
Sally comes to his rescue with an assertion, ‘I believe the trouble with you is that you’ve 
never really found the right woman’. What becomes acutely significant, is a realisation for 
the readers, Sally’s observation is ironically suggestive of her own sense of loneliness and the 
complete absence of tenderness that she longs for. She remarks, ‘Why are men always such 
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beasts?’ paradoxically asserting to implement her sadness to procure a living. She refuses to 
allow her loneliness to disrupt her. Instead, she incorporates all her vituperated emotions to 
acquire an agency to live. 

            Sally came to Berlin, she recollects to the author–narrator, to work as an actress with 
the UFA. We are almost immediately reminded of Erich Pommer’s production of Josef von 
Sternberg’s 1930’s Weimar classic Der Blaue Engel (The Blue Angel) with Marlene Dietrich 
(as Lola Lola) occupying the central stage as Rath, the conventional professor falls in love 
with Lola Lola, loses his sanity and becomes mad. It also reminds us of the tragedy Lulu in 
G. W Pabst’s Die Büchse der Pandora (Pandora’s Box, 1929). There is almost a similar 
tendency observed in Isherwood’s novel where Sally is always prioritised by her lovers as the 
stereotyped outsider or the impossible woman, whose position should be quarantined only as 
the carnal object of desire. It is the overwhelming charm of Sally’s personality and beauty 
that not only entices the lovers but also threatens to damage them, psychologically. Hence she 
is a loner and throughout the course of the novel maintains a strong sense of gloomy solitude 
to draw her own concept of emancipation and identity. 

            Freud mentions that instead of ‘getting over’ and recuperating from the sense of loss, 
the melancholic interiorises their sadness, anticipates a cathartic tendency of the mind to 
identify and conflate with objects, situations, individuals distinctly appertaining to their loss 
and grief. Sally’s lonesomeness is equally individuated, yet there is always a liberatory index 
that she manifests in her exquisite mannerisms and her superfluous gestures. Lady 
Windermere, the ‘informal bar’, where Sally performs, is dark and dense with its shabby 
walls, covered with ‘sketches on menu-cards, caricatures and theatrical photographs’. The 
setting and the ambiance of the place, particularly magnifies the desolation furthermore by 
the music, the laughter and the entire boisterous crowd. It is here that Sally detects her 
absolute solace and marks her terrible paradox in identifying a sense of emancipation in the 
utterly pensive surroundings. The author-narrator observes Sally’s nonchalance, her 
regardless insouciance of the audience, her mockingly dismal song, all symbolic of an 
unheeded sorrow, that she superbly adopts, without the excess of sentimentality.  

            The brutality of marginalising women, pointed out by Virginia Woolf in A Room of 
One’s Own (1929) is of seminal importance in understanding Sally’s break from her 
comfortable upper middle class family. She is the daughter of a Lancanshire mill owner and 
her mother is an heiress with an estate. Despite all the physical comforts of a convenient 
family in London, which Sally’s sister has embraced, Sally decides to adhere to her need for 
emancipation. It is the fate of Judith, Shakespeare’s hypothetical sister, as Woolf 
acknowledges, that becomes symbolic of the mad/possessed woman, whose life should be 
traced only along the contours of the society. It is only for them who can comply within the 
normative structure of existence, like Sally’s sister Betty, who could continue her daily 
process of existence. It is about the incomprehensible need to express oneself, that a woman 
confronts with the limiting circumstances of  the implicated paradigm of oppression.  

            Monique Wittig defines the “category of sex”, in an essay with the same title, as a 
hegemonic construct that intends to restrict women, primarily as reproducers of species and 
that too particularly of heterosexuality. It is about these women, who are complicitly 
restricted within the territory of the patriarchal limits, that Julia Kristeva in About Chinese 
Women, trans. Anita Barows (New York: Marion Boyars, 1986), mentions that “woman as 
such does not exist … it’s useless to cling to our belief in the latest community except to 
obtain the right to abortion and the pill.” The vortex of Sally’s horrid discovery of her 
pregnancy comes more shockingly to the other characters and more distinctly to the readers. 
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However, Sally remains placidly in control of the situation. It is the tragedy of her love and 
her separation from Klaus that affected her vehemently. It releases in her a pragmatic sense of 
calmness with which she accepts the new cognitive reality. She even goes a step further to 
directly suggest the doctor for an abortion, but to no success at all. The description of Sally, 
lying down on the hospital bed ‘without her make-up’ and looking almost ‘like a little girl’, is 
perfectly poignant in evoking her simplicity and innocence. Though the scene is steeped in a 
high emotional delirium, it is soon perfectly balanced by Sally’s sharp wit as she informs the 
author-narrator that she had taken her liberty, of telling the nurse that it is the latter who is the 
father of her child, to avoid the complication and the awkwardness of being stereotyped as 
the ‘betrayed girl who gets abandoned by her lover’.  

            The element of paradox in Sally’s terrible sense of isolation is almost pathologically 
depicted, after she actually undergoes the abortion. She muses over this sense of distancing 
herself from the world – ‘People make me feel so tired’ and ambiguously tries to imagine 
herself having the baby, so as to occupy herself. It is the need for love and that softness of 
being loved that lulls her senses more than the chloroform that was applied during the 
operation. She engages in a dream like sequence, while narrating all this to the narrator, of 
those fictitious days in the future, when she would ‘go out and make love to filthy old men to 
get money to pay for its (her baby’s) food and clothes …’. Yet it is the determined 
melancholic mind that soon realises the horrible need to remain, particularly outside the 
implicated hetero-normative realm. It is only then, as Sally locates an agency to sensitize her 
emancipation and detect a possibility of acquiring an identity.  

            In this context, Monique Wittig’s feminist novel Les Guérillères, trans. David Le Vay 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), can be cited. Wittig mentions that it is only through the 
negation and the subversion of these essentialised zones of female experiences, that a woman 
can acquire emancipation. She voices her condemnation of these domesticated spaces of a 
mother, a wife or a lover that women are forced to occupy. Hence, in the novel, on behalf of 
those women, who wage an assumed war against patriarchy, Wittig states – “They say they 
must now stop exalting the vulva. They say that they must break the last bond that binds them 
to a dead culture”. Similarly, Sally almost in a state of oblivion, tells the author-narrator, 
about her inability to depend and establish any kind of attachment with men. Her precise 
sense of emotional isolation, provides her with a sense of detachment and unbelongingness as 
she states her conviction, “I don’t know … I feel as if I’d lost faith in men. I just haven’t any 
use for them at all …”  

            It can be mentioned that Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley 
(New York: Vintage, 1989), first published in 1949, created a furor in traditional France. It 
was only in 1944 that women in France won the right to vote and yet abortion and 
contraception were deemed to be illegal, both by the Catholic Church and the Communist 
Party in France. Albert Camus violently reacted to de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, 
particularly in her conceptualizing of the woman-mother in relation to men. In The Force of 
Circumstance (1968),de Beauvoir points out that even Camus accused her of  “making the 
French male look ridiculous”. In Isherwood’s novel Sally becomes distinctly delusive after 
her aborted pregnancy. It is the despair of loneliness that she discusses with the author-
narrator and foregrounds her paradoxical grief over her abortion and the need for a continuing 
of sense of emancipation. Her diatribe against the feminine experience of motherhood evokes 
de Beauvoir’s rejection of the politics of subordination with which she associates 
motherhood.  
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            Sally claims – “Having babies makes you feel awfully primitive, like a sort of wild 
animal or something, defending its young. Only the trouble is, I haven’t any young to defend 
… I expect that’s what makes me so frightfully bad tempered to everybody just now.”  In The 
Second Sex, de Beauvoir contests the female body in the larger psychosociological, cultural 
and political contexts and distanced herself, even in her real life, from the idea of 
motherhood. She prioritises that women are fundamentally generalised, in the maternal role 
and their experiences restrain them to an incorrigible domestic situation, without the agency 
to transcend their bodies and acquire their real identity. Sally’s rejection of motherhood is a 
militant defiance of the conventional role that women are expected to perform. Beauvoir 
states in The Second Sex, that for a man, the woman is “the sex … She is defined and 
differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the 
inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the 
Other.” 

            Isherwood never fails to make a brilliant sweep of the details of his own life, while 
writing most of his novels. It is the huge plethora of details, his experience in a foreign land 
and the overcoming uncertainties confronting him, that he records in his writing. In fact the 
tracing of Sally’s experience in Berlin, her erstwhile family in London and most importantly 
her brooding sense of solitude are all symptomatic of this terrible yet indispensable isolation 
that Isherwood chooses for himself. In the opening section of  Goodbye to Berlin [entitled as 
the  ‘A Berlin Diary – Autumn 1930’] the author-narrator states – “I am a camera with its 
shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking.” It asserts this sense of detached 
melancholy which records or captures, what it experiences and at the same time liberates 
itself from everything that it confronts. One of the primary reasons for Isherwood to break 
away from England and make his way to Berlin, was his lifelong disdain of authority. His 
mother’s animosity against Germany and the importance associated to the son of a war hero, 
gave the young author a strong impetus to abjure London, particularly for Germany. In the 
novel, similarly, Sally disowns herself from this sense of authority at the cost of travelling 
and staying all by herself in a dangerous city. She rebuffs her family, alters her name from 
Jackson Bowles and mockingly refers to her sister as an angel, who “would nearly die if she 
knew what an old whore I am.”  

            There are moments in the text, when Sally’s use of language, her wit and her entire 
appearance is perfectly remarkable to conceal the darker aspects of her life. When the author-
narrator visits Sally for the first time in her apartment, he observes that there is “…something 
so extraordinarily comic in Sally’s appearance.” It is the use of her brilliant tongue in cheek 
humour and her hyperbolic mannerisms that not only entices people but also enables her to 
disguise her essential self. While recollecting about her school days Sally mentions how she 
lied most hideously about her feigned pregnancy and got herself expelled, quite consciously, 
to escape the despairing authority of the school. This incident is perfectly reminiscent of Jean 
Ross, on whom the character of Sally Bowles is developed, most intimately. While talking 
about her family, quite early in the text, there is a brilliant shift in the tone. The omniscient 
narrative is magnificent to strike a note of casual waywardness and unfamiliarizing, typical of 
Sally to evade grief over unrequited love – she had to tell the first man who seduced her in 
London, only later, that she was a virgin.  

            In the novel, the central metaphor of 1930s Berlin is symptomatic of violence, 
melancholy and poverty. It is the city that provides him with an appropriate time in history, a 
number of distinct individuals, the philosophy of emancipation and the macabre reality of the 
growing consciousness of uncertainty. Isherwood’s treatment of Sally, becomes alarmingly, a 
constant awareness of this sense of a fragile existence. Peter Parker mentions, in Isherwood 
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(2004) [a biography], that for Isherwood, Berlin became a city of prime importance, 
particular in defiance of the hatred that his mother had for Germany, after the death of her 
husband in the World War I. The working class area of Kreuzberg, where he first moved in 
with Auden, also provided the author with the exact landscape for depicting the emotional 
morbidity and the bleak reality, in his novel. The growing terror of Nazism, the 
empowerment of Hitler and Goebbels in Berlin and Germany’s uncontrolled inflation of 
1923, creates the unnerving backdrop against which Sally locates herself. This post War 
economic depression and poverty, depicted in the novel, furiously alters the course of human 
actions.  

            Towards the end of the novel, Sally despairingly states that “… nowadays, you know, 
a girl can’t afford to keep a man waiting. If he asks her once and she refuses him, he may try 
somebody else. It’s all these surplus women”. Sally became extremely gullible to the 
advances of the young American, George P. Sanders. She allowed herself to be swindled, for 
the prospect of a career in Hollywood and a marriage. However, most importantly she intends 
to dispense her loneliness. It is the need for togetherness and an element of peace that she 
craves for. However, it is also the condition of the man, that arouses a tremendous sympathy 
in the mind of the readers. He is horribly miserable and impoverish, particularly when he was 
arrested in the bar. Instead of evoking repulsion, Sally felt horribly sad and cross with herself. 
Her humanitarian sympathy for the weak, her benevolence and her motherly concern never 
goes unnoticed. In her relationship with Klaus, there is almost a similar tendency. Klaus left 
for England, primarily to escape the poverty with a “… offer of a very good job, 
synchronizing music for the films”. It is the terrible situation of unrequited love and the 
political scenario of Berlin that made her extremely gloomy, yet she never loses her tender 
love and concern for others. With her motherly concern she broods about Klaus : “ I can’t be 
angry with the fool …. But what on earth’ll happen to his work, if he chucks himself at these 
women’s heads..” 

             The disappearance of Clive and the note that he left for Chris and Sally, is 
particularly ambivalent. However if we look into the preceding incidents, then there is almost 
a sense of inevitability of his action. This element of uncertainty and ambiguity about Clive is 
manifested, in the very beginning, when Sally and Chris were getting to know him. The 
author-narrator describes this air of detachment in Clive almost in a Gatsbian manner. Sally, 
on the other hand, in trying to find an agency of peace and relief from her drastic emotional 
condition, after the departure of Klaus, found in Clive an essential interruption with the 
identifiable sadness at the very crux of Clive’s mind. “He had about him that sad, American 
air of vagueness which is always attractive; doubly attractive in one who possessed so much 
money.” Hence it is again the economic situation of Berlin which becomes of prime 
importance, in the understanding of Clive’s sudden departure. It can be suggested that the 
harrowing turbulent situation of Sally and her absolute need for togetherness is symbolic  of 
the terrible economic condition of Germany that plays an appropriate medium in conveying 
the utter sense of destitution.  

            Hence Berlin becomes the ultimate destination for Sally, to detect and allow her 
visceral emotions to elementalise with the very backdrop against which she sings her love 
song. It is after  Clive’s departure that Sally expresses her cathartic state of mind, almost in a 
cixousian manner – “…. I’m beginning to think that men are always going to leave me … But 
seriously, I believe I’m a sort of Ideal Woman, if you know what I mean. I’m the sort of 
woman who can take men away from their wives, but I could never keep anybody for long. 
And that’s because I’m the type which every man imagines he wants, until he gets me; and 
then he finds he doesn’t really, after all .” It is only at the end that the author-narrator conveys 
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this idea of vagueness with which Sally sinks away from the narrative. It is this absolute 
evocation of unbelongingness and fragility which is perceptible and remains, undoubtedly, 
Sally’s most powerful index of incorporating melancholia and empowerment.  

               The ambiguity incorporated in the depiction of Sally Bowles, is ideally there in the 
heart of the city where the novel is set. Despite the violence and the unnerving political 
situation, one looks back on 1930s Berlin as the seat of cultural and aesthetic revolution. The 
financial and emotional adversities cast upon Sally, is perennial and recurrent. She not only 
becomes a part of it but also appropriates her melancholic temperament, quite paradoxiacally, 
to trace her own legitimized identity.  
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