
 

The Unnamed by Joshua Ferris--- Feedback 

The English reading groups in Berlin meetings on Wed 7th, Fri  9th, Wed 14th and Thurs 15th 

September. 

An American dream turning into a nightmare? A man struck down by a mystery illness.  A 

horrifying and deeply sad story. An unnerving portrait of a man stripped of civilisation’s 

defences. An almost unbearable love story. These are first impressions gleaned from the 

cover. I wasn’t too sure myself if I wanted to read The Unnamed when my husband 

recommended it as an original and extraordinary piece of writing.  Love it or hate it, Joshua 

Ferris is an imaginative and new talent. 

Even so,The Unnamed proved too unnerving and depressing for many. This became clear 

from the first meeting. Numbers attending dropped dramatically and of those who came, 

the majority disliked the book or hadn’t managed to finish reading it. Some younger 

members absolutely loved it but they were definitely in the minority. Why? 

The Unnamed is an uncomfortable read focusing on the impact of disease on a man and his 

family. We are introduced to Tim Farnsworth, who appears to be living the American dream. 

He is a youngish partner in a New York law firm, a trial attorney with a reputation for both 

diligence and brilliance. He is "a handsome, healthy man, ridiculously horse-healthy and 

ageing with the grace of a matinee idol". He has a wife, an estate agent, whom he loves, and 

a teenage daughter, and they live in a house with eight bedrooms in a smart and safe 

suburb of the city. 

From the beginning of the book, it’s clear something is wrong, but his problem is unknown 

and unnamed, so we can only guess at the full extent of its strangeness. Farnsworth arrives 

home as usual but he knows straightaway something has changed irrevocably for him, and it 

is obvious that it is not the first time he has had that feeling. He knows for certain, for 

example, that "he is going to lose the house and everything in it. The rare pleasure of a bath, 

the copper pots hanging above the kitchen island, his family – again he would lose his 

family." He goes upstairs to where his wife, Jane, is in bed reading, and when she glances up 

at him she knows immediately too. 

Their response to this knowledge is even more curious. Jane dresses her husband in thermal 

underwear and a heavy fleece and a coat and hiking boots. Fighting tears, she packs him a 

rucksack with a GPS system, an inflatable pillow, eyedrops, dry skin lotion. And then she lies 

beside him on the bed, trying not to sleep. Neither of them wants to do any of this, it is clear, 

but both of them have long ago stopped resisting; Ferris is particularly good at making it feel 

like their fate. At one point Jane offers to handcuff her husband to the bedframe but he 

shakes his head wearily; they have tried that, just as they have tried everything else. When 

Jane wakes up, her husband has gone, as we guessed he would be. All of this is very 



disturbing and chilling. The early part of the novel has the air of a mystery. Is he on the run? 

Why is he so frightened? We’re drawn in to the story, having to know more. Even those of 

us who didn’t appreciate the whole novel, felt compelled to read on at this point. 

Farnsworth, we learn, is a compulsive walker. He is not the typical mid-life male deserter 

going out  to fetch a pint of milk and never coming back. Rather, it becomes clear, he has a 

compulsion that few doctors have ever believed and none has understood: his legs are his 

masters. When they have to go he has no power to stop them; and he is compelled to 

continue his long march until he is overcome by tiredness and lays himself down to sleep. 

His efforts to overcome this compulsion, and his powerlessness against it, are the whole 

drama and substance of the book, which is punctuated by Jane desperately searching for 

her husband in parking lots and beside freeways, blistered, wind-burnt, broken and 

slumbering, before bundling him back into the car, and waiting for the next time. 

As he walks we watch how Farnsworth's  affliction destroys every element of his life. He gets 

up from meetings with an important client on a murder charge - a not quite realised subplot 

-   and just keeps walking; wired up in a cycle helmet brain scanner, he walks into a 

courtroom and, to the judge's surprise, goes straight out the other side. We wondered why 

he doesn’t try more to rescue himself from his compulsion.  (Why doesn't he phone home 

straight away? Tranquilise himself? Tie his ankles together?) Ferris doesn’t give answers and 

quite frankly some aspects of the plot are unconvincing. What did convince us was the 

unbearable but moving love story of two people having to cope with the effects of a 

debilitating illness. 

Jane and Tim are in their marriage for the long haul. Jane especially has to decide whether 

she can cope. Her quality of  life is  constantly under threat. Being his carer is exhausting and 

demanding and disruptive. She wrestles with the dilemma, sometimes being tempted to 

leave. There is one superb scene when, Jane, whilst out shopping, runs into a really good-

looking man at the meat counter. Her reaction – one where she quietly contemplates just 

walking out of the store with this man and restarting her life – reminded us that Jane  is 

human and frail with real desires and weaknesses.The stress of the situation gets to her and 

she takes to drinking, little by little.  But she loves him - to the end. Her marriage vows are 

paramount.. 

Sickness and death, caretaking, the martyrdom of marriage – that was fluff stuff. When the 

vows kick in, you don’t even blink. You just do. She had to be up for it. 

Ferris lays out a direct connection between Tim's malady and Jane's own eventual  

breakdown. The love between husband and wife is palpable. They care about each other 

deeply, and they enjoy passion when they can. But when Tim starts to walk, Jane is driven 

nearly mad with fear for his safety. Ferris reveals the unravelling of Tim's life with 

tenderness and compassion. Naturally Jane and their daughter Becka are profoundly 

affected, and one of Tim's many concerns is the damage his malady is doing to them. Becka, 



an overweight teenager, has  also clearly suffered. Her development into an understanding 

and loving carer for her father is very moving. Their bonding over watching hours of Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer is unforgettable and realistic. 

 Another of Tim’s  overwhelming concerns is ignorance of what it is that afflicts him. Until 

the walking begins, Tim's outlook on life is positive: “Before he got sick, he was under the 

illusion that he needed only to seek help from the medical community, and then all that 

American ingenuity, all that researched enlightenment, would bring about his inalienable 

right to good health.” But as Tim learns, such a right does not exist, and some problems 

cannot be solved. 

After yet another series of tests, the results are unhelpful: “There was neither positive proof 

of mental illness nor the negative confirmation of a medical disease. It was more of the 

same, exactly what he feared – greater inconclusiveness, additional absence of evidence, the 

final barrier removed from boundless interpretation. He was anything anyone wanted him to 

be – a nutcase, a victim, a freak, a mystery.” 

The Unnamed tackles important issues imaginatively. Ferris delves into the fundamentals of 

what it means to be a human being in this world with all the complications of career, love, 

parenthood, spirituality and, ultimately, selfhood - a self marred by a cruel, unidentifiable 

illness. These themes impressed our younger members.  Perhaps as we get older we fear 

illness more, our vulnerability is more acute, we have wrestled with life’s problems for 

longer and we have learnt not to take life or our health for granted.  

Our Comments 

“ It was ironic that having discussed we should never take our health for granted, especially 

being able to walk, the very next day I found I couldn’t step on my right foot without pain!  

The main character couldn’t stop walking and here I was hobbling along!” 

“I read it very quickly and got very involved with the characters. I was captivated by the 

book but at a loss what to make of it at the end.” 

“ I gave up. It was so depressing for me. It was too sad – there was nothing positive about 

it.” 

“It was a very strange book. I couldn’t make up my mind about it.” 

“ What a great love story - they never stop loving each other through thick and thin.” 

“ It’s a book you reflect on long after you finish it.” 

“A fascinating read - it felt rather like sci-fi.” 

“ I got very angry with it because I couldn’t understand it.” 



“ Creepy, obsessional but gripping.” 

“ There were so many Americanisms I found it hard to read.” 

“There were some inconstancies - is the health service in USA really willing to treat a patient 

without ID?” 

“I had great expecations at the beginning but I thought Ferris lost his way.” 

“Modern life is like a gerbil wheel – we go round and round and can’t get off.” 

“ I found the subject very interesting - the difference between mind and body.” 

“ It raised a lot of questions - how illness impacts on a family and in the workplace. But it 

was a little thin for 300 pages. The focus is too much on the protagonist, I wanted to know 

more about the reactions of his colleagues and his family.” 

“I didn’t get very far with it. It felt very strange and off the wall. The Finkler Question had 

been very insightful – this book just didn’t make sense to me.” 

“It reminded me a lot of Forrest Gump.” 

“ It wasn’t my cup of tea. I didn’t finish it although I liked the story of the daughter.” 

“ I thought the book was complete and utter rubbish!” 

“It was good to emphasise the impact of serious illness on the whole family , not just on the 

patient.” 

“ I got aggressive while reading it. It was a very tough read and unsettling.” 

“ As one gets older one fears illness more and losing one’s faculties.” 

“Too many details were missed out - like how did he have a pee!”  

“ I loved it - it was brilliantly done. Very compelling how everything is finally stripped away 

by illness. It is the ultimate love story - very touching.” 

“ The themes of dualism - mind and body – free will etc were fascinating.” 

“I’m not sure I was able to get it although I liked reading it - there were too many concepts - 

a love story, crime story, office story, metaphysical elements thrown in. It was all mixed up - 

I thought it would have benefited from better editing!” 

“I thought the message was spelt out on page 2 – not to take your life for granted. This I 

already knew. “ 

“ The main character is very lucky to have his wife and daughter’s love to the very end.” 



“Ferris is telling something intelligent and relevant – burt why so many details? It eventually 

became boring. I had to force myself to read it sometimes” 

“ I absolutely loved it. It asked questions I’m very interested in. Are we mind/ are we body? 

For me there was one big point after another. It was like a kind of therapy – it calmed me 

down - I found myself appreciating the time I had to sit on the balcony and read and I took 

the time to look at the trees and birds.” 

“ I enjoyed every minute of reading it. But I didn’t quite understand the ending.” 

“ His intellectual joy was being stripped away from him. His sense of his madness was very 

moving.” 

“It’s insane to have taboos over sickness. Mental health is still something most people are 

ashamed to admit - especially at work.” 

“ We can be too soon to judge. My father was often mistaken for being drunk. He suffered 

from Parkinson’s Disease and could often only shuffle backwards. As the illness affected his 

balance, he could sometimes ride his bicycle or swim when he could not walk. I learnt at an 

early age not to make assumptions about disability.” 

“ Ferris has written a thought provoking novel but it has quite a few flaws. There were times 

when I nearly gave up on it. I would never have read this book if we hadn’t been discussing 

it in the groups. I’m pleased I made the effort and had the disciplne of the group to spur me 

on to finish it.” 

“ The power of the natural world , hinting at global warming, was effective. We live such 

busy lives we often are immune to the weather, until we are forced to take notice.” 

“ Life work balance is another theme. And not really needing all the material things we can 

aspire to. Tim and Jane move from a huge house to a one bedroom apartment and are very 

content. Jane had started to find so much space oppressive. “ 

“ I lived in Copengahen for some time and experienced a very good life work balance.” 

“ The workaholic culture dominates in the US and the UK.” 

“The unnamed illness can be seen as a metaphor for the sickness of modern society.”  

“ Modern marriage so often ends in divorce. Tim and Jane do everything in their power to 

make their marriage work. Jane is especially loyal - possibly too much so.” 

Recommended 

An original, imaginative and challenging read. Not for the faint hearted. Deeply sad but 

moving. Mixed reactions to the book led to fascinating discussions. 



  

 


