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The Third Policeman Flann O Brien

The Third Policeman Flann O'Brien Flann O'Brien, one of Ireland’s most renowned and inventive
writers, crafted a literary masterpiece that continues to captivate readers and critics alike—The Third
Policeman. This novel, often regarded as a surreal and humorous exploration of existential themes,
showcases O'Brien's unique narrative style and philosophical depth. In this article, we delve into the
intricacies of The Third Policeman, exploring its plot, themes, characters, and significance in literary
history.

Introduction to Flann O'Brien and The Third Policeman

Who Was Flann O'Brien?
Born Brian O'Nolan in 1911, Flann O'Brien was an Irish novelist, satirist, and playwright known for
his wit, humor, and inventive storytelling. Under the pen name Flann O'Brien, he authored several
influential works, with The Third Policeman being his most enigmatic and celebrated novel. O'Brien's
writing often blends elements of Irish folklore, philosophy, and absurdist humor. His style is
characterized by playful language, metafictional techniques, and a penchant for exploring the nature
of reality and identity.

The Origins and Publication of The Third Policeman
The Third Policeman was written in the early 1940s but remained unpublished during O'Brien's
lifetime due to fears of censorship and its unconventional style. It was only published posthumously in
1967, nearly two decades after O'Brien’s death in 1966. The novel has since gained a cult following
and is considered a classic of 20th-century Irish literature.

Plot Overview of The Third Policeman

A Surreal Journey into Absurdity
At its core, The Third Policeman follows an unnamed narrator who is obsessed with the idea of
stealing a bicycle, which leads him into a series of bizarre and philosophical encounters. The story is
set in a strange, timeless Irish landscape inhabited by peculiar characters and governed by illogical
rules. The protagonist becomes involved with a mysterious police station, run by bizarre policemen,
including the sinister and enigmatic De Selby, a philosopher whose theories influence the universe of
the novel. The narrative explores themes of death, eternity, and the fluidity of identity, all wrapped in
a humorous and surreal tone.

Main Events and Highlights
- The narrator's theft of a bicycle and subsequent encounter with policemen who seem more
interested in philosophical debates than law enforcement. - The discovery of a strange, otherworldly
town where time and space are distorted. - Encounters with characters such as Fox and Sullivan, who
embody absurdity and philosophical musings. - The revelation of the narrator's own death and his
journey into the afterlife, where concepts of existence and consciousness are challenged. - The novel’s



climax involves a metaphysical exploration of reality, culminating in a paradoxical understanding of
life and death.

Major Themes and Symbols

Existentialism and the Nature of Reality
The Third Policeman delves into existentialist ideas, questioning what constitutes reality and whether
identity persists beyond death. The novel’s surreal setting blurs the line between life and the afterlife,
prompting readers to contemplate the nature of existence.

Absurdity and Humor
O'Brien employs humor to satirize bureaucracy, philosophy, and Irish culture. The absurd situations
and dialogue serve to critique societal norms while entertaining the reader.

Philosophy of De Selby
De Selby, a fictional philosopher within the novel, propounds bizarre theories about the universe, such
as the idea that the earth is flat and that time is cyclical. His ideas influence the narrative's
metaphysical musings.

Symbols in the Novel
- The Bicycle: Represents mobility, freedom, and the crossing between worlds. - The Policemen:
Embody authority, absurdity, and the philosophical chaos governing the universe. - The Town: A
liminal space that exists outside conventional reality. - The Bicycle Pump: Symbolizes the compression
of time and space, and the fluidity of existence.

Characters in The Third Policeman

Primary Characters

The Narrator: An unnamed protagonist whose obsession with theft leads him into a metaphysical1.
adventure.
De Selby: A fictional philosopher whose theories influence the universe of the novel.2.
Policemen: Including the sinister policeman and the more comedic characters, representing3.
authority and absurdity.
Fox: A mysterious figure who guides the narrator through his journey.4.
Sullivan: A fellow traveler who shares insights into the strange world they inhabit.5.

Secondary Characters
- The townspeople, who seem detached from reality. - The bicycle repairman, symbolizing the
mechanical and cyclical nature of the universe.
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Literary Significance and Critical Reception

Innovative Narrative Style
The Third Policeman is celebrated for its inventive use of language, metafictional devices, and surreal
imagery. O'Brien’s playful manipulation of narrative conventions challenges readers’ perceptions and
expectations.

Philosophical Depth
The novel’s exploration of existential themes aligns it with philosophical literature, yet its humorous
tone makes these ideas accessible and engaging.

Influence on Literature
The novel has influenced writers such as David Lynch and Haruki Murakami, who also explore surreal
and metaphysical themes. Its innovative approach has inspired countless works in postmodern
literature.

Legacy and Adaptations

While The Third Policeman has not been adapted into a major film or stage production, its influence
persists in various cultural works. The novel's themes continue to resonate, and its status as a cult
classic endures.

Posthumous Publication and Recognition
The delayed publication allowed O'Brien’s work to gain recognition posthumously, solidifying his
legacy as a pioneer of Irish and surrealist literature.

Conclusion: Why Read The Third Policeman?

The Third Policeman Flann O'Brien remains a landmark in literary history due to its inventive
narrative, philosophical insights, and humor. It challenges conventional storytelling and invites
readers to question reality, identity, and existence itself. Whether approached as a philosophical
novel, a satire, or a surreal adventure, it offers a unique reading experience that continues to inspire
and intrigue. Key Takeaways: - Flann O'Brien’s The Third Policeman blends surrealism with
philosophical inquiry. - The novel explores themes of death, eternity, and the nature of reality through
absurd humor and symbolism. - Its innovative style has influenced modern literature and remains
relevant today. - Posthumously published, it has attained cult status and is considered a masterpiece
of Irish literature. For those interested in exploring the boundaries of imagination and thought, The
Third Policeman is an essential read that promises both entertainment and profound reflection. Meta
Description: Discover the surreal world of Flann O'Brien's The Third Policeman. Explore its plot,
themes, characters, and significance in Irish and modern literature in this comprehensive guide.

The Third Policeman by Flann O'Brien is a literary masterpiece that defies conventional classification,
blending elements of absurdist fiction, philosophical inquiry, and dark humor into a surreal narrative



universe. This novel, often regarded as O'Brien’s most ambitious and enigmatic work, invites readers
into a bizarre world where the boundaries between reality and illusion blur, and where the mundane
is infused with the uncanny. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the themes, characters,
stylistic features, and interpretative layers of The Third Policeman, offering a detailed analysis for
both new readers and seasoned enthusiasts.

Introduction: The Enigma of The Third Policeman

The Third Policeman by Flann O'Brien is a novel that challenges straightforward reading. Published
posthumously in 1967, the book was written during the 1930s but remained unpublished for decades
due to its unconventional nature. Its narrative revolves around an unnamed protagonist who becomes
embroiled in a strange world inhabited by eccentric policemen, peculiar philosophies, and
metaphysical puzzles. The novel’s recurring motifs—such as bicycles, eternity, and the nature of
existence—serve as gateways into a philosophical exploration of identity, reality, and the absurdity of
human life.

Background and Context

Flann O'Brien: The Writer Behind the Work

Before delving into the novel itself, understanding Flann O'Brien (the pen name of Brian O'Nolan) is
crucial. An Irish novelist and satirist, O'Brien was known for his wit, linguistic inventiveness, and
penchant for subverting literary conventions. His work often critiques Irish society, explores
philosophical questions, and employs humor as a means of probing deeper truths. The Third
Policeman exemplifies these traits, combining satire with a metaphysical inquiry.

The Novel’s Origins and Posthumous Publication

Written during the 1930s, the manuscript was lost for years and only published after O'Brien’s death.
Its delayed publication contributed to its mystique, allowing readers and critics to interpret it through
various lenses—existential, absurdist, postmodern, and more.

Plot Overview (Without Spoiling Too Much)

While avoiding detailed spoilers, it’s helpful to understand the general structure of The Third
Policeman. The story follows an unnamed narrator who commits a murder and then escapes into a
surreal landscape inhabited by strange policemen and philosophical figures. The narrative is non-
linear, often looping back on itself, reflecting themes of eternity and cyclical time. The protagonist’s
journey is intertwined with discussions about bicycles, the nature of consciousness, and the paradoxes
of existence—elements that form the core of the novel’s thematic universe.

Major Themes and Motifs

Reality and Illusion1.

One of the defining features of The Third Policeman is its exploration of what constitutes reality. The
boundaries between the real world, dreams, and hallucinations are intentionally blurred, leading
readers to question whether the events are happening, are imagined, or are part of a metaphysical
realm.

The Nature of Existence1.

O'Brien delves into existential questions—what does it mean to be alive? What is the nature of the
self? The novel suggests that identity is fluid and perhaps illusory, emphasizing the cyclical nature of
being.
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Bicycles and the Concept of Eternity1.

Bicycles are a recurring motif, symbolizing movement, progress, and even the soul. The novel posits a
metaphysical universe where bicycles are linked to the soul’s journey, and ownership or mastery of a
bicycle is akin to understanding one’s place in the universe.

Absurdism and Humor1.

Despite its philosophical depth, the novel employs absurd humor to underscore the futility of human
endeavors and the illogical nature of life. The policemen themselves are comically bizarre figures,
embodying authority and absurdity simultaneously.

Key Characters and Archetypes

The Narrator: An unnamed man caught in a surreal world, representing the everyman’s quest for1.
meaning.
The Policemen: Eccentric figures who serve as both authority figures and symbols of absurdity.2.
They are often philosophical in their dialogue, embodying the novel’s exploration of morality and
truth.
De Selby: A fictional philosopher whose ideas influence the novel’s metaphysics. Flann O'Brien’s3.
nod to De Selby adds a layer of satirical commentary on Irish intellectual traditions.
The Bicycle: Not a character in the traditional sense but a symbolic presence representing the soul,4.
progress, and eternity.

Stylistic Features and Literary Devices

Surrealism and Absurdism

O'Brien employs surreal imagery and fantastical scenarios, creating a dreamlike atmosphere that
challenges rational interpretation. The bizarre policemen, impossible landscapes, and paradoxes
contribute to an absurdist tone reminiscent of Kafka or Beckett.

Language and Wordplay

The novel is rich in inventive language, puns, and linguistic humor, which serve to both entertain and
deepen its philosophical themes. O'Brien’s playful use of language invites multiple interpretations and
highlights the fluidity of meaning.

Non-linear Narrative

The story’s structure defies chronological order, looping and circling back on itself, emphasizing
themes of cyclical time and eternal recurrence.

Philosophical Dialogues

The characters often engage in lengthy dialogues discussing metaphysical concepts, echoing the style
of Socratic questioning but infused with humor and absurdity.

Interpretative Layers

Philosophical Inquiry

The Third Policeman can be read as a meditation on the nature of existence, consciousness, and the
afterlife. The novel suggests that understanding reality requires transcending conventional
perceptions.

Satire and Critique



The novel satirizes Irish intellectualism, bureaucracy, and the human obsession with progress. The
policemen’s absurdity reflects societal follies and the pretensions of authority.

Postmodern Elements

With its self-referential humor, metafictional tendencies, and questioning of narrative authority, the
novel prefigures postmodern literature.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Initially unpublished, The Third Policeman has grown in stature over the decades, influencing writers
like David Lynch and Terry Gilliam. Its profound philosophical insights combined with humor and
absurdity make it a unique literary achievement. Critics praise its inventive language, layered
symbolism, and daring exploration of metaphysical questions.

How to Approach Reading The Third Policeman

Read Multiple Times: Due to its complexity, rereading helps uncover deeper layers.1.
Embrace the Absurd: Don’t seek conventional logic; enjoy the surreal and humorous elements.2.
Reflect on Themes: Consider how the motifs relate to philosophical questions about life and death.3.
Research Context: Familiarity with Irish literary traditions and philosophy enriches understanding.4.

Conclusion: Why The Third Policeman Endures

The Third Policeman by Flann O'Brien remains a compelling exploration of human existence wrapped
in absurdist humor and surreal imagery. Its innovative style and profound themes challenge readers
to reconsider assumptions about reality, identity, and eternity. Whether seen as a philosophical
treatise, a satire, or a work of surreal fiction, the novel’s enduring appeal lies in its ability to provoke
thought while delighting in linguistic and imaginative play. For those willing to venture into its
strange universe, The Third Policeman offers a rewarding journey into the heart of the absurd and the
mysteries of being.

Questions & Answers About the third policeman flann o
brien

No Question Answer

1 What are the main themes
explored in Flann O'Brien's 'The
Third Policeman'?

The novel explores themes such as the nature of reality
and perception, the absurdity of existence, the concept of
death and the afterlife, and the fluidity of identity, often
blending humor with philosophical inquiry.

2 How does 'The Third Policeman'
reflect postmodern literary
techniques?

The book employs non-linear narrative, metafictional
elements, and a playful use of language to challenge
traditional storytelling, making it a seminal work in
postmodern literature.

3 Who are the main characters in
'The Third Policeman' and what
roles do they play?

The central characters include the unnamed narrator, who
is a criminal seeking a buried treasure, and the enigmatic
policeman De Selby, along with other bizarre figures like
the bicycle enthusiasts and the mysterious policeman in
the third policeman's world, all contributing to the novel's
surreal atmosphere.
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4 What is the significance of
bicycles in 'The Third
Policeman'?

Bicycles symbolize the interconnectedness of life, the cycle
of existence, and serve as a recurring motif that blurs the
line between the physical and metaphysical realms within
the novel.

5 How has 'The Third Policeman'
influenced contemporary fiction
and popular culture?

The novel's inventive narrative and dark humor have
inspired writers like David Lynch and Terry Gilliam, and
elements of its absurdity and philosophical depth appear in
films, TV shows, and other literary works exploring
existential themes.

6 What is the significance of the
title 'The Third Policeman'?

The title refers to the mysterious and surreal presence of
an additional policeman in the story's universe,
symbolizing the absurdity and layered reality that
challenge the protagonist's understanding of the world.

7 Is 'The Third Policeman'
considered Flann O'Brien's most
important work?

Yes, 'The Third Policeman' is widely regarded as Flann
O'Brien's masterpiece, admired for its inventive style,
humor, and philosophical depth, and is considered a classic
of 20th-century Irish literature.

Irish literature, surrealism, satire, police, absurdism, detective fiction, post-war Ireland, dark humor,
metafiction, crime novel
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