(I include the bit about the JRF because Tom was so chuffed that I got the job at St
John’s, and approved of Oxford much more after that.)
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The two main ways in which Tom affected the course of my education and career
were languages, and the interaction between literary studies and science. Tom was a
brilliant linguist (even when putting on his bad Bavarian accent in German).
Languages were for Tom a way of connecting with people in ways one can’t when just
speaking English (or just Polish or just German), and a way of getting to the heart of a
country and a culture – as in this email.
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And he’d always encourage me to use my languages similarly, as when I was looking
for jobs in Berlin for my year abroad during my BA, and he suggested I 1) write to the
Ministry for Women, Youth, and other Malcontents, or 2) ask the German President
for a job (here’s the email address of the whole German government) – or 3) maybe
the German version of British Waterways (or on second thoughts maybe not). I don’t
think I ever took up any of these excellent suggestions; languages were for me,
initially, mostly a way of engaging with the literatures of Europe.
And my choice of degree subject – French and German, and, at Oxford, therefore
mostly literature – was thus a move away from my family of scientists. But gradually
got more and more frustrated with the traditional ways of studying literature – and
their non-cumulative, sometimes introverted or deliberately obscurist nature – and
started wanting to use science – and do experiments.
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I somehow found myself gravitating towards vision – not deliberately to follow in
Tom’s footsteps, but as an interest that emerged naturally out of my interest in how
Kafka evokes space in his fictions. So although I haven’t yet worked out how I can
make the luminance and red-green Fourier spectra of fruit and leaves in Ugandan
rainforests relevant to Thomas Mann, I did find there was more and more
convergence with some of Tom’s research areas.
I recently found online a PowerPoint presentation in which Tom presents a rather
similar argument relating to film to what I’ve used in relation to literature: drawing on
change blindness work (like Sue’s and his 1995 experiment) and other arguments to
dismantle the ‘picture theory’ of vision in order to talk about the instability and
gappiness of the visual world of films (something I’ve also demonstrated about
Kafka’s fictional worlds).
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His talk, like many of mine, used some of Joly’s lovely illustrations…
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…but he concludes his presentation (illustrating his point about classes of stimuli that
are ‘both pleasurable and aversive’) with this lovely image – not one I’ve used yet,
though I think I’ll have to one day.
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Tom was also (along with Sue, and Adam, a very supportive third parent) an
important influence in encouraging me to actually test real readers, first in a very
simple experiment which he was brave enough to be among the first subjects of, and
more recently in a more ambitious study on Kafka.
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This is what Tom imagined when he read the opening of The Castle.
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I pestered him in what must have been a pretty tiresome way about all the things I
didn’t know about experimental design, and some of our email exchanges show him
getting slightly frustrated with me – which is fair enough.
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But he helped steer me away from the pitfalls of completely impractical
methodologies (as in when people talk about methods that work seemingly by magic,
and Tom saw the sleight of hand), and, no less important, let me use his office at the
department for testing, as well as helping me advertise for participants. He was
delighted about an eye-tracking project I’ve just begun with the psychology fellow at
St John’s, whom he also knew, of course. Collaborative work is uncommon in the
humanities, but as we’ve heard, it was what Tom loved most about science, and was
best at: getting people together to do more and better than they could have done in
isolation. I want to follow his example in this regard.
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It wasn’t always straightforward – as he said at one point, there are all sorts of things
he would have wanted to advise if I’d been doing a psychology PhD, and if I hadn’t
been his daughter, but that he couldn’t really insist on. But I’d hoped that, with him
speaking at a conference coming up next month, in which he was going to discuss
how his film work could be connected with my work on literature, we might begin a
proper collaboration of some sort. Steve Hinde has kindly agreed to step in and
discuss a similar topic, and perhaps he and I will be able to pursue that line of
research together.
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It’s a shame we never got to work together closely, but I really want to try to use his
presence measure in work on literature, and to continue to explore other areas of his
work which I know less about. In his six minutes, Joly will be talking about how his
research now overlaps with Tom’s in quite different ways. I think he’d have been very
happy at the thought of both his children doing research inspired in some ways by his
own.
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I don’t want to pretend to do what I might have done if he were still here, but to try
to build on what he taught me, and how he helped me to learn to love asking big
questions and being confident that one could find ways of answering them.
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