
"Where else to row, but backward?" 
Addressing Caribbean Futures 
through Re-visions of the Past 

P A U L A B U R N E T T 

D K R E K W A L C O T T ' S F I G U R E o f the rower, i n t r o d u c e d as a key 
image i n Another Life nea r ly a qua r t e r o f a cen tu ry ago, bears 
in te res t ing ly o n a p p r o a c h e s to h is tory i n six recen t works o f 
a n g l o p h o n e C a r i b b e a n l i t e ra ture . " W h e r e else to row, bu t back
ward?" ( Collected Poems 217) seems at first to suggest a c o m p u l s i v e 
r ev i s i t i ng o f the past, but , o n r e f l e c t i o n , a m o r e c o m p l e x mean 
i n g emerges: t a k i n g his bea r ings by that w h i c h he has left b e h i n d , 
his past, the rower p roceeds backwards i n t o an u n k n o w n future. 
It is a n a m b i g u o u s , t r i cky figure. A d v e r s a r i a l po l i t i c s can be 
c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e , as W a l c o t t argues p rovoca t ive ly i n his 1974 

essay " T h e M u s e o f His to ry . " D i r e c t o p p o s i t i o n c a n n o t escape 
c o n f i r m i n g the p o w e r o f the cent re : "by o p e n l y fighting t r ad i t i on 
we pe rpe tua te it; . . . r e v o l u t i o n a r y l i t e ra ture is a filial i m p u l s e . " 
T h e rea l r e v o l u t i o n is i n the t r ickster 's resistance, the A n a n s i -
stance, w h i c h subverts f r o m w i t h i n , of ten by a m i m i c r y accep ted 
f r o m the cent re as de fe rence w h e n its t rue m e a n i n g is def iance . 
W a l c o t t col lapses F ran tz F a n o n 's three phases o f an t i - co lon i a l 
resistance ( 1 7 8 - 7 9 ) back i n t o the first, a s s imi l a t ion , bu t i n re
verse. H e asserts that "matur i ty is the a s s imi l a t i on o f the features 
o f every ancestor"; for h i m , the p o s t c o l o n i a l artists' task is no t to 
be ass imi la ted bu t to ass imilate , h y b r i d i z i n g the p l u r a l t rad i t ions 
they i n h e r i t to express the i r o w n e x p e r i e n c e a n d c u l t u r a l m e a n 
ings ( 111 ). 

W a l c o t t l o n g has a d o p t e d a c r i t i ca l stance towards the dis
course o f history. H e praises those wri ters o f the A m e r i c a s w h o 
"reject the i d e a o f h is tory as t i m e fo r its o r i g i n a l c o n c e p t as m y t h , 
the pa r t i a l r eca l l o f the race" ( "The M u s e o f H i s t o r y " 111 ). T h e r e 
are two c r u c i a l d i s t i nc t i ons i n his use o f the t e r m "myth" : m y t h as 
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c o l l a p s i n g l i n e a r h is tory i n a c o n t i n u o u s present a n d m y t h as 
selective co l l ec t ive m e m o r y — " t h e pa r t i a l r eca l l o f the race." T h e 
q u e s t i o n o f w h e r e to row i n Another Life e l ic i t s this answer: 

Where else t o row, b u t b a c k w a r d ? 
B e y o n d o r i g i n s , to t h e w h a l e ' s w a s h , 
to t h e e p i c a n t h i c A r a w a k ' s H e w a n o r a . . . 

T h e objec t ive is to go b a c k to o r i g i n s n o t i n r e c o r d e d h is tory bu t 
i n wha t it o b s c u r e s — t o m y t h . A d i s t inc t ive feature o f some 
recen t C a r i b b e a n w r i t i n g , i n c l u d i n g Walco t t ' s , is, however , its 
r e t u r n to h i s to r i ca l scenar ios . In terms o f the co l l ec t ive psyche, 
we m a y ask, is this a r e t u r n o f the repressed , a n d does it therefore 
represen t a p a i n f u l process b u t o n e w h i c h is necessary to hea l 
ing? Is it a M a r x i s t s e l f - empowerment by the re t r ieval o f a h i s to r i 
ca l perspect ive? Is it, i n L i n d a H u t c h e o n ' s phrase , a case o f 
wri ters c o n f r o n t i n g "the a m n e s i a o f c o l o n i a l i s m t h r o u g h t h e 

m e m o r y o f p o s t - c o l o n i a l i s m " ( 170)? O r is it a case o f the "pa r t i a l 
r e c a l l " o f m y t h , the n a r r a t i o n o f a m y t h i f i e d past w h i c h is gea r ed 
to the fu ture , the l a n d m a r k s o f the past p r o v i d i n g bea r ings for 
the rower? U s i n g a f r a m e w o r k o f Walco t t ' s ideas, I p r o p o s e to 
c o n s i d e r s o m e o f the mos t r ecen t w o r k o f V . S. N a i p a u l , W i l s o n 
H a r r i s , a n d Walco t t , a n d a t r i o o f y o u n g e r Guyanese wri ters: 
P a u l i n e M e l v i l l e , D a v i d D a b y d e e n , a n d F r e d D ' A g u i a r . 1 A l l o f the 
works have b e e n p u b l i s h e d s ince 1994, th ree o f t h e m i n 1997, 

bu t they are n o t d i scussed i n c h r o n o l o g i c a l o rder , r a the r i n a 
d i scurs ive sequence . A l l p r o m i n e n t texts, w i d e l y r ev i ewed no t 
j u s t i n the C a r i b b e a n b u t i n the n o r t h e r n m é t r o p o l e s (where the 
au tho r s s p e n d mos t o f t he i r t i m e ) , they p r o v i d e a k i n d o f snap
shot o f l i t e ra ry t endenc ies . O t h e r texts m i g h t suggest o t h e r 
pat terns, b u t these, howeve r a rb i t ra r i ly , c a n be v i e w e d as a k i n d o f 
g r o u p , w i t h r e l a t ed c o n c e r n s . 

T o g e t h e r they i nd i ca t e , su rp r i s i ng ly pe rhaps , a n a lmos t obses
sive r ev i s i t i ng o f the r e g i o n ' s past, o f ten r e c o u n t i n g the m o s t 
u n s p e a k a b l e events o f b o t h ear ly a n d m o d e r n history, i n c l u d i n g 
the h o r r o r s o f " A m e r i n d i a n " g e n o c i d e a n d the A t l a n t i c slave-
t rade (the t e r m A m e r i n d i a n is u sed he re , as it is u sed i n G u y a n a , 
r a the r t h a n "Na t ive A m e r i c a n , " w h i c h evokes N o r t h A m e r i c a ) . It 
m i g h t seem that Walco t t ' s c ry fo r m y t h ins tead o f h is tory has 
b e e n lost o n the w i n d as the m i l l e n n i u m ends wi th a taste for 
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apoca lyp t i c narra t ive , despi te the fact that the r eg ion ' s h is tory o f 
g e n o c i d e raises aesthet ic d i f f icu l t ies s i m i l a r to E u r o p e ' s N a z i 
g e n o c i d e , w h i c h A d o r n o f amous ly a r g u e d s h o u l d no t l e a d to art. 
B u t L o i s P a r k i n s o n Z a m o r a perceives a p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the 
apoca lyp t i c i n w r i t i n g f r o m L a t i n a n d N o r t h A m e r i c a as f o r g i n g a 
new m o d e l o f i n t e r p e r s o n a l re la t ions : "Because the m y t h o f 
apoca lypse insists o n the inev i tab le l i n k be tween i n d i v i d u a l a n d 
co l l ec t ive fate, it is p rec i se ly those wri ters p r o n e to apoca lyp t i c 
v i s ions w h o are mos t l i k e l y to c o n c e r n themselves w i t h essential 
r e la t ions be tween the self a n d its s u r r o u n d i n g s , be tween au ton
o m y a n d so l idar i ty" ( 1 9 0 ) . Pe rhaps the r ecen t w r i t i n g o f the 
C a r i b b e a n is e x p l o r i n g a m i l l e n n a r i a n v i s i o n o f re levance be
y o n d , n o t j u s t to, the A m e r i c a s . 

E m e r g i n g s t rong ly f r o m the six texts is a focus o n l anguage 
p rac t i ce as a v i ta l d i m e n s i o n o f soc ia l p rac t i ce . A s texts they are 
acu te ly self-aware. C a r i b b e a n p e o p l e have l o n g l i v e d the real i ty 
to w h i c h F o u c a u l t has d r a w n a t t en t ion , that h i s to r i ca l d iscourses 
are sites fo r the i n s c r i p t i o n o f p o w e r — a n d i n d e e d there is 
a m o n g C a r i b b e a n wri ters a n d th inke r s a s t r and o f p r o f o u n d 
scep t i c i sm o f Wes te rn -cen t red theo r i za t ions , w h i c h of ten are 
r e a d as n e o c o l o n i a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n s (a cha rge to w h i c h the pres
en t text is also inev i t ab ly v u l n e r a b l e ) . T h e J a m a i c a n soc io log i s t 
R e x N e t t l e f o r d prefers to p i n p o i n t the two-way s t re tch o f history, 
d e m o n s t r a t i n g C a r i b b e a n cu l tu re ' s i n v e r s i o n o f d o m i n a n c e . Its 
wri ters , he says, are " o f interest to the N o r t h A t l a n t i c p rec i se ly 
because they are n o t o n l y g o o d wri ters b u t wri ters w i t h some
t h i n g u n i q u e to say abou t the h u m a n c o n d i t i o n , a n d w h e r e they 
c o m e f r o m a n d h o w they were s o c i a l i z e d a n d b r e d ju s t h a p p e n s 
to give that s o m e t h i n g a spec ia l p i t c h a n d tone o f i m p o r t a n c e 
a n d re levance to a N o r t h A t l a n t i c w o r l d , i tself i n sea rch o f new 
pat terns a n d new des igns for its c o n t i n u i n g exis tence" ( 5 3 ) . A s a 
resul t , the C a r i b b e a n "is n o w c h a l l e n g e d to fa l l b a c k o n the i n n e r 
reserves o f its o w n h i s to r i ca l e x p e r i e n c e a n d c u l t u r a l d y n a m i c i n 
o r d e r to exist o n its o w n terms, w h i c h is pa r t ly what c u l t u r a l 
iden t i ty is abou t" ( 5 7 ) . C a r i b b e a n c u l t u r a l ident i ty , as e x p l o r e d 
by wri ters as diverse as H a r r i s , V . S. N a i p a u l , a n d Walco t t , may 
t r i angula te , i n some sense, no t o n l y wha t P a u l G i l r o y calls the 
B l a c k A t l a n t i c bu t also the w i d e r p l u r a l w o r l d . 
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T h e A m e r i n d i a n t r ad i t i on is b e g i n n i n g to ghost the pages o f 
m o r e writers than just Wa lco t t a n d H a r r i s . Chevf i t z descr ibes h o w 
"In the b e g i n n i n g . . . i n the E u r o p e a n m i n d , Ind ians b e c a m e a 
p u r e figure (the h o m o g e n i z i n g o f these diverse peop les u n d e r 
the n a m e o f ' I n d i a n s ' b e i n g the p r i m a l act o f t r ans l a t i on ) " ( 1 0 5 ) . 

V . S. N a i p a u l , however , is T r i n i d a d i a n , an East Indian-West 
I n d i a n w h o b r ings his o w n diversi ty to bear o n a c u l t u r a l ident i ty 
w h i c h i n c l u d e s b o t h slaves a n d A m e r i n d i a n s . N a i p a u l ' s A Way in 
the World, p u b l i s h e d i n 1994, can be r e g a r d e d as a c o m p l e x 
m e d i t a t i o n o n the C a r i b b e a n c o n d i t i o n , as the p r o d u c t o f a 
h is tory o f cruelty, bu t cruel ty as a u b i q u i t o u s s ign o f the h u m a n . It 
is an act o f r e c u p e r a t i o n : "as a c h i l d , " he writes, "I felt that h is tory 
h a d b e e n bu rn t away i n the p lace w h e r e I was b o r n " ( 110). T h e 
b r a n d i n g image is g ro tesque a n d apt: it i m p l i e s the narra t ive 's 
p o w e r to hea l . N a i p a u l ' s p e r c e p t i o n o f h is tory as tragic goes h a n d 
i n h a n d wi th a fai th i n the w o r d , i n cu l t u r e , w h i c h is of ten missed . 

A Way in the World is r i c h l y in t e r t ex tua l w i t h i n the N a i p a u l 
c a n o n , as m u c h o f it is d e v o t e d to top ics addressed i n h is 1969 

b o o k , The Loss of El Dorado. T h e e a r l i e r b o o k is sub t i t l ed " A 
His to ry , " the recent o n e " A Sequence . " N a i p a u l , w h o is f amous 
for his revis ionis t a p p r o a c h to g e n i e , has wr i t t en abou t the 
genesis o f the new work : 

A t a very e a r l y stage I f o u n d t h e n o v e l form I h a d i n h e r i t e d n o t 
s u i t a b l e to d e a l i n g w i t h t h e m a n y - l a y e r e d m a t e r i a l I k n e w I possessed. 
S o this b o o k r e p r e s e n t s ( o r c o m e s at t h e e n d of) years o f t h o u g h t , 
l e t t i n g d o w n the s o u n d i n g r o d (as it w e r e ) i n t o the e a r t h . S o m e o f the 
m a t e r i a l ( t h e w i s h to c r e a t e t h e slave s o c i e t y o f T r i n i d a d i m a g 
i n a t i v e l y ) has b e e n w i t h m e f o r m o r e t h a n twenty-five years; m u c h o f 
the m a t e r i a l was w i t h m e for at least fifteen to s e v e n t e e n years b e f o r e 
I b e g a n to w r i t e . T h e b o o k was w r i t t e n i n s e q u e n c e a n d w i t h great 
intensi ty . T h i s is w h y t h e c o n n e c t i o n s c o n t i n u e to s u r p r i s e m e . . . I a m 
a s t o n i s h e d at h o w m u c h c a m e o u t q u i t e u n c o n s c i o u s l y . ( L e t t e r ) 

T h e force o f p e r s o n a l m e m o r y a n d desi re is the w o r k ' s b i n d i n g 
c h a i n be tween past a n d future . 

In A Way in the World, N a i p a u l posits a c o n t i n u i t y f r o m pre-
C o l u m b i a n T r i n i d a d to slavery a n d mode rn i t y . H e revisits the e ra 
o f C o l u m b u s a n d R a l e i g h i n o r d e r to show what was lost w i th 
the i r a r r iva l , a n d to invi te m o u r n i n g . T h e figure o f the c h a i n is 
u sed repea tedly : n o t o n l y are the five last A r u a c chiefs c h a i n e d 
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together, bu t they are also c h a i n e d to us, l i n k e d to every stage of 
the i n t e r v e n i n g history, that " i m m e n s e c h a i n o f events" ( 4 0 ) : "we 
go back a l l o f us to the very b e g i n n i n g ; i n o u r b l o o d a n d b o n e a n d 
b r a i n we carry the m e m o r i e s o f thousands o f be ings" (9). In o n e 
o f the stories, A m e r i n d i a n s u n w r a p before the na r r a to r a T u d o r 
doub l e t . It is an i c o n o f the r e t u r n o f the repressed, wi th a 
s ta r t l ing o n e i r i c power , c o l l a p s i n g t ime w i t h its r eve la t ion o f 
s imul tanei ty . 

N a i p a u l insists o n p r e s e n t i n g the m o d e r n as a super f ic ia l 
crust o n an a c c u m u l a t e d s e d i m e n t o f h u m a n history. T h e pres
ent o f the w r i t e r — a se l f -persona—is staged to f o r e g r o u n d the 
subject ivi ty o f p e r c e p t i o n a n d the ins tab i l i ty o f n a r r a t i o n , b o t h of 
w h i c h m a k e re t r ieval o f anv k i n d o f past real i ty d i f f icu l t a n d 
f lawed. A s we l l as h i s t o r i ca l accounts , he gives us o r a l accounts , 
other, u n o f f i c i a l vers ions o f p e o p l e a n d events no t i n the h is tory 
b o o k s — t h e schoo l t eache r ' s a c c o u n t o f L e o n a r d S ide , M a n u e l 
Sorzano ' s n a r r a t i o n o f his o w n pr ivate El Dorado, the story o f the 
A m e r i n d i a n w h o a c c o m p a n i e d R a l e i g h back to E u r o p e a n d to 
the scaffold , v o i c e d to a n d i n s c r i b e d by a S p a n i s h p r i e s t — a n 
ac tua l witness (his story r e p u b l i s h e d i n a rare b o o k ) , never 
h i t he r to i n c o r p o r a t e d in to the R a l e i g h m y t h . A v a i l a b l e a c a d e m i c 
books o n R a l e i g h m a k e n o m e n t i o n o f this A m e r i n d i a n . H e has 
b e e n s i l e n c e d — u n t i l now. In A Way in the World, N a i p a u l subtit les 
th ree chapters " A n U n w r i t t e n Story," p r o b l e m a t i z i n g the narra
t i o n i n p r i n t before o u r eyes. T h e au thor i ty o f w r i t i n g is under 
m i n e d , as is the status o f the au thor . T h e d iscourses w h i c h re ly o n 
a u t h o r i z e d vers ions a n d g r a n d narrat ives are des t ab i l i zed . B u t 
n a r r a t i o n is the best we have. 

T h i s is a b o o k w h i c h refers r epea ted ly l i k e a c o n v e n t i o n a l 
h is tory to s u r v i v i n g d o c u m e n t s , bu t u n l i k e the c o n v e n 
t i o n a l h i s t o r i a n , N a i p a u l instructs us that they bea r witness less to 
facts t han to subject ivi t ies . It is the i n d i v i d u a l s w h o wrote the 
r ecords w h o are there r e c o r d e d , r a the r t han the events they 
rehearse . It is F r a n c i s c o M i r a n d a , the p r e c u r s o r o f Bo l iva r , w h o 
emerges f r o m his l e a t h e r - b o u n d v o l u m e s , a n d W a l t e r R a l e i g h 
f r o m his a c c o u n t o f G u i a n a . T h e i r texts are the p ro jec t ions of 
desire , s h a p e d by fantasy. A s he says, " W h i l e the d o c u m e n t s last 
we can h u n t u p the story o f every s t r ip o f o c c u p i e d l a n d , " bu t the 
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mystery w i l l r e m a i n , it w i l l be o n l y "a f r agmen t o f the t ru th" ( 8 - 9 ) . 

B y the same t o k e n it is the author , N a i p a u l , w h o emerges f r o m A 
Way in the World: fiction, he says, "reveals the wr i te r totally," bu t at 
the same t ime he projects h i m s e l f as passive l is tener , l e t t i n g d o w n 
a " s o u n d i n g - r o d " i n to the ea r th ( 9 ) . H i s fictionalized accounts o f 
h o w the h i s to r i ca l texts came i n t o b e i n g enab le us to g l i m p s e the 
mystery o f the m e n a n d the t i m e s — t h e i n d i v i d u a l as cons t ruc t o f 
a p a r t i c u l a r h is tory bu t also as p i o n e e r . O n e o f the b o o k ' s p ro 
jects is to decons t ruc t h e r o i s m . R a l e i g h a n d M i r a n d a are s h o w n 
as flawed m e n , t a k i n g refuge i n t he i r o w n m y t h o f themselves. 
A n o t h e r is to address the na tu re a n d m e a n i n g o f the co l l ec t ive . 
N a i p a u l is in te res ted i n the s ign i f ican t i n d i v i d u a l , the m a n o f 
h is tory ( f i c t iona l o r n o t ) — R a l e i g h , M i r a n d a , the T r i n i d a d i a n 
p o l i t i c a l t h inke r s o f m o d e r n t imes, " L e b r u n " a n d " B l a i r " ( and 
h o w o n - g o i n g his tory creates u n f o r e s e e n i r o n i e s ) — t o access the 
d is t inc t iveness o f the g r o u p . 

B u t the mystery o f the c h a i n r ema ins : "We c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d 
a l l the traits we have i n h e r i t e d . S o m e t i m e s we c a n be strangers 
to ourselves" (Strangers 9 ) . T h i s is less a t ragic Kr i s t evan self-
a l i e n a t i o n t h a n a n openness to a n d c e l e b r a t i o n o f p l u r a l i s m as 
mystery. "I have rewr i t t en this m a t e r i a l n o w i n m y o w n way," 
N a i p a u l has sa id o f this b o o k : "I have i n t r o d u c e d myse l f m u c h 
m o r e i n to that m a t e r i a l . . . . T h e p o i n t a b o u t the b o o k is that this 
was m y b a c k g r o u n d , a n d it t ook m e qui te a t i m e to u n d e r s t a n d 
m y b a c k g r o u n d . T h e s e are the facts I d i d n ' t k n o w a b o u t m y 
b a c k g r o u n d . . . . o n e has a r r i v e d at wha t I feel n o w is the t ru th o f 
the m a t e r i a l " ("Face to Face" ) . N a i p a u l const ructs a n e l o q u e n t 
s y m b o l i c n a r r a t i o n at the hear t o f his b o o k . R a l e i g h , w a i t i n g o f f 
T r i n i d a d for his son W a t to r e t u r n f r o m the O r i n o c o , is d e l i v e r e d 
a stranger, a d i m i n u t i v e I n d i a n , dressed i n too-b ig E u r o p e a n 
c lo thes , s t a ined a n d w o r n , w h o b r ings news o f Wat ' s dea th . 
N a i p a u l has m y t h i f i e d his o w n r e l a t i o n s h i p to h is c o m p l e x i n h e r 
i tance i n this ep i c m o m e n t . A f t e r a c c o m p a n y i n g R a l e i g h to 
E u r o p e a n d to his dea th , the A m e r i n d i a n makes his way back 
h o m e , a n d is a sked wha t h e makes o f his e x p e r i e n c e : the story 
ends w i t h the s i m p l e b u t devas ta t ing statement, "I t h i n k , father, 
that the d i f fe rence be tween us, w h o are Ind ians , o r h a l f Ind ians , 
a n d p e o p l e l i k e the Span ia rds a n d the E n g l i s h a n d the D u t c h 
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a n d the F r e n c h , p e o p l e w h o k n o w h o w to go w h e r e they are 
g o i n g , I t h i n k that fo r t h e m the w o r l d is a safer p l ace" ( 2 0 5 ) . T h e 
energ ies o f the story ga ther to this c losure , w h i c h relegates the 
pa thos o f R a l e i g h , a f a m i l i a r pathos , to i n s ign i f i cance c o m p a r e d 
w i t h the co l l ec t ive suf fe r ing o f the c o l o n i z e d . 

T h e figure o f L e o n a r d S ide , however, is t h e j a n i t o r o f this b o o k 
o f the d e a d . H i s story is b r i e f b u t s igni f icant , e v o k i n g a c o m p l e x 
a m b i v a l e n c e : h e is a d m i r e d fo r h o l d i n g o n to his v i s i o n o f beauty 
despi te his j o b as under taker , yet a power fu l h o r r o r is suggested 
a r o u n d his ha i ry f ingers w h i c h cross so r ead i ly f r o m the m o r t u a r y 
to the k i t c h e n . H e is the Kr i s t evan abject (Powers) p e r s o n i f i e d , 
bu t p rovoca t ive ly the r e c o i l f r o m the t rangressive a n d "between" 
is l o c a t e d i n cross-cul tural i ty. T h i s c u l t u r a l l y a n d sexua l ly a m b i g 
uous m a n ( i m a g i n e d as d e s c e n d e d f r o m L u c k n o w transvesti tes), 
a M u s l i m w i t h a C h r i s t i a n i c o n i n his b e d r o o m , beg ins the b o o k 
as a s y m b o l o f c r e o l i z a t i o n . B u t the p o i n t o f the story is to present 
his d i f fe rent u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f beauty: its p ro jec t is o n e o f toler
ance n o t e x c l u s i o n . N o s t a l g i a fo r pu r i t y is decons t ruc t ed : the 
ances t ra l A s i a n c u l t u r e was n o t p u r e ei ther . T h e b o o k celebrates 
p l u r a l i s m despi te a m b i v a l e n c e , o p e n i n g o u t the t e rm " I n d i a n , " 
w h i c h Cheyf i t z ident i f ies as the f la t tened m a r k e r o f i m p e r i a l i s t 
d i scourse , i n t o the r i c h , s t i l l d ive r s i fy ing t r ad i t ions o f the C a r i b 
b e a n . R o b N i x o n deems The Loss of El Dorado "an an t ih i s to ry o f 
the i s l a n d , " c l a i m i n g that fo r N a i p a u l " there is o n l y the h is tory o f 
E u r o p e a n s i n T r i n i d a d " (123, 128). N a i p a u l may be o f f e r ing 
A Way in the World i n par t as rebu t ta l o f s u c h c r i t i c i s m . 

D a v i d D a b y d e e n , l i k e N a i p a u l a de scenden t o f i n d e n t u r e d 
l abou re r s f r o m I n d i a i n the p o s t - E m a n c i p a t i o n p e r i o d , also ad
dresses the p r i o r story o f the C a r i b b e a n as w e l l as that o f his o w n 
g r o u p . H e uses his p o e m " T u r n e r " ' 2 to focus o n the cruel ty o f the 
slave trade a n d the c u l t u r a l d ispossess ion by E u r o p e , m y t h i f y i n g 
t h e m as gene r i c symbols o f the co l l ec t ive e x p e r i e n c e ; a n d he 
inscr ibes its c o n s e q u e n c e , the i m p e r a t i v e o f se l f -creat ion. T h e 
i n i t i a l p r o p o s i t i o n is a n in t e r t ex tua l o n e , be tween k i n d s o f art, 
the p o e m ' s s ta r t ing-poin t b e i n g a p a i n t i n g by the E n g l i s h pa in t e r 

J . M . W . T u r n e r . T i t l e d "Slavers t h r o w i n g o v e r b o a r d the D e a d 
a n d D y i n g — t y p h o o n c o m i n g o n , " e x h i b i t e d i n 1840, it is l i t t le 
k n o w n i n B r i t a i n today. P a i n t e d n o t l o n g after the e m a n c i p a t i o n 
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o f B r i t i s h slaves, it has a h i s t o r i ca l subject, f r o m the p r e - A b o l i t i o n 
p e r i o d . It depic t s a M i d d l e Passage p rac t i ce w h i c h b e c a m e no to 
r ious t h r o u g h a c o u r t case. Slaves w h o were i l l h a d b e e n taken 
f r o m the h o l d o f the slave-ship Zong a n d t h r o w n o v e r b o a r d . T h e 
case h e a r d by .the L o n d o n cour ts i n 1783 was n o t abou t c r i m i 
nali ty, however ; it was abou t financial l i ab i l i ty . Sh ip -owners c o u l d 
insure themselves against loss f r o m deaths o n the voyage bu t no t 
against the r e d u c e d m a r k e t va lue o n a r r iva l o f sick slaves; the 
insurers d e c l i n e d to pay for m u r d e r e d slaves. T h e p a i n t i n g is n o w 
i n the U S , R u s k i n , its first purchaser , w h o wro te o f its aesthetic 
mer i t , h a v i n g (to his surpr ise , p r e s u m a b l y ) f o u n d it too p a i n f u l 
to l ive w i th . M o s t o f the coffee-table b o o k s o n T u r n e r m a k e n o 
m e n t i o n o f it. In the p o p u l a r m y t h i f i c a t i o n o f T u r n e r ' s pa in t ings 
i n B r i t a i n as n a t i o n a l i cons , the p a i n t i n g is s i m p l y i g n o r e d . 

D a b y d e e n has c o m m e n t e d o n the r ep re sen t a t i on o f b l ack 
p e o p l e i n Wes te rn p a i n t i n g , b u t n o t h i t h e r t o i n his poetry. H i s 
c h o i c e o f subject for " T u r n e r " — T u r n e r ' s p a i n t i n g wi th its hor
r i f ic b l o o d i e d sea, the l i m b s o f s h a c k l e d slaves c i r c l e d by s h a r k s — 
addresses therefore n o t o n l y an a p p a l l i n g m o m e n t i n h is tory bu t 
an act o f aesthet ic r ep resen ta t ion . K a r e n M c l n t y r e c o m m e n t s , 
" R e d i s c o v e r e d i n Turner is the past, b o t h r ea l a n d fictional, 
c raf ted t h r o u g h an a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t b u t s u p e r s e d i n g o f West
e r n c u l t u r e " ( 1 5 2 ) . F o r D a b y d e e n , T u r n e r h i m s e l f is gui l ty : " T h e 
intensi ty o f T u r n e r ' s p a i n t i n g is such that I be l ieve the artist i n 
pr ivate mus t have savoured the sad ism he p u b l i c l y d e n o u n c e d " 
( Turner x ) . H e centres his p o e m o n "the s u b m e r g e d h e a d o f the 
A f r i c a n i n the f o r e g r o u n d o f T u r n e r ' s p a i n t i n g . It has .been 
d r o w n e d i n T u r n e r ' s ( a n d o t h e r artists ') sea fo r cen tur ies" ( i x ) . 
T h e B r i t i s h refusal to s e e — o r to see a n y t h i n g o t h e r t han an 
aesthetic o b j e c t — i s t a c k l e d h e a d o n . I n the p o e m , the m o n 
strous events are m a d e devasta t ingly rea l , b u t n o t by a real is t ic 
r ep resen ta t ion . D a b y d e e n chooses to narra te a series o f m y t h i c 
i nc iden t s , i n w h i c h the u p r o o t i n g a n d c r u e l abuse o f i n d i g e n o u s 
p e o p l e — a n d the i r c u l t u r a l t r ans l a t ion u n d e r e m p i r e — i s m a d e 
imag ina t i ve ly v i v i d . T h e p o e m thus or ien ts i tself n o t o n l y to the 
h is tory o f A f r i c a n - C a r i b b e a n s a n d East Indian-West Ind ians , b u t 
to that o f the A m e r i n d i a n s , w h o r e m a i n a s ign i f ican t m i n o r i t y 
g r o u p i n p l u r a l G u y a n a . " T u r n e r " b e c o m e s a s ign o f the m o n -
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strous. T h e p o e m is an evoca t i on o f loss, a l a m e n t bu t also a 
c e l e b r a t i o n . It focuses o n the way the rup tu re o f ancest ra l t radi 
t i o n r equ i re s grea ter creat ivi ty f r o m the i n d i v i d u a l . T h e d r o w n e d 
A f r i c a n h e a d is the nar ra tor : D a b y d e e n ' s preface i n f o r m s us, 
" W h e n it awakens it c a n o n l y pa r t i a l ly r eca l l the sources o f its l i fe , 
so it invents a body, a b iog raphy , a n d peop le s a n i m a g i n e d 
l andscape" ( i x ) . T h e na r r a to r n o t o n l y tells his story, h e co ins 
new words fo r his new e n v i r o n m e n t . F o r M c l n t y r e , the p o e m is "a 
r e c l a i m i n g , a r e a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f a lost past, c u l t u r e a n d t radi
t ions t h r o u g h i m a g i n a t i o n , p o s t c o l o n i a l creat ivi ty s i gna l l ed a n d 
i n i t i a t e d by the n a m i n g o f the p a r t - b o m at a t ime w h e n the 
n a m e r has ' fo rgo t t en the w o r d s ' " ( 1 5 3 ) . T h e A d a m i c act o f 
n a m i n g so p r o m i n e n t i n Walco t t , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Another Life, is 
he re e x t e n d e d to a Joycean r e l i s h o f n e w language , a n d a l t h o u g h 
the p a i n o f its subject is acute ly rec rea ted , the p o e m as a w h o l e is 
n o t negat ive. E v e n i n its mos t a g o n i z e d image , o f the w o m a n 
whose f layed back is p a c k e d wi th T u r n e r ' s " m u n i f i c e n c e o f salt" 
( 3 7 ) — a c o m p l e x a l l egory o f s exua l a n d capi ta l i s t r a p e — t h e 
h i s to r i ca l h o r r o r o f t o r t u r e 5 is d o u b l e d w i t h its heavi ly ambiva 
l en t other , the c u r i n g o f flesh w h i c h ensures its surviva l . 

T h e p e o p l e ' s s h a m a n is c a l l e d M a n u , the N o a h o f H i n d u 
mytho logy , w h o survives, w i t h d i v i n e p r o t e c t i o n , the great 
f l o o d s u m m o n e d to dest roy the w o r l d . 4 I n the c l i m a c t i c image , 
D a b y d e e n uses the beads h e calls jouti as s y m b o l , to address the 
p r o b l e m o f history. M a n u warns ( in an i n t e r t ex tua l r ev i s ion o f 
T. S. E l i o t ' s Four Quartets) that: 

. . . t i m e f u t u r e was n e i t h e r t i m e past 

N o r t i m e p r e s e n t , b u t a r u p t u r e so c o m p l e t e 
T h a t p a i n a n d h a p p i n e s s w i l l b e c o m e o n e , d e a t h 
A n d f r e e d o m , b a r r e n n e s s a n d r i c h e s . H e 
R i p p e d away h i s j o u t i n e c k l a c e w i t h o u t w a r n i n g , 
T h e b e a d s r o l l e d f r o m the t h r e a d , s c a t t e r e d l i k e c o l o u r e d 

M a r b l e s a n d we s c r a m b l e d t o g a t h e r t h e m , 
E a c h c h i l d c l u t c h i n g a n a c c i d e n t a l h a n d f u l 
W h e r e b e f o r e t h e y h u n g i n a s e q u e n c e o f h u e s 

A r o u n d h i s n e c k , t h e p a t t e r n o f w h i c h o n l y h e 
K n e w — f r o m h i s f a t h e r a n d t h o s e b e f o r e — t o p r e s e r v e . 
T h e j o u t i lay i n d i f f e r e n t h a n d s , i n d i f f e r e n t 

C o l o u r s . W e s t a r e d b l e a k l y at t h e m a n d l o o k e d 
T o M a n u f o r g u i d a n c e , b u t h e gave n o i n s t n i c t i o n 
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E x c e p t — a n d h i s v o i c e g a t h e r e d r a g e a n d u n h a p p i n e s s — 
T h a t i n t h e f u t u r e t i m e e a c h m u s t l e a r n to l i v e 

B e a d l e s s i n a f o r e i g n l a n d ; o r p e r i s h . 
O r e a c h m u s t l e a r n t o m a k e n e w j o u t i , 
A r r a n g e t h e m by i n s t i n c t , i m a g i n a t i o n , s t u d y 
A n d a r b i t r a r y c h o i c e i n t o a p a t t e r n 

P l e a s i n g t o t h e se l f a n d to o t h e r s 

O f t h e s c a t t e r e d t r i b e ; o r p e r i s h . E a c h 
W i l l b e b a r r e n o f a n c e s t r a l m e m o r y 
B u t e a c h e n d o w e d r i c h l y w i t h s u c h e m p t i n e s s 
F r o m w h i c h to d r e a m , s u r m i s e , i n v e n t , i m m o r t a l i s e . 
T h o u g h e a c h w i l l w e a r d i f f e r e n t c o l o u r e d b e a d s 

E a c h w i l l b e M a n u , t h e s o u r c e a n d f u t u r e 
C h r o n i c l e s o f o u r t r i b e . (33) 

D a b y d e e n chooses n o t to e n d he re , c l o s i n g ins t ead w i t h a m e m o 
r i a l to loss, a r e m i n d e r o f the p a i n a n d d i f f icu l ty o f the h e r o i c task 
o f se l f -creat ion. O n c e aga in he devises an i n t e r t ex tua l m o m e n t , 
re -sor t ing the beads, as it were , by s t r i k i n g a n e c h o f r o m a p o e m 
f a m i l i a r f r o m o l d e r s c h o o l an tho log ie s , " N o ! " by T h o m a s H o o d , 
an e v o c a t i o n o f an E n g l i s h N o v e m b e r , w h i c h beg ins " N o sun , n o 
m o o n , n o m o r n , n o n o o n " : 

N o s a v a n n a h , m o o n , g o d s , m a g i c i a n s 
T o h e a l o r c u r s e , harvests , c e r e m o n i e s , 
N o m e n to p l o u g h , c o r n to f a t t e n t h e i r h e r d s , 

N o stars, n o l a n d , n o w o r d s , n o c o m m u n i t y , 
N o m o t h e r . (40) 

T h e H o o d p o e m ends w i t h the w o r d " N o v e m b e r ! " B y e c h o i n g i n 
his b l e a k c lo su re the seasonal b leakness o f a n o r t h e r n winter , 
D a b y d e e n leaves u n s p o k e n b u t i m p l i c i t the poss ib i l i ty o f cyc l ic 
r enewa l . H i s m e m o r i a l to the lost, fo r a l l its t ragic r e sonance , is 
i tself an e l o q u e n t witness to the creat ive o r i g i n a l i t y o f w h i c h 
M a n u speaks. T h e s e first two works share n o t o n l y a cou rageous 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n o f ances t ra l p a i n b u t a p o i g n a n t fa i th i n the self-
c r e a t i o n w h i c h that h i s to ry d e m a n d s . A Way in the World makes n o 
concess ions to the r eade r i n some o f its de t a i l ed , even t u r g i d , 
med i t a t ions , b u t it w i l l be r e a d because i t is by N a i p a u l . "Turner , " 
w i t h its fluid, a g o n i z i n g grace , is an e x t r a o r d i n a r y a n d i m p o r t a n t 
p o e m o f great p r o f u n d i t y w h i c h deserves to be be t ter k n o w n . 

T h e mos t r ecen t w o r k u n d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n he re , Feeding 
the Ghosts, a n o v e l by Guyanese wr i t e r F r e d D ' A g u i a r , goes 
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back to the same h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d as the D a b y d e e n p o e m , bu t 
D ' A g u i a r ' s new n o v e l b r ings a d i f fe rent perspec t ive i n the story o f 
the Zong, a h i s to ry o f the A f r i c a n slave-trade, wr i t t en as the 
s y m b o l i c genesis o f the e t h n i c a l l y p l u r a l C a r i b b e a n c o m m u n i t y . 
T h i s is a r e c u r r e n t t h e m e i n the works u n d e r d i scus s ion , i n w h i c h 
wri ters h a v i n g m i x e d C r e o l e , East I n d i a n , a n d A m e r i n d i a n per
sona l ancestr ies p r o d u c e texts i n w h i c h C a r i b b e a n n e s s is i n 
s c r i b e d i n r ac ia l ly p l u r a l , a m b i g u o u s , o r sh i f t i ng terms. It is a 
refusal to sustain i n fiction the e t h n i c a l l y spl i t m a p p i n g o f i n d i 
v i d u a l societ ies , w h i c h some p o l i t i c i a n s prefer . T u r n e r ' s p a i n t i n g 
is i g n o r e d , as D ' A g u i a r ' s nar ra t ive goes d i r e c t l y to the story o f 
wha t h a p p e n e d o n the Zong, a n d to the c o u r t case i n L o n d o n . 
T h e n o v e l also has a c o n s p i c u o u s i n t e r t e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 
D a b y d e e n ' s " T u r n e r " ( a n d t hence by i m p l i c a t i o n w i t h the paint
i n g , even as a negat ive marke r , as i f p o i n t i n g to the i r r e levance 
o f a B r i t i s h pa in te r ' s post-hoc a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f the h i s to ry) . 
W h e r e the D a b y d e e n p o e m is m y t h o p o e i c f r o m the outset, the 
D ' A g u i a r n o v e l fo l lows the c o n v e n t i o n o f the h i s t o r i c a l n o v e l , re-
A f r i c a n i z i n g the story i n t e r p r e t e d by D a b y d e e n t h r o u g h m a i n l y 
A s i a n references . It thus e x p a n d s the e n g a g e m e n t w i t h the story 
o f A t l a n t i c slavery w h i c h D ' A g u i a r i n i t i a t e d i n h is e a r l i e r n o v e l 
The Longest Memory, o f w h i c h B é n é d i c t e L e d e n t c o m m e n t s that 
for D ' A g u i a r , as fo r C a r y l P h i l l i p s , "slavery is a n uns tab le c o m p l e x 
a lmos t i m p o s s i b l e to p i n d o w n " ( 2 8 0 ) . T h e object ive n o t "to 
r e p r o d u c e i t i n its soc ia l a n d h i s t o r i c a l v e r i s i m i l i t u d e , b u t ra ther 
to b r i n g o u t a n d e x p l o i t the m u l t i f a r i o u s s y m b o l i c a l a n d imag
ina t ive po ten t ia l i t i e s" (272) o f slavery is, I w o u l d a rgue , in t en 
s i f ied i n the new n o v e l , w h i c h succeeds the bet ter the fu r the r it is 
f r o m s t anda rd r e a l i s m . 

I n Walco t t ' s p o e m " T h e Sea is H i s t o r y " ( Collected Poems 6 4 - 6 7 ) , 

w h i c h D ' A g u i a r uses as e p i g r a p h , the strategy is to mythi fy the 
tragic events o f the past i n O l d Tes tament terms, as j u s t " L a m e n 
tat ions," n o t history, a l l o w i n g a r e d e m p t i v e h i s to ry to be p ro 
j e c t e d o n t o the m o d e r n . I n Feeding the Ghosts, D ' A g u i a r engages 
w i t h the h i s to ry o f the M i d d l e Passage, w h i c h W a l c o t t r educes to a 
t r i p l e s y m b o l — " t h e p a c k e d cries, / the shit, the m o a n i n g " — b y 
t r ans la t ing it, in i t i a l ly , i n t o real is t nar ra t ive . T h e n o v e l beg ins by 
e v o k i n g the i n t o l e r a b l e rea l i ty o f an e igh teen th -cen tu ry slave 
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sh ip , as the capta in ' s p o l i c y to t h r o w sick slaves o v e r b o a r d begins 
to be i m p l e m e n t e d . D ' A g u i a r tries to c l o t h e the bones o f the 
story by c r e a t i n g m i x e d h u m a n be ings o n b o t h sides o f the p o w e r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

H i n t s f r o m D a b y d e e n ' s p o e m have b e e n d e v e l o p e d i n t o narra
tive ep isodes i n D ' A g u i a r ' s nove l . W h e r e the p o e m ' s na r r a to r has 
a sister R i m a , w h o is "a l l / T h e v a l o u r a n d a n g u i s h o f o u r t r ibe" 
a n d mar r ies the v i l l age i d i o t "out o f jes t a n d spite" ( 3 5 ) , the nove l 
has as p ro tagon i s t the cou rageous M i n t a h , w h o stands u p to the 
slavers a n d is t h r o w n i n t o the sea. She saves he r se l f by c l u t c h i n g 
o n to the w o o d e n sh ip a n d c l i m b i n g back o n b o a r d , h e l p e d by a 
s i m p l e - m i n d e d c r e w m a n , S i m o n , h e r " s imp le S i m o n , " w h o m she 
grows to love. It is as i f p a t r i a r c h a l g u i l t c a n o n l y be assuaged 
t h r o u g h m a s c u l i n i t y f r eed f r o m p o w e r a n d the in t e l l ec t that 
calcula tes prof i t . I n this w o m a n - c e n t r e d text, M i n t a h , an archety
p a l female h e r o , voices the A f r i c a n s ' J'accuse. R e c o g n i z i n g the 
o d i o u s mate , K e l s a l , w h o m she h a d n u r s e d f r o m fever i n a coastal 
m i s s i o n , she accuses h i m , c a l l i n g his n a m e . A r i tua l v o i c i n g is 
cen t r a l to the b o o k ' s projec t , p a r t i c u l a r l y w h e n the names o f the 
Af r i cans t h r o w n o v e r b o a r d are r ec i t ed . T h e b o o k empowers 
M i n t a h to te l l h e r story. H a v i n g learn t to wri te at the m i s s i o n , 
she records h e r l i fe , a text w h i c h S i m o n even tua l ly supp l ies as 
e v i d e n c e to the cour t : B u t D ' A g u i a r is n o t s e d u c e d by easy solu
t ions . M i n t a h ' s narra t ive , w h i c h we find ourselves r e a d i n g , turns 
ou t to be a dream-text , its image ry o f r e d e m p t i o n , r e c o g n i t i o n , 
a n d r e s to ra t ion e x p o s e d finally as des i re n o t reality. B u t i n h e r 
d r e a m , the p o w e r o f the m i n d to m o d e l its o w n happ ines s marks 
the ep i c self-creat ion that D a b y d e e n ' s M a n u d e m a n d s . 

T h e r e is a n o t h e r s ign i f ican t p a r a l l e l . I n D a b y d e e n ' s p o e m , the 
na r r a to r says, "I have b e c o m e the sea's craft" ( 2 8 ) , pref igur
i n g M i n t a h ' s m e t a m o r p h o s i s i n the n o v e l i n to w o o d e n sh ip , 
the beau t i fu l s y m b o l o f surv iva l a n d o r g a n i c l i fe (also used by 
H a r r i s ) , w h i c h revises D a b y d e e n ' s t o r t u r e d image o f survival i n 
terms o f l ive , sa l ted f lesh. F r o m an o r g a n i c p a r a l l e l i s m be tween 
w o o d a n d water, w i t h t he i r flows a n d d y n a m i c pat terns, the i r 
s u r r o u n d i n g a n d s u r m o u n t i n g o f obstacles, D ' A g u i a r teases a 
d i f fe rent d r a m a : sea is h i s to ry a n d dea th ; w o o d is the sh ip a n d 
surv iva l . M i n t a h b e c o m e s h e r o w n sh ip a n d floats i n t o h e r o w n 
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fu ture . She b e c o m e s a k i n d o f female P a p a B o i s , the C a r i b b e a n 
m y t h i c figure. A s M a m a B o i s , she cha l l enges D a b y d e e n ' s c losure 
o f " N o mother . " T h e m e t a m o r p h i c gives the b o o k its poetry, 
t r a n s f o r m i n g it f r o m real is t h is tory to m y t h , its mos t successful 
v e i n . Pa r t o f M i n t a h ' s secret is to l ive w i t h i n h e r b o d y as i f it were 
w o o d — n o t to a l l ow its capaci ty for suf fe r ing to o v e r w h e l m a n d 
des t roy her. T h e story echoes G r e e k myths o f the m e t a m o r p h o s i s 
i n t o trees o f w o m e n f l e e i n g rape , bu t it a lso plays o n H i n d u 
t r ad i t i on : M i n t a h ' s ro le as sacr i f ic ia l w o o d - w o m a n is finally ac
c o m p l i s h e d w h e n she meets dea th by fire, a n e v o c a t i o n o f sati.5 

D ' A g u i a r is f o l l o w i n g Walco t t ' s c a l l to ass imila te the features o f 
every ancestor. In a f ina l shor t s ec t ion i n a d i f fe rent narra t ive 
vo ice , D ' A g u i a r ' s text c o n c l u d e s , " T h e past is l a i d to rest w h e n it 
is t o l d . " T h i s is n o t o n l y a b o u t elegy: it is a b o u t g r i e v i n g , a n d 
a b o u t e x o r c i s m , a n d abou t the p o w e r o f nar ra t ive . T h e title is a 
r e m i n d e r that a ghos t d e n i e d c a n k i l l . Feeding the Ghosts is a way o f 
m a k i n g the past r e t u r n i n peace to the grave o f history. 

T h e suf fe r ing o f past gene ra t ions at the hands o f E u r o p e a n 
i m p e r i a l i s m is t i ed firmly to the present i n P a u l i n e M e l v i l l e ' s The 
Ventriloquist's Tale. M e l v i l l e medi ta tes the m o d e r n p r e d i c a m e n t o f 
A m e r i n d i a n s , a n u n f o l d i n g h is tory of ten seen as an ec l ipse , a 
k i n d o f g e n o c i d e . She too , l i k e the o t h e r wri ters he re , is also 
e n g a g e d o n a d i s t inc t ive ly i n t e r t ex tua l projec t , a n d i n the p r i v i 
l e g i n g o f m y t h over history, as W a l c o t t suggests. H e r narra t ive 
exp lo re s c r e o l i z a t i o n , t h r o u g h the d r a m a s o f r iva l ry a n d desi re 
w h i c h in t e r sec t ing cu l tu res generate . O n the face o f it, the b o o k 
shows an a n c i e n t t r a d i t i o n o n a c o l l i s i o n course w i t h Wes te rn 
modern i ty , bu t it is n o t so s i m p l e , a l t h o u g h the i m p a c t o f "pro
gress" i n the shape o f U S c o m p a n i e s a n d d e v e l o p m e n t is o n e o f 
its conce rns . T h e story is a n ep i c saga o f the l i fe o f a p a r t i c u l a r 
f ami ly o f the G u y a n a savannah , over the last century. It satirizes 
some o f the r eg ion ' s visi tors , p a r t i c u l a r l y those w h o p r e s u m e to 
a r t icu la te the r e g i o n to the rest o f the w o r l d o n t he i r r e tu rn . T h e 
c h i e f targets, the E n g l i s h wr i t e r E v e l y n W a u g h a n d the F r e n c h 
s e m i o t i c i a n a n d m y t h o g r a p h e r C l a u d e L é v i - S t r a u s s , may n o t o n 
the face o f it have m u c h i n c o m m o n . W h a t they share is an 
e x p l o i t i n g o f the r e g i o n t ex tua l ly for t h e i r o w n wr i t ings , w h i c h 
myth i fy G u y a n a to the rest o f the w o r l d , pe jora t ive ly i n M e l v i l l e ' s 
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view. A m a z o n i a has suffered fo r cen tur ies f r o m the cons t ruc t ions 
o f outs iders , flinging the coarse nets o f t he i r ideas over its subtle
ties. M e l v i l l e n o w answers back to such c o l o n i a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n s , 
e x p o s i n g the theor is ts ' biases a n d l ack o f k n o w l e d g e . 

M e l v i l l e ' s aesthet ic strategy is decep t ive : h e r n a r r a t i o n is i n two 
r ad i ca l ly d i f fe rent styles. T h e narra tor , the ven t r i l oqu i s t o f the 
t i t le, is a my th i c f igure , M a c u n a i m a , o n e o f the c h i l d r e n o f the 
sun , a mi sch ievous water-spiri t i n M a c u s i mytho logy , p a i r e d a n d 
con t ras t ed w i t h his l aw-ab id ing b ro the r . T h e essence o f trickster-
figures, p r o m i n e n t i n A m e r i n d i a n myths a n d i n those o t h e r 
c u l t u r a l t r ad i t ions (such as the T w i figure o f A n a n s i the spider-
m a n , w h i c h t r ansp lan ted i tself so v i g o r o u s l y f r o m A f r i c a to the 
C a r i b b e a n ) , is that they use t he i r wits to ensure surv iva l . H e r e the 
t r ickster is a h u n t e r w h o uses m i m i c r y as a l u r e — a witty a n d 
c o m p l e x t rope o n the o n g o i n g n e o c o l o n i a l d i scourse a r o u n d the 
aesthetics o f m i m i c r y . M a l c o l m B r a d b u r y charac ter izes W a u g h as 
possessed o f a "hunte r ' s ins t inc t" ( 1 6 7 ) , bu t he re W a u g h is 
M e l v i l l e ' s quarry, a n d she makes h e r k i l l . H a v i n g a l l o w e d h e r 
r eade r a sna tch o f M a c u n a i m a ' s m a g i c real is t vo ice i n a l l its 
d i z z y i n g o r ig ina l i ty , M e l v i l l e p roceeds to muf f l e it w i t h a c l o a k o f 
real is t n a r r a t i o n , to l u l l the u n a d v e n t u r o u s reader i n t o a false 
sense o f security. B u t as the narra t ive p roceeds , the reader ' s 
w o r l d is de s t ab i l i z ed a n d o v e r t u r n e d , the r e v o l u t i o n effected. 
T h e c u l t u r e o f late Wes te rn c a p i t a l i s m is b e i n g w a r n e d that its 
appa ren t v ic tor ies may be i l l u s o r y — t h a t w h e n , somet imes , i n its 
c e n t r i s m it perce ives its o w n mastery, it may i n fact be f ac ing 
defeat. W a u g h t r ave l l ed i n the Guyanese savannah i n 1932, u s i n g 
his e x p e r i e n c e s fo r a travel b o o k , Ninety-Two Days ( 1 9 3 4 ) , a n d i n 
a shor t story " T h e M a n W h o L o v e d D i c k e n s , " w h i c h was re
d e p l o y e d i n a n o v e l , A Handful of Dust ( 1 9 3 4 ) . M e l v i l l e pays 
t r ibu te to W a u g h i n h e r image o f a w o o d e n Guyanese house 
c r e a k i n g i n the w i n d l i k e a s h i p ( 6 3 ) , d e v e l o p e d f r o m his {Ninety-
Two Days 7 3 ) . W a u g h ' s m e t a p h o r is e x t e n d e d , u r b a n i z e d , a n d 
e r o t i c i z e d i n a w h o l l y new a p p l i c a t i o n . B u t i n o t h e r respects 
M e l v i l l e ' s s tance is firmly revis ionis t . W a u g h ' s E u r o c e n t r i c fanta
sies are d e c o n s t r u c t e d a n d r i d i c u l e d . M e l v i l l e goes fu r the r t han 
N a i p a u l i n b u i l d i n g h e r text a r o u n d a d ia lec t ics o f sexua l taboos, 
o f f e r i n g the u l t i m a t e e n d o g a m y o f inces t at o n e p o l e , t rans-racial 
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e x o g a m y at the other , a n d r e l i s h i n g b o t h . T h e r e is n o h i n t here 
o f the abject. T h e my th i c e q u a t i n g o f an ec l ipse wi th incest, 
w h i c h L é v i - S t r a u s s ident i f ies t h r o u g h o u t A m e r i n d i a n cu l tures , is 
r e la ted to a n ea r l i e r brother-s is ter incest o n the savannahs, bu t 
also to its s e e m i n g oppos i t e , the love affair o f a whi te J ewi sh 
w o m a n , Rosa , an E n g l i s h l i te rary scholar , w i th a Guyanese o f 
m i x e d A m e r i n d i a n a n d E u r o p e a n descent , C h o f o y e (Chofy) 
M c K i n n o n . H e is o n e o f the W a p i s i a n a , w h o i n h a b i t a zone o f 
e x c h a n g e be tween the cons tan t ly h y b r i d i z i n g c u l t u r a l c o m m u 
nit ies o f the coastal s t r ip a n d the u n m o d i f i e d t r a d i t i o n a l cu l tu res 
o f the in te r ior . 

W a u g h ' s d i scourse typifies the i m p e r i a l i s t p h a l l o c e n t r i c act o f 
c u l t u r a l p e n e t r a t i o n o f the c o l o n i a l other , a fantasy o f m a s t e r i n g 
w h i c h obl i tera tes the real i ty o f those s u b s u m e d i n the d iscurs ive 
take-over. M e l v i l l e m o d e l s a d i f ferent k i n d o f i n t e r a c t i o n , o n e 
based o n openness to the real i ty o f the other , o f w h i c h love-
m a k i n g w i t h o u t d o m i n a n c e is the text 's t o k e n at the i n d i v i d u a l 
level . Rosa , it seems, w i l l no t ec l ipse Chofy . Jus t as e a r l i e r genera
t ions o f the savannah p e o p l e are p o r t r a y e d c l o s i n g r o u n d the 
Scot t i sh M c K i n n o n , w h o i m p o r t e d his n a m e a n d his genes, na tu
r a l i z i n g h i m to t he i r ways (ass imi la t ing h i m as Wa lco t t r e c o m 
m e n d s ) , so M e l v i l l e seems to h o l d o u t the h o p e that the l o c a l 
t r ad i t i on w i l l be able to select what it wants f r o m Wes te rn c u l t u r e 
a n d adapt it w i t h o u t l o s i n g its d i s t inc t ive qual i t ies . In par t icular , 
she suggests, the d i s t inc t ive sexua l more s o f the A m e r i n d i a n 
p e o p l e seem l i k e l y to survive, based as they are o n a na tu ra l , 
u n r e p r e s s e d response to des i re . She bel ieves that the c o m p l e x 
survival -pol i t ics o f r e m o t e c o m m u n i t i e s — f a c i n g rea l cho ices 
be tween e n d o g a m y a n d e x o g a m y — m a y be less u rgen t t han it 
seems. T h e e l e m e n t o f t ragedy i n the h is tory o f the i n d i g e n o u s 
peop l e s o f the G u y a n a s is not , however , evaded . Chofy ' s s o n 
B l a - B l a , s y m b o l i z i n g his future , is b l o w n u p (ec l ipsed) by o i l 
p rospec tors , his d e a t h i r o n i c a l l y p r e c i p i t a t e d by his o w n i m p e r 
fect v e n t r i l o q u i s m . T h e boy 's n a m e seems an e l a b o r a t i o n o f the 
t i m e - h o n o u r e d j o k e r e v i s i n g C h u r c h i l l ' s adage that "jaw-jaw is 
bet ter t han war-war," i n its " W a u g h - W a u g h " var iant : the b o o k 
p r o m o t e s B l a - B l a over W a u g h - W a u g h ( loca l o ra l i ty ove r wr i t t en 
a p p r o p r i a t i o n s , a n t i - c o l o n i a l ove r c o l o n i a l d i s cou r se ) . M e l v i l l e 
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says that B l a - B l a is "the r ea l n i c k n a m e o f o n e o f m y W a p i s i a n a 
relatives w h o used to babb le a lo t as a k i d " (Le t t e r ) . T h e r eade r is 
w a r n e d against an u n c r i t i c a l accep tance o f t ragic myth i f i ca t ions 
— o f history, o f the h u m a n c o n d i t i o n — w h e n the i n n e r story may 
tel l o f e p i c surviva l . W h e r e o n e c u l t u r e reads ec l ipse , a n o t h e r 
reads e ro t i c exchange , i n w h i c h the q u e s t i o n o f mastery may 
no t be wha t it seems. T h e b o o k is an i m p o r t a n t r e m i n d e r that 
theor i za t ions o f the c o l o n i a l e n c o u n t e r are of ten s imp l i s t i c a n d 
m i s l e a d i n g , r e p e a t i n g yet aga in centr is t a s sumpt ions o f p o w e r 
a n d c o n t r o l , w h e n the c o n c e a l e d t ru th may be m u c h m o r e 
s u b v e r s i v e — a n d , basically, g o o d news. 

O p e n n e s s to such a m b i g u i t y has b e e n a m a r k o f W i l s o n 
Ha r r i s ' s w o r k f r o m the b e g i n n i n g . S i n c e D o n n e a n d the 
D r e a m e r i n Palace of the Peacock i n 1960, he has c o n t i n u e d to 
e x p l o r e ways o f g o i n g b e y o n d the l i m i t e d ra t iona l i s t a p p r o a c h to 
the h u m a n c o n d i t i o n , a n d b e y o n d the t i m e - l o c k e d l i n e a r plots o f 
r ea l i sm . T o W r alcott , H a r r i s is the "most audac ious e x p l o r e r 
o f o u r psychic c o n d i t i o n so far," w h o has h a d the cou rage to 
" s i m p l y t ransfer his s t u p e n d o u s poe t i c powers d i r ec t l y i n t o 
prose ," a n d w h o argues that "it is the p o w e r o f the i m a g i n a t i o n 
that i l l u m i n a t e s the t ru th , n o t a j o u r n a l i s t i c r e c o r d i n g o f it" 
( C o l l i e r 2 3 1 - 3 3 ) — t h e last p o i n t f o l l o w i n g a c r i t i q u e o f N a i p a u l . 
T h e y o u n g e r Guyanese writers c a n n o t a v o i d w r i t i n g i n Ha r r i s ' s 
shadow (with echoes o f J u n g , pe rhaps ) . M e l v i l l e ' s n o v e l , w h i c h 
h i s to r i ca l l y fol lows a year after Ha r r i s ' s , echoes its c o n c e r n s i n a 
sna tch o f d i a l o g u e : 

" L e t ' s g o to J o n e s t o w n . " 

" W h y d o y o u c a l l i t J o n e s t o w n ? " a s k e d C h o f y , b e m u s e d . 
" B e c a u s e p e o p l e c o m e i n h e r e a n d d i s a p p e a r , " l a u g h e d T e n g a . 

( 5 3 ) 

T h e i d e a o f ec l ipse (po ten t i a l ly tragic) is he re a m u s i n g l y a p p l i e d 
to a n o t h e r co l l ec t ive e x t i n c t i o n , s n a t c h i n g l i f e - e n h a n c i n g en
ergy f r o m slaughter , eros f r o m thanatos. Ha r r i s ' s latest fiction 
Jonestown o n c e aga in stages twin pro tagonis t s i n a m y t h o p o e i c 
nar ra t ive , bu t this t ime the s ta r t ing-poin t for the fiction is a 
h i s t o r i ca l event. I n the J o n e s t o w n apoca lypse o f 1978, a c o m m u 
nity o f 9 1 3 p e o p l e d i e d , i n c l u d i n g 2 7 6 c h i l d r e n . T h a t co l l ec -
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tive s l a u g h t e r — s u i c i d e a n d m u r d e r o n a g r a n d s c a l e — s h o c k e d 
G u y a n a a n d the w o r l d . I n t a k i n g it as a l i te rary subject, H a r r i s is, 
however , e n g a g i n g n o t o n l y wi th h is tory bu t wi th a C a r i b b e a n 
in ter text , i n that S h i v a N a i p a u l ( the late b r o t h e r o f V . S. N a i p a u l ) 
wro te a s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l s tudy o f it, Black and White. H e i n t e r p r e t e d 
it as the fa i lu re o f the 10,60s' i d e a l i s m i n w h i c h a f lawed mes
s ian ic leader , J i m Jones , g a i n e d des t ruct ive p o w e r over vu lner 
able p e o p l e . M a n y o f the v i c t ims were b lack A m e r i c a n s . It was a 
C a l i f o r n i a n d r e a m g o n e w r o n g , t rans la ted f r o m N o r t h to S o u t h 
A m e r i c a for its ca tac lysmic e n d . Jus t two figures, Jones ' s l i e u t e n 
ants, were seen e s c a p i n g f r o m the k i l l i n g fields. 

H a r r i s , i n c r e a t i n g a story a r o u n d these two, w h o m he makes a 
b i n a r y pair , a p p r o a c h e s the imag ina t ive u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f those 
events f r o m a very d i f fe ren t perspect ive . H e reaches back in to a 
m o r e dis tant past, i n t o an ea r l i e r apoca lypse , the u n e x p l a i n e d 
ec l ipse o f a w h o l e c u l t u r a l g r o u p i n C e n t r a l A m e r i c a , the M a y a . 
T h e M a y a n sacred b o o k , the Popol Vuh, is the s e m i n a l text for 
H a r r i s ra ther than S h i v a N a i p a u l ' s history. It p rov ides a story o f 
h e r o i c twins whose task is to defeat dea th , l i k e H a r r i s ' s B o n e a n d 
D e a c o n , bu t above this, it p rov ides a n imag ina t i ve c l ima t e i n 
w h i c h mysteries c a n be addressed . T h e key to the p o w e r o f 
H a r r i s ' s text is its i n t e r t ex tua l h a r m o n y w i t h an a n c i e n t b o o k o f 
A m e r i n d i a n myths." 

H a r r i s ' s b o o k i l lustrates w i t h b r i l l i a n t c lar i ty Walco t t ' s thesis 
i n " T h e M u s e o f H i s t o r y " that the d i s t inc t ive w r i t i n g o f the 
N e w W o r l d rejects h i s to ry as t ime fo r its o r i g i n a l c o n c e p t as m y t h : 
the wr i te rs ' p h i l o s o p h y is " revolu t ionary , for wha t they repeat 
to the N e w W o r l d is its s imul tane i ty w i t h the O l d . T h e i r v i s i o n 
o f m a n is e l e m e n t a l , a b e i n g i n h a b i t e d by presences, n o t a 
c rea ture c h a i n e d to his past" ( "The M u s e o f H i s t o r y " 111). In his 
subsequen t essay, Merlin and Parsifal: Adversarial Twins, H a r r i s 
demons t ra tes h o w close he is to this concep t , s p e a k i n g o f the 
" e n o r m o u s l y real hear t o f synch ron i c i t y " ( 1 0 ) . W h e r e the o the r 
wri ters have i n v a r y i n g p r o p o r t i o n s b a l a n c e d h i s to r i ca l d i scourse 
against m y t h , H a r r i s ha s j e t t i soned history. L i k e the o t h e r wri ters , 
he f o r e g r o u n d s the na tu re o f textuali ty. I n d i scuss ing the adver
sar ia l b i n a r i s m o f the cry o f M e r l i n , the w i e l d e r o f pagan mag ic , 
against the sc ient i f ic r a t i o n a l i s m o f Pars i fa l , the C h r i s t i a n h e r o , 



28 P A U L A B U R N E T T 

he glosses a phrase he uses i n Jonestown, " l ive fossil nurse ry o f 
l anguage ." 

" L i v e , " h e says, " re fers to a l i v i n g l a n g u a g e , ' f o s s i l ' b e a r s o n t h e great 
age o f t h e l a n g u a g e . ' L i v e ' a n d ' f o s s i l ' t h e r e f o r e s e e m a n t a g o n i s t i c i n 
t h a t t h e l i v i n g l a n g u a g e is s u s c e p t i b l e to n e w r o o t s i n t e r w o v e n w i t h 
o l d , foss i l r o o t s . T h a t i n t e r w e a v i n g s e e m s to r e f l e c t a t e n s i o n a n d 
r i v a l r y o f f o r m s . B u t ' n u r s e r y ' i m p l i e s t r ia l s o f t h e i m a g i n a t i o n i n 
w h i c h ' o l d ' a n d ' n e w ' b e c o m e p s y c h i c a l l y s u p p o r t i v e o n e o f t h e 
o t h e r i n t h e m u s i c o f t h e senses." (15) 

T h e i d e a o f b ina ry oppos i tes b e i n g o f m u t u a l psychic suppor t , 
c o l l a p s i n g the g u l f be tween o l d a n d new, p rov ides a creat ive way 
i n t o the h o r r o r s o f J o n e s t o w n . H e n a M a e s j e l i n e k relates this to a 
trickster-strategy, d e s c r i b i n g Har r i s ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f c o m e d y as "a 
process o f c o n v e r s i o n i n i t i a t e d by a n awareness that any exis ten
t ia l p r e d i c a m e n t po t en t i a l l y con ta ins its reverse, that any k i n d s o f 
fact o r b e h a v i o u r are the very doorways through w h i c h o n e c a n 
t e n d towards deeper , a n t i n o m i c a l p r o p o r t i o n s " ( 2 1 7 ) . 

Jonestown relates s u c h i n t e r p é n é t r a t i o n spec i f i ca l ly to M a y a n 
p h i l o s o p h y . T h e M a y a b e l i e v e d i n cyc l i c t ime i n w h i c h "his tory 
repeats i tse l f w h e n e v e r the d i v i n e i n f l u e n c e s are i n the same 
ba lance" ( T h o m p s o n 165). T h e y h a d a n e x t r e m e l y soph i s t i ca t ed 
d o u b l e n u m e r i c a l system by w h i c h they c a l c u l a t e d b a c k m i l l i o n s 
o f years to ident i fy c o n j u n c t i o n s a n d m a k e p r e d i c t i o n s . L i k e 
Walco t t ' s rower, they went backwards i n t o the future . B u t l i k e J i m 
Jones , they also b e l i e v e d that the w o r l d w o u l d c o m e to a s u d d e n 
e n d . F o r H a r r i s , the u n e x p l a i n e d co l lapse o f the p r e - C o l u m b i a n 
c u l t u r e o f the Y u c a t a n ant ic ipa tes the fa i lu re o f J o n e s t o w n , as i f a 
cycle o f ca tac lysm h a d c o m e r o u n d aga in , t ime l o o p e d l i k e a lasso 
i n the h a n d o f a g a u c h o . 

H a r r i s wrestles he re w i t h the p r o b l e m o f v i o l e n c e a n d traces 
it to the u n c o n s c i o u s spr ings o f sexuali ty. I n the essay, h e makes 
the p a r a d o x i c a l b i n a r i s m clear : "Love ' s ecstasy a n d u n c a n n y 
l a m e n t is its p r e c a r i o u s b u t rea l b r i d g e be tween the p i t i f u l a n d 
the pi t i less . T h e forces that d i v i d e love f r o m c o n q u e s t c a n n o t 
be t aken fo r g ran ted . T h e y interweave i n u n p r e d i c t a b l e a n d 
s ta r t l ing ways" ( 1 3 - 1 4 ) . T h e quest o f B o n e , the b e n i g n twin , 
comes to be d e f i n e d as a quest for i n t e r cou r se w i t h o u t v i o l e n c e , a 
t h e m e M e l v i l l e deve lops . T h e p h a l l i c project , w h i c h has d o m i -
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na t ed the cu l tu res o f the w o r l d , is set against its other , the 
s y m b o l i c w o m b o f f e m i n i n e space, secre ted i n the g l o b a l my th 
o log ies . Jus t as C h r i s t i a n i t y has the V i r g i n M o t h e r , the M a y a h a d a 
moon-goddess , Ix, to set against the t e r r ib le sun-god , the j a g u a r 
i n his n i g h t l y passage t h r o u g h the dea th -wor ld , o n whose sk in , 
the n i g h t sky, B o n e is t o l d to wri te his d r e a m - b o o k . 

T h e r e d e m p t i o n t h e m e , w h i c h ba lances the convu l s ions o f 
v i o l e n c e is ev iden t i n s o m e o f the fiction's key images . A n i m a g 
ery o f b r e a d as hea l e r u n f o l d s t h r o u g h o u t the b o o k to be r e a l i z e d 
finally i n the S h i p o f B r e a d , w h i c h B o n e constructs . T h e o l d 
sacr i f ic ia l sacraments o f f lesh a n d b l o o d are r e m a d e i n b r e a d a n d 
water, asser t ing finally a n o n - v i o l e n t m o r a l po l i t i c s o f n u r t u r e . 
T h i s bears n o trace o f nos ta lg ia o r r o m a n c e . It is a t o u g h - m i n d e d 
stance. A s H a r r i s writes i n Merlin and Parsifal, "P ro foundes t self-
confess ion , se l f - judgement is the s u p r e m e g o a l o f art. . . . 
S e l f - j u d g e m e n t . . . i m p l i e s the p r i ce h u m a n i t y a n d the a n i m a l 
k i n g d o m pay to pe rce ive themselves w i t h i n i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e 
roles o f b r i d e a n d b r i d e g r o o m , pr ies t o f G o d a n d sacr i f ic ia l 
v i c t i m " (14) . T h e assoc ia t ion o f sacr i f ic ia l b l o o d w i t h l i fe ra ther 
t han d e a t h is i n s c r i b e d i n the image o f b i r t h . In the Popol Vuh, the 
d i v i n e twins ' mother- to-be defeats d e a t h by o f f e r ing the c lo t t ed 
b l o o d - l i k e sap o f a tree in s t ead o f h e r hear t . In H a r r i s ' s story, o n e 
o f th ree a rche typa l V i r g i n s sits by a c r ad l e , e m p t y "save for a 
beau t i fu l toy, a w h e e l e d c h a r i o t . . . w i t h i n w h i c h lay a m i n u t e 
che r ry f r o m a f lake o f b l o o d w o o d i n a C h r i s t m a s tree" ( 9 3 ) . T h e 
M a y a d i d n o t use the w h e e l bu t they d i d have w h e e l e d t o y s — a 
w o n d e r f u l i l l u s t r a t i on o f h o w art i n a l l its p layfu l creat ivi ty c a n 
l e a d cu l t u r e . H a r r i s ' s exquis i t e image makes cross-cul tura l use o f 
m y t h to i l lus t ra te un fo rge t t ab ly the p r i n c i p l e o f l i fe , o f po t en 
t ia l i ty . 7 T h i s is n o t a p o l i t i c a l , as G a r e t h Gr i f f i ths observes: Ha r r i s ' s 
work , " t h o u g h it seems to refuse a r he to r i c o f po l i t i c s , is o d d l y 
e n o u g h , p r o f o u n d l y r a d i c a l as a result , ins i s t ing , as it does , very 
v i g o r o u s l y o n the n e e d to c o n s u m e the biases o f fixed c u l t u r a l 
a n d p o l i t i c a l pos i t ions , to in i t ia te what is an o n g o i n g sense o f 
d ia l ec t i c a n d h i s to r i ca l c h a n g e " ( 4 4 2 ) . I n fact, the lesson o f 
Jonestown is that o n l y the i m a g i n a t i o n c a n l ibe ra te h is tory f r o m 
its t ragic cycles o f apoca lyp t i c v i o l e n c e . H a r r i s is a be l i eve r i n 
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change , i n mutabi l i ty . H i s a t t i tude to c h r o n i c i t y is subt ly d i f fe rent 
f r o m that o f the final wr i t e r o f the g r o u p , Walco t t . 

In Walcot t ' s latest c o l l e c t i o n o f p o e m s , The Bounty ( 1 9 9 7 ) , 

t ime is t h i n n e d to a t r a v e l l i n g present , w i t h o u t past o r future. 
T h e t rop ics can teach: "here we have m e r e l y a steadiness w i t h o u t 
seasons, / a n d n o history, w h i c h is b o r e d o m i n t e r r u p t e d by war. / 
C i v i l i s a t i o n is i m p a t i e n c e " ( 3 5 ) . H e insists o n the n o w as an 
absolute i n a sp i r i t o f d e e p gra t i tude . " T h e o n e l i g h t we have" 
(75) is the gift o f the w o r l d . T h e b o u n t y o f the title is this d i v i n e 
gift, "the b o u n t y w h i c h is H i s W o r d " ( 1 0 ) , w h i c h i n c l u d e s the gift 
o f love, felt most k e e n l y i n loss. T h e r e are m a n y c o m m e m o r a t i v e 
p o e m s here , p a y i n g t r ibu te to a n d g i v i n g thanks fo r the g r o w i n g 
c r o w d o f d e a d fami ly a n d f r iends . T h e b o o k also gives thanks for 
wha t Yeats d u b b e d the "boun ty o f S w e d e n , " the N o b e l P r i ze , 
w h i c h has e n a b l e d W a l c o t t to b u i l d a house i n St. L u c i a , his 
sp i r i tua l h o m e , a house o n the shore : " N o b o u n t y is grea ter / 
t han w a l k i n g to the edge o f the rocks w h e r e the h e a d l a n d ' s / 
de tona t ions exu l t i n t he i r na tu ra l me t r e " ( 6 1 ) . A n d it is also 
C a p t a i n B l i g h ' s sh ip , Bounty, f amous for F l e t c h e r C h r i s t i a n ' s 
m u t i n y — a n area o f h is tory new to Walco t t ' s work . T h i s w o r k is 
above a l l a votive act o f thanks — the poe t gives, finally, "unembi t -
te red thanks for a l l a gift gave" ( 3 4 ) . 

T h e l o n g title p o e m is an elegy to A l i x , his late mo the r . Re
us ing the D a n t e a n terza rima he a d a p t e d fo r Omeros, W a l c o t t 
p i tches the p o e m at a me taphys i ca l l eve l , add re s s ing the mystery 
o f l i fe a n d dea th a n d r e c o r d i n g his o w n q u e s t i o n i n g s p e c u l a t i o n . 
A s before , Wa lco t t fo l lows D a n t e i n r e p l a c i n g the apoca lyp t i c 
B i b l i c a l r eve la t ion o f the heaven ly city w i t h a v i s i o n o f a pa rad i sa l 
rose. T h e pathos o f the aged m o t h e r whose m i n d wanders (por
t rayed i n Omeros as at t imes u n a b l e to r e c o g n i z e h e r o w n c h i l 
d r e n ) is de l i ca te ly t r a n s f o r m e d by a p a r a l l e l i s m w i t h J o h n C l a r e , 
the e igh teen th-cen tury poet , w h o i n his insani ty wrote o f the 
w o n d e r s o f na ture as p roofs o f G o d ' s bounty . T h e pa ra l l e l de
l ivers a l o v i n g por t ra i t o f the grace o f a m i n d f reed f r o m the 
c h a i n o f l i n e a r t ime . 

H e r dea th l ibera tes the poe t too: " T h e r e is n o c h a n g e now, n o 
cycles o f s p r i n g , a u t u m n , winter , / n o r a n i s land ' s p e r p e t u a l 
s u m m e r ; she took t ime wi th her ; / n o c l i m a t e , n o c a l e n d a r 
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excep t for this b o u n t i f u l day" (15). G r i e f a n d loss r e t u r n the poe t 
to his present , a futureless present , w h i c h he w i l l i n h a b i t l i k e a 
r o c k i n the r a i n , g i v i n g thanks w i t h i n the c i r c l e o f his h o r i z o n , 
f u l l o f the "awe i n the o r d i n a r y " (7). D e a t h is the e te rna l r e tu rn , 
par t o f the n a t u r a l cycle . H e real izes w i t h "as tonishment : that 
ea r th rejoices / i n the m i d d l e o f o u r agony, ear th that w i l l have 
h e r for g o o d . " U n l i k e those w h o m o u r n , the d e a d are w i t h o u t 
sorrow, w i t h o u t hunger , "wi thou t any appet i te ," b u t are "part o f 
ear th 's vegetal fury," o f f e r ing themselves as sacrament , " the i r 
absence i n a l l that we eat" ( 1 3 - 1 4 ) . T h e me taphys ica l ques t i on 
a b o u t l i fe after dea th is answered i n the o r g a n i c , w h i c h makes a 
sac rament o f o r d i n a r y f o o d , g r o w n f r o m a n ea r th n o u r i s h e d by 
the b e l o v e d . L i k e H a r r i s , W a l c o t t coun te r s the cann iba l i s t i c a n d 
dea th - r i dden images o f sacrif ice o n w h i c h c o l o n i a l i s m t r aded . 

H i s t o r y p r o d u c e s n o t h i n g bu t grief. O n c e m o r e the ho locaus t , 
a n d the curse o f E u r o p e v is i ted o n the rest o f the w o r l d t h r o u g h 
e m p i r e , are the subject o f b i t te r m e m o r y . O n l y l anguage l iber 
ates f r o m his tory: "we have n o solace b u t u t te rance , h e n c e this 
w i l d cry" ( g ) — l i k e the cry o f M e r l i n o f w h i c h H a r r i s speaks. T h e 
b l a c k b i r d ' s s i n g i n g , we are t o l d , does n o t m e a n it has fo rgo t t en 
grief. V o i c i n g the p a i n , o n c e aga in , coun te r s despa i r a n d means 
surv iva l . T h e a b i d i n g task, taught by the mo the r , is "to wri te o f 
the l igh t ' s b o u n t y o n f a m i l i a r th ings" (16) . T h e p o e m s are fu l l 
o f s m a l l creatures , ants, but terf l ies , m i c e , a n d weather, a n d l i g h t 
— the a s t o n i s h i n g r eve la t ion o f that o t h e r l i fe w h i c h teaches 
h u m i l i t y : 

. . . B e c a u s e m e m o r y is less 
t h a n t h e p l a c e w h i c h it c h e r i s h e s , f r a m e s i tse l f f r o m n o w h e r e 

e x c e p t to say t h a t e v e n w i t h the sh i t a n d t h e stress 

o f w h a t we d o t o e a c h o t h e r , t h e r u n n i n g s t r e a m ' s b l i ss 

c o n t r a d i c t s t h e s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e o f d e s p a i r 

by these g l i t t e r i n g s i m p l i c i t i e s , water , leaves, a n d air , 
that e la te d i s s o l u t i o n w h i c h goes b e y o n d h a p p i n e s s . (27) 

T h e love o f the m o t h e r is p resen ted , u n u s u a l l y for W a l c o t t 
(whose p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h his lost fa ther is gene ra l l y separate 
f r o m his w r i t i n g a b o u t his m o t h e r ) , as an o e d i p a l d r a m a w h i c h 
frames the c o l l e c t i o n . T h e ti t le p o e m tells h o w the m o t h e r 
taught h e r sons that "the C h r i s t - S o n / ques t ions the Father , to 
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settle o n a n o t h e r i s l and , haun ted by H i m " ( 1 0 ) . T h e c h i l d r e n ' s 
remoteness f r o m the father who d i e d w h e n they were sma l l is 
m y t h i f i e d , the a rche typa l e x p l a i n e d at the same m o m e n t as the 
p e r s o n a l , for it is also a symbol o f the C a r i b b e a n e x p e r i e n c e , 
e x p l a i n i n g a n d n a t u r a l i z i n g the h i s to r i c d ispossess ion a n d the 
h e r o i c task o f self-creat ion ( p r o m i n e n t i n the D a b y d e e n p o e m ) . 

T h e "bounty" i n terms o f C a p t a i n B l i g h ' s sh ip , the scene o f a 
necessary o e d i p a l mut iny , is an a l legory o f c o m p e t i n g ideo log ie s : 
the O l d Tes tament e th ic o f jus t ice ("the whi te G o d is C a p t a i n 
B l i g h " ) is r e p l a c e d w i t h the N e w Tes tament r e v o l u t i o n a n d reve
l a t i o n o f mercy. T h e passage c o m b i n e s spat ia l g e o g r a p h y a n d 
t e m p o r a l h is tory w i t h m i n d - e x p a n d i n g m y t h i c m a p p i n g : "the 
soul ' s A u s t r a l i a is l i k e the N e w Tes tament after the O l d W o r l d , 
the c o d e o f an eye for an eye" (9) . W a l c o t t n o w ties a 
fresh c o n t i n e n t , A u s t r a l i a , to his w o r l d - e m b r a c i n g web o f C a r i b -
beanness . T h e breadf ru i t seedl ings w h i c h were the Bounty's 
cargo , i n t e n d e d as f o o d for the slaves o f the A m e r i c a s , p r o v i d e a 
coun te r - image to the ho r ro r s o f the h u m a n ca rgo o f the m i d d l e 
passage, the sh ip o f b r e a d u n d e r g o i n g a fu r the r m e t a m o r p h o s i s . 
A f t e r the mut iny , w h i c h puts the s y m b o l i c C h r i s t i a n o n the i s l a n d 
(h i s to r i ca l ly T a h i t i , bu t u n m o o r e d f r o m its l o c a t i o n to b e c o m e a 
gene r i c i s l and) the sea distr ibutes the seed l ings to r o o t t h e m 
selves whereve r there is hunger , l i k e "ou r b l o w n tr ibes d i s p e r s i n g 
over the i s lands" ( 3 5 ) . Its pa lm-shaped lea f p rov ide s a sequence 
o f h a n d images , a gent le , n u r t u r i n g h a n d . M r . C h r i s t i a n as casta
way is l i n k e d w i t h the m a d o u t s i d e r s — t h e mo the r , J o h n C l a r e , 
p o o r T o m f r o m King Lear—visionaries i n s p i r e d by t he i r o w n 
a m b i v a l e n t i so l a t i on , p r i s o n , a n d l i b e r a t i o n i n o n e . T h e poe t o n 
his sea-girt r o c k sums t h e m u p , a sol i tary m e d i t a t o r f a m i l i a r f r o m 
decades o f Walco t t ' s work . In the final p o e m , the b o o k revisits 
O e d i p u s , n o w at C o l o n u s , the somet ime- tyrant n o w a c o n t e m p l a 
tive, w i t h "no father to k i l l . " 

B u t fo r Walco t t , the o e d i p a l d rama , the attack o n the father, is 
the Anans i - s tance against authority, the r e v o l u t i o n a r y geste. T h e 
n e e d fo r c h a n g e w i t h o u t v io lence d e m a n d s a r e p u d i a t i o n o f the 
t ragedies o f history. C o n t e m p l a t i o n is seen as a new k i n d o f 
imag ina t i ve r e v o l u t i o n , l i ke ra in that e rodes w i t h appa ren t soft
ness the h a r d structures o f power: 
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. . . t h e s u n w i t h d r a w s b e h i n d d r a p e s 

l i k e a k i n g o r a p r e s i d e n t o n t h e p a l a c e b a l c o n y 

w h o h e a r s t h e r o a r o f a s q u a r e a n d t h i n k s it is o n l y 

t h e r a i n , it w i l l pass, t o m o r r o w w i l l b e s u n n y , 

p r a i s e t o t h e r a i n its h o a r s e v o i c e d i s s o l v e r o f s h a p e s , 

o f t h e p e a k s o f p o w e r , p r i n c e s , a n d m o u n t a i n s l o p e s . ( 6 0 ) 

T h e poe t l ooks to na tu re fo r r e d e m p t i o n : "Perhaps it is the fog 
that erases the sins / o f h is tory" ( 7 2 ) . H e p ic tu res "yam vines 
t r y ing to h i d e the sugar-wheel 's r u i n " ( 4 8 ) . N a t u r e teaches the 
p o w e r o f pa t i ence , pers is tence, g r o w t h . W i t h art, it is the r e d e e m 
i n g force . D ' A g u i a r (who, l i k e the o t h e r wri ters he re , is e n g a g e d 
i n c u l t u r a l d i scuss ion b e y o n d his creat ive w o r k ) argues that, i n 
his essays o n aesthetics, Walco t t , c o n f i n e d to a b i n a r y v i s i o n , stops 
shor t o f true C a r i b b e a n p l u r a l i s m . O n l y H a r r i s , i n his view, 
"comes to gr ips wi th this c o m p l e x real i ty m a d e u p n o t o f c o m p o 
site pairs b u t a k a l e i d o s c o p i c w h o l e " ( " A m b i g u i t y " 167). O n the 
contrary, The Bounty offers fu r the r e v i d e n c e that there is l i t t le 
essential d i f fe rence be tween the t h i n k i n g o f W a l c o t t a n d H a m s , 
a l t h o u g h the i r aesthet ic strategies are m a r k e d l y dif ferent . T h e 
o n e r e m a i n i n g d i f fe rence i n t he i r p h i l o s o p h i e s does , however, 
relate to ch ron ic i ty , W a l c o t t h a v i n g a b a n d o n e d the p r i v i l e g i n g o f 
the new, w h i l e H a r r i s re ta ins a fa i th i n i t . 8 It is for this reason that 
Walco t t ' s w o r k is p l a c e d last i n this a rgumen t ; it represents the 
e x t r e m e p o s i t i o n o n synchron ic i ty . 

A p o c a l y p t i c events, w h i c h are a m o n g the mos t t e m b l é events 
i n a w o r l d h is tory s teeped i n cruelty, are addressed very differ
en t ly i n these works . P a i n is g iven vo ice w i t h diverse e l o q u e n c e , 
mos t d i s t inc t ive ly i n D a b y d e e n ' s poems . "Turner , " a n e p o c h -
m a k i n g text i n C a r i b b e a n l i t e ra tu re , ma rks the e n o r m i t y o f 
events w i t h o u t c o l l a p s i n g i n t o G o t h i c h y p e r b o l e : it demons t ra tes 
b o t h r i g o u r a n d fai th i n creativity. T h e three s e n i o r wri ters , V . S. 
N a i p a u l , H a r r i s , a n d Walco t t , a l t h o u g h they demons t r a t e re
m a r k a b l e i n t e r i o r cons i s tency wi th the c a n o n o f t he i r o w n works , 
c a n also be seen pe rhaps s u r p r i s i n g l y as essent ial ly g r a p p l i n g 
w i t h s i m i l a r p r o b l e m s , t h o u g h wi th d i f fe rent aesthet ic strategies. 
T h e three y o u n g e r Guyanese are c lea r ly l i s t e n i n g to t he i r seniors 
a n d to e a c h o t h e r as they m o v e w i t h i n c r e a s i n g c o n f i d e n c e in to 
the i r o w n d i s t inc t ive d i f ferences as a r t icu la tors o f the C a r i b b e a n 
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e x p e r i e n c e ( i n subtle ways less o p t i m i s t i c a r t i cu la tors pe rhaps 
than the i r e lde rs ) . 

T o m o v e f r o m N a i p a u l ' s B l a i r to M e l v i l l e ' s B l a - B l a to Walco t t ' s 
C a p t a i n B l i g h is to see a d e v e l o p m e n t f r o m h is to r ic i ty e x e m 
p l i f i e d i n a rea l is t ic d e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the p o l i t i c a l , to the tra
gedy o f the loss o f the fu ture a n d o f i n d i g e n o u s speech , to the 
m y t h i f i c a t i o n o f necessary mu t iny , the cou rageous def iance o f 
t r a d i t i o n — o f the F a t h e r — w h i c h is the p r e c o n d i t i o n o f self-
c r e a t i o n . E x t e n d e d to the co l l ec t ive c u l t u r a l se l f -creat ion, this 
p r o g r e s s i o n is the C a r i b b e a n ' s d i s t inc t ive a c h i e v e m e n t a n d its 
imag ina t ive gift to the w o r l d . T h e b ina r i e s o f p o w e r — d o m i n a t o r 
a n d d o m i n a t e d — a r e s t i r r ed a n d m i x e d i n C a r i b b e a n w r i t i n g , 
t he i r m u t u a l i nvo lvemen t s a n d ambiva lences decons t ruc t ed . 
T h e B l a i r / B l a - B l a / B l i g h p a r a d i g m reaches its c o n c l u s i o n i n an
o t h e r assonant, "b lur ," as u sed i n J o a n Dayan ' s s tudy o f H a i t i a n 
cu l tu re , w h i c h i l l u m i n a t e s also the w i d e r C a r i b b e a n ' s : " T e r r o r is 
the p lace o f greatest love. W h e n I ask, ' H o w are gods m a d e ? ' I a m 
also a sk ing , ' H o w are h is tor ies t o ld? ' I want to reveal the b l u r at 
the hear t o f h ie ra rchy . A m u t u a l l y r e i n f o r c i n g d o u b l e inca rna 
t i o n , a d o u b l i n g be tween v i o l a t i o n a n d sen t iment , p u r i t y a n d 
i m p u r i t y " ( x x ) . H a r r i s has l o n g a r g u e d the n e e d to r e c o n c i l e 
b ina ry o p p o s i t i o n s t h r o u g h a c o n s u m p t i o n o f t he i r o w n biases. 
In e x p l o r i n g ways o f m o d e l l i n g C a r i b b e a n p l u r a l i s m , these 
wri ters i n p a r t i c u l a r revisi t the co re myths o f sexuali ty, d e c o n 
s t ruc t ing h is tory as rape a n d sad ism, b u t also m y t h i f y i n g o t h e r 
k i n d s o f contac t , that is, gen t l e r in te rac t ions . T h e loss n o t o n l y o f 
fa ther bu t also o f m o t h e r (Dabydeen ' s p o e m ends , " N o m o t h e r " ) 
l ibera tes f r o m h i e r a r c h y a n d requ i res a r e a c h i n g ou t to p e e r s — 
bro the r s a n d sisters, o f a l l k i n d s , f a m i l i a l a n d co l l ec t ive . T h e new 
locus is the key, the p lace i n w h i c h the m u l t i p l e t r ad i t ions have 
b e c o m e C a r i b b e a n , have b e c o m e A m e r i c a n , a n d are s t i l l c r eo l i z -
i n g , a n d i n w h i c h the o p p o r t u n i t y fo r a rea l d e m o c r a c y c a n be 
r ea l i zed . B e n i t e z - R o j o d i s t ingu ishes C a r i b b e a n c u l t u r e by its "de
sire to sub l ima te apoca lypse a n d v i o l e n c e " (16) . 

T h e s e six texts c o n f i r m that des i re , m i x i n g h is tory a n d m y t h i n 
va ry ing degrees , p r o d u c i n g art w h i c h devises subt le strategies o f 
resistance a n d s u r v i v a l — a n d c e l e b r a t i o n . D a b y d e e n ' s a c c o u n t 
o f his r e l a t i o n s h i p to " T u r n e r " has echoes i n the o t h e r five texts: 
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" T u r n e r ' is the o n l y t h i n g that I have wr i t t en so far w h i c h I feel 
c o m f o r t a b l e w i th . I suppose I spent twenty years just t r y ing to find 
an Af r i canness o r find an Ind ianness o r find a Creo leness ; a k i n d 
o f cons tan t g r i n d to find s o m e t h i n g , a n d n o w y o u settle for a 
w o r l d o f y o u r o w n m a k i n g , a n d y o u settle fo r m e t a p h o r — t h e 
sheer beauty a n d a u t o n o m y o f the m e t a p h o r " (Dawes 2 0 8 - 0 9 ) . 

O r as W a l c o t t puts it i n his N o b e l speech : " A l l o f the A n t i l l e s , 
every i s l and , is an effort o f m e m o r y ; every m i n d , every r ac i a l 
b i o g r a p h y c u l m i n a t i n g i n a m n e s i a a n d fog . P ieces o f s u n l i g h t 
t h r o u g h the fog a n d s u d d e n ra inbows , arcs-en-ckl. T h a t is the 
effort, the l a b o u r o f the A n t i l l e a n i m a g i n a t i o n , r e b u i l d i n g its 
gods f r o m b a m b o o frames, phrase by phrase" {Antilles 2 7 ) . A s the 
m i l l e n n i u m approaches , these wri ters share an awareness that 
w h i l e h is tory s t i l l hur ts , the t imeless z o n e o f m y t h , i f imag
ina t ive ly r ead , c a n p r o v i d e l a n d m a r k s to progress , so that the 
m y t h o p o e i c artist may r o w the peop le ' s boat s teadi ly towards a 
m o r e b e n i g n fu tu re . 9 

N O T E S 

1 This study grows from works I have reviewed, with the exception of the D'Aguiar 
text: David Dabydeen, Turner, New Statesman, 22 Apr. 1994: 40; V. S. Naipaul, A Way 
In The World, New Statesman, 13 May 1994: 36; Wilson Harris, Jonestown, New 
Statesman, 12 July 1996:48: Pauline Melville, The Ventriloquist's Tede, The Independent 
(The L o n g Weekend), 24 May 1997: 8; Derek Walcott, The Bounty, The Independent 
(The L o n g Weekend), 12 July 1997: 6. 

- Dabydeen has published another novel since Turner, The Counting House (1996), 
although he asserts that his "instinct is for poetry" (see his 1995 interview with 
Kanaganayakam ). 

: 5 T h e difficulty of writing about the actualities of slavery without p r o d u c i n g a kind of 
pornography is real. "Let us recall the most popular form of torture in colonial 
Saint-Domingue, sanctioned and recognized by the Black Code: the whip. O n c e 
the skin was flayed, pepper, salt, lemon, and ashes were applied to the wounds" 
(Dayan 265). 

' Dabydeen told me, 9 Dec. 1994, that he had not known the name's mythical 
significance until reading of it in my review. In a published interview (with 
Kanaganayakam), he has since mentioned the matter and its bearing on the 

Jungian idea of the collective unconscious. 

5 Both Greek and H i n d u myths are now assimilated as Caribbean myths, the latter 
particularly in Guyana and in Trinidad. T h e central climax of D'Aguiar's preced
ing novel. Dear Future (1996), also involves a symbolic death by fire. 

6 Harris has written to me that he is pleased with my perceived connection with Popot 
Vuh, which he says he has not read, putting the parallel down to the n u m i n o u s — 
again, the idea of the collective unconscious. 

7 T h e r e may be a relationship between Harris's Jonestown and D'Aguiar's subsequent 
Feeding the Ghosts. Where Harris has a Ship of Bread and symbolic use of wood in 
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relation to sacrifice, D'Aguiar transforms a sacrificial woman into a wooden ship 
symbolizing survival. 

8 In a discussion in Milan, May 1996, Harris commented to me o n a remark of 
Walcott's that afternoon that Dante had said it a l l — t h a t it was not possible to go 
beyond that—that that was the difference between them. 

9 This article is a modified version of a lecture sponsored by the British Council , 
given at the University of Castille, L a Mancha, Spain, November 1997, to be 
published in Narratives of Resistance, edited by Jésus Benito and Aña Manzanas. 
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