


Summary

This study is centrally concerned with the practice of reading Caribbean writing, and
the representation of writers and readers, writing and reading in the work of four
major Caribbean writers: Edward Kamau Brathwaite, V.S. Naipaul, Derek Walcott
and Wilson Harris. In it I seek to overcome some of the difficulties of reading
culturally different books by offering a cross-cultural approach to selected literary
texts. Since the emergence of an identifiable body of Anglophone Caribbean writing
in the 1950’s and 1960’s, the literature of and about the Caribbean has largely been
read in terms of a search for identity. I wish to argue that a key aspect of this search
for identity is manifested in a thematic, formal and stylistic preoccupation with
writing and reading that is evident in the literary works of Brathwaite, Naipaul,
Walcott and Harris. The work of Russian literary theorist and philosopher Mikhail
Bakhtin is central to my development of a cross-cultural approach to Caribbean
writing. It is my intention to suggest that Bakhtin’s work offers a valuable resource
and response to the dilemma faced by the Western reader of Caribbean writing: a
resource that not only provides a rich area of analysis in the field of cultural,
linguistic andl literary hybridisation, but that also implicitly offers a valuable
theorisation of the practice of reading across cultures. The thesis comprises of six
major chapters and a short conclusion. The opening chapter introduces issues relating
to the reading of Caribbean writing, and establishes a theoretical connection between
the work of Bakhtin and ideas central to Caribbean and postcolonial studies.
Thereafter attention switches from Brathwaite to Naipaul, Walcott and Harris, to
consider questions of language, authorship, history, reading and the tempero-spatial

representation of the cross-cultural Caribbean.
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1. Reading Caribbean Writing

The Reader and Caribbean Writing

This study is centrally concerned with the practice of reading Caribbean
writing, and the representation of writers and readers, writing and reading in the work
of four major Caribbean writers: Edward Kamau Brathwaite, V.S. Naipaul, Derek
Walcott and Wilson Harris. However, the narrative of Reading Caribbean Writing
will not begin in the Caribbean with a medley of Caribbean voices. Nor will it begin
with the voice of the Western critic firmly situated in the Western academy. Rather, it
will start with the opening of a series of questions by a female postcolonial critic,
born in India and educated in both the East and West, who now finds herself in an
authoritative position within the Western teaching machine. In a recent interview
focused upon questions of multiculturalism Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak recounts an
exchange between teacher and student that delicately reveals the paradoxes of
speaking in the humanities at the present moment. Faced with the question of the
authenticity of the critic, Spivak suggests that she is often puzzled by the apparent
impotency of the young white male politically-correct undergraduate who says, ‘I am
only a bourgeois white male, I can’t speak’’. For Spivak, this expression of the
student’s reading and speaking-position is inevitably debilitating, and it is easy to see
why. Not only does the silence of the student lead nowhere. Without speaking, how
can he offer an understanding and interpretation of colonial and postcolonial texts?
But also, the student’s identification of himself as ‘a bourgeois white male’ invokes a
process by which he makes himself a universal representative by proxy of all
bourgeois white males. This does not mean that in analysing novels, poetry and plays
the student should aim to deny his identity. Or, even worse, that he should attempt to
speak for someone else. Instead, Spivak advises that only through an awareness of
cultural difference and a willingness to consistently subject his reading and speaking-
position to self-critique will the student earn the right to speak and the right for his
voice to be heard. Put in these terms, this hypothetical encounter between

postcolonial teacher and Western student is instructive for a number of reasons. It



accepts the fact that different readers will inevitably produce different readings of
literary texts. It recognises the critical distance that must often be crossed in the
process of reading culturally different books. And, not least, it makes plain the need
to always acknowledge and consistently question the position from which readings
are made. This educational anecdote is therefore not simply hypothetical. It brings to
mind some of the considerations each reader unconsciously makes in the process of
speaking about their readings. It provides an apposite analogy of the theoretical and
institutional issues surrounding my reading of Caribbean writing.

This foregrounding of a sense of self, of my status and identity as reader, is
intended for at least two reasons. First, it emphasises the point that when reading
(and writing about) Caribbean writing, I do so from a unique position. It is a matter
of making this a (shifting) position of possibility and not vulnerability that is
important. Secondly, it acts as a reminder of the possible difficulties non-Caribbean
readers face when reading literary works of or about the Caribbean. Echoing the
protestations of Spivak’s student, it would be easy to say that this is a question of
race, class or gender. However, it is surely also the case that each of these identifying
categories speaks of a more general feeling of critical distance from the culturally-
different text, that is connected to one’s knowledge of the language, history and
culture of the region as a whole and the islands as separate and interconnected
entities, as well as one’s social background. Reading Caribbean writing requires
effort. But Caribbean writing is not particularly unique in this regard, and that is not
to say that the gap between Western reader and Caribbean writer cannot be bridged.
There are those who have called for a separate and independent criticism, exclusively
produced by Caribbean critics for Caribbean readers. But such assertions are perhaps
driven more by politics and polemics than anything else. In the late 1960’s, for
example, Edward Baugh pointed to the need for a specifically West Indian criticism
in order to promote West Indian literature to an as yet reluctant local audience. This
is important, he suggested, because ‘West Indian literature is at present so directly
and largely involved with particularly West Indian problems that it is unlikely that

any outsider can discover better than we ourselves, the truths which discussion of the

! Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, The Post-colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, ed. by
Sarah Harasym (London: Routledge, 1990), p.60.



literature holds for us’?. Jeannette B. Allis has more recently put forward the case for
a regional criticism, and in so doing has followed Baugh by alluding to the
limitations of readers and critics from outside the Caribbean:

Without attempting to exclude the valuable critical contributions of many
individual critics outside the West Indies- for example, Hena Maes-Jelinek,
Reinhard Sander, Robert Hamner, William Walsh- to West Indian literature, it
can be seen ... that the non-regional critic is bounded by his own limitations.
While the critic who recognises these limitations and works within them can
produce meaningful assessments, only the regional critic can provide the vital
cultural connection between a writer’s works and his society.’

As a so-called ‘non-regional critic’ there are, of course, a number of objections that
one might have to this statement. On the one hand, it proposes a critical practice that
is both separatist and essentialist at the same time. On the other, Allis’ conception of
what might be termed ‘committed criticism’ rests upon a principle of indivisible
correspondence between regional writer and regional critic that is unsustainable in a
contemporary market of global production and reception. If nothing else, such
assertions merely prove that the question of reading and readers has been central to
the constitution of Caribbean literature since its inception.

That reading is such an important issue in Caribbean writing, an issue which
necessarily reveals the vested interests of its writers and readers, is shown first in the
difficulty of identifying and agreeing upon the moment when a clear body of writings
emerged that could be properly called ‘Caribbean’. Recognising the cultural impact
of the ‘boom’ in Caribbean literary production in the second half of this century some
set the date in the 1950’s. Others suggest that such widespread recognition of a
Caribbean literary canon was built upon the success of writers such as Claude Mckay
and C.L.R. James in the 1920°’s and 1930’s. Others argue that the importance of
literary periodicals in the first half of the Twentieth century must not be forgotten.
Still more seek to trace the beginnings of a Caribbean writing to those literary
outpourings produced in the period of slavery in the region. These shifting positions
clearly reflect the urge to incrementally move the boundaries of the Caribbean canon,
so that it becomes more inclusive and less exclusive. Each assertion suggests
different criteria for the assessment of Caribbean writing. Should it include only

those texts that promote Caribbean identities and values in the wider world? Should

2 pdward Baugh, ‘Towards a West Indian Criticism’, Caribbean Quarterly, 14 (1-2) (1968), 143.



it address only those texts whose narrative is based in the Caribbean and populated
by Caribbean characters? Should it refer to only those texts that were written in the
Caribbean? Should it refer to only those texts written by writers who were born in the
Caribbean? Should it include work by black, white and creole writers who may or
may not have vastly different creative agendas? Should it seek to take account of the
Caribbean’s colonial past? And, on what basis would this historical and literary
recuperation take place? Such questions are not easily answered (and I will not
attempt to answer them here). They do though reflect the central concerns of
Caribbean critics in the contemporary period, and the most effective means of
illustrating this is by assessing how scholarly readers have read Caribbean writing so
far.

In contrast to the shifting recognition of Caribbean writing as a recognisable
body of literary texts, it is generally acknowledged that a recognisable body of
Anglophone Caribbean criticism only began in the late-1960’s with the publication of
The Islands in Between by London’s Oxford University Press. Edited by Louis James
(who had taken up a post at the University of Kent in the mid-1960’s), the book
offers a selection of essays on nine of the leading figures in the post-war renaissance
in Caribbean writing. Each of the essays is authored by a critic with a close
connection to the West Indies. The contributions themselves are headed by an
extensive introduction. In this opening discussion, James provides a survey of some
of the key issues within Caribbean writing, and structures his remarks around
questions of history, language, tradition and the nascent shoots of an emergent
literary culture in the genres of poetry and the novel. ‘The West Indian writer’s
search for his own voice has been a peculiarly difficult one’* James asserts, in
recognition of the significant cultural and economic influence that both England and
the United States have had on the emergent Caribbean writer. But, if the Caribbean
writer’s voice is not easily found, for James it is nevertheless a search that ultimately

produces positive effects:

Indeed, looking at West Indian literature as a whole, one realizes that much of
its vitality does come from its refusal to retire from issues of the Caribbean
situation, even if they may be examined from London or Accra, and even

3 Jeanette B. Allis, ‘A Case for Regional Criticism of West Indian Literature’, Caribbean Quarterly,

28 (1-2) (1982), 9.
4 Louis James, ed., The Islands in Between (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), p.34.






the mind be left open for the discussion of the possibility that the Caribbean, in
spite of the operation upon it of “The European system™, in spite of-- indeed,
because of-- “the peculiar circumstances” of its history, contains within itself a
“culture” different from, though not exclusive of Europe. (Brathwaite,

‘Caribbean Critics’, p.114)
This request secks to address what might be termed a general cultural flaw of The

Islands in Between. It is an assessment that is shared by Kenneth Ramchand, who
suggests in his review that in its concentration on content over form, and in its
concentration on the post-1949 phase of Caribbean writing The Islands in Between
offers nothing new for the interested reader. In his closing comments Ramchand’s
indictment of James’ collection is damning to say the least:

It is a failure of the long diverse introduction that it is neither a scrupulous
account of ‘The Rise of...” nor a discriminating guide to ‘What and Who are
the most important in...” West Indian writing. As a consequence there is no
rationale, except perhaps chronology, for the order in which the essays appear.
At the end, in spite of [the] Introduction and Epilogue the essays are nothing
more than a set of separate items found by chance between the same covers.’.

If then The Islands in Between represents the beginning of Anglophone Caribbean
criticism, it was clearly seen at the time (at least amongst West Indian commentators)
as a fairly inauspicious opening. There are significant disagreements about how
Caribbean writing ought to be read; and, such disagreements circulate around some
of the following questions: How is the story of Caribbean writing best told? Who is
most qualified to tell such a story? What are the issues involved in offering a reading
of Caribbean writing and writers now (i.e. in the late 1960°s)? And, who should the
story of Caribbean writing be written for? Who are the readers of Caribbean writing?
Who will read The Islands in Between?

If nothing else, it can certainly be said that Louis James’s collection
inaugurates a discussion of such questions. In fact, in a response to Kenneth
Ramchand, James himself suggests that, for good or bad, this was the main purpose
of the book®. However, as many critics observe, in his introduction James seems

reluctant to engage with his material from a Caribbean perspective, perhaps because

7 Kenneth Ramchand, ‘In-Between’, Journal of Commonweaith Literature, 9 (1970), 127.

% In a brief letter James modestly notes that ‘The anthology is a slim collection of essays tentatively
offered well over two years ago, and put together much earlier than that, to get a debate on Caribbean
writing going. Its success in doing so has come in part because it was timely and controversial enough
to serve as a scratching post for other critics working out their ideas. That a revised edition could be
better now is some tribute to its impact.’

Louis James, ‘Reply to Dr Ramchand’, Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 10 (1970), iv.



he is a Western critic or because his collection is produced by a Western publisher
and largely intended for a Western audience. In particular, he emphasises the
influence of England and English language and culture in unequal proportion to the
other possible contributors to a Caribbean literature (i.e. African, Indian, Asian etc.).
In one sense, this inequality of attention may be an honest expression of the unequal
influence of metropolitan values and institutions in the Caribbean during the colonial
enterprise. But in a text such as this it seems curiously out of place. Alternatively,
James’ critical compromise might more productively be read as a reflection of the
kind of difficulties Caribbean writers faced in the effort to get their work published
and to find an audience. James himself notes that in the late 1960’s there was a
desperate lack of publishers and readers in the Caribbean, and it should be recognised
that for a variety of reasons the position has not significantly changed in the
intervening years’, Other critics have also acknowledged that in the immediate post-
war period London paradoxically became the centre of Caribbean literary production.
Therefore, in order for a Caribbean novelist to succeed in his profession he had to
leave the Caribbean and journey to London where he would write his novel, where
his novel would be published, and where his novel would be read by a largely white,
middle class, educated audience. This obviously complicates any preconceived
notions we might have had about a Caribbean reader or a Caribbean readership being
exclusively or essentially black, Afro-Caribbean, or indeed exclusively from the
Caribbean. In fact, it would be hard to determine what kind of reader Brathwaite,
Naipaul, Walcott or Harris had in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Published in the same year
as The Islands in Between, Mervyn Morris’ article ‘Some West Indian Problems of
Audience’ reveals that the relationship between the West Indian reader and West
Indian writer is problematic to say the least. The most significant reasons for this,
Morris suggests, are the small local readership, the poor economic opportunities for a
writer as a result, and the limited cultural and critical appreciation of the writer in the

West Indies. As a consequence, Morris is able to open his essay by stating that: ‘One

% In a 1998 article promoting the release of a new Faber Caribbean series, Maya Jaggi reveals the
economic problems of a Caribbean writer finding an audience based in the Caribbean. She writes:
‘Given a dearth of local publishers, the islands’ writers have always had to leave to be recognised. So
there is excitement that a major British publisher (...) has launched this series “at home”. While books
usually reach this tiny and "‘marginal” market at prohibitive prices, Faber is selling the series here at
half price, to remedy what its chairman Matthew Evans, told local journalists was “an absolutely
ridiculous situation where Caribbean readers don’t get to read their own writers™”.



of the curious facts about our literature is that it is almost entirely by absentee West
Indians’'®, Thus, it should be recognised that although both Brathwaite and Walcott
lived and worked in the Caribbean until well into the 1970°s and 1980’s, the early
works of all four of the writers in this study were published in the metropolitan
centre. Brathwaite, Naipaul, Walcott and Harris were published and promoted in
London and criticised and reviewed in London and in Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad,
St Lucia and Guyana. From the start of their writing careers their work has been
directed towards both a Caribbean and non-Caribbean audience.

If James’ The Islands in Between represents the first critical introduction to
Caribbean literature it should by no means be seen as the last. Amongst others it has
been followed by Kenneth Ramchand’s An Introduction to the Study of West Indian
Literature (1976), Edward Baugh’s Critics on Caribbean Literature (1978), and
Bruce King’s West Indian Literature (1979, second edition 1995). In each of these
the question of the reader or critic’s reading-formation remains an implicit concern.
However, perhaps the most direct attention to the question of what a reader of
Caribbean literature would look like is made in the recently published Rourledge
Reader in Caribbean Literature. In their introduction to an impressive anthology of
creative and critical work from 1900 to the present, Alison Donnell and Sarah
Lawson Welsh principally seek to submit past and current readings of Caribbean
writing to a re-evaluation. Central to this critical project is Donnell and Welsh’s aim
to challenge the stasis of what may be seen as a ‘Caribbean canon’. This, they
suggest, is ‘dominated by a number of seminal works from the 1950’s and 1960’s,
the period when Caribbean literature ‘boomed’ in the metropolitan motherland,
London’"!. Such a ‘Caribbean canon’ therefore includes the key early works of

Brathwaite, Naipaul, Walcott and Harris, as well as such figures as George Lamming

Jaggi, ‘The Impure Norm®, The Guardian, Review, 2 May 1998, 10,

1 Mervyn Morris, ‘Some West Indian Problems of Audience’, English, 16 (94) (1967), 127.

See also Morris, ‘Walcott and the Audience for Poetry’, in Critical Perspectives on Derek Walcott, ed.
by Robert Hamner (Washington: Three Continents Press, 1993), pp.174-192.

It is interesting to note that two years prior to Morris’ article, Margaret Blundell offers a similar
assessment of the paradoxical nature of Caribbean literary production, that takes account of the view
inside and outside the Caribbean. Her essay closes with the salutary question: ‘Imagination, gifted
writers, the lively and newly minted language are all here, but where is the West Indian patron who
alone can be the real audience?’.

Blundell, ‘Caribbean Readers and Writers’, Bim, 11 (43) (1966), 167.

" Alison Donnell & Sarah Lawson Welsh, The Routledge Reader in Caribbean Literature (London:

Routledge, 1996), p.7.



and Samuel Selvon. The chief objection to this moment of canon-formation is that it
has remained dominant within Caribbean literary studies ever since. And, that the
introductory studies which first defined this canon (amongst which we should
obviously include James’ The Islands in Between) also defined the critical parameters
of any reading of Caribbean writing to follow. Rather than initiating further debate,
Donnell and Welsh suggest, such readings of Caribbean writing have proved
‘positively damaging to both Caribbean texts and critical practices’ (p.9). In contrast,
they assert the need to consider literatures that will expand the accepted notions of
the ‘Caribbean canon’ (i.e. literature before the ‘boom’, literature by women,
literature by writers of East Indian origins, and literature of oral performance), and
most interestingly, this leads them to sanction a decentred notion of reading
according to which each reading position may not be equally authoritative but must
be acknowledged as equally valid. Thus, in the opening pages of their Reader they
are moved to declare:

We hope not only to construct a Reader in Caribbean literature but also a reader
of Caribbean literature-- conceiving of the project as a joint production of text
and living reader. The R/reader is multiple: just as the reader is always
constructed by the overlapping functions of gender, class, education and
cultural identity, so too the Reader resists any single intellectual perspective
and aims to be open to a range of positions. The R/reader is a site of discencus
and of process. (p.2)

There is a certain knowing playfulness in the dual construction of a Caribbean
Reader and a Caribbean reader, which perhaps reflects an engagement with the
postmodern as well as the post-colonial, and runs the risk of decontextualising
Donnell and Welsh’s Caribbean concerns. But, there is also much to admire in their
recognition of ‘the overlapping functions of gender, class, education and cultural
identity’, and their insistence that each reader adopts an active relation to the text
during their open engagement with the Reader. The Caribbean reader they attempt to
construct is a reader who is multiple, constantly mobile and able to accommodate
shifting positions. He/she only ever engages in ‘partial and provisional acts of
meaning’. He/she is ‘stable only for a moment within a matrix of mobile
interconnections’. Offering their reader the opportunity to construct an identity in a
productive dialogue with a variety of creative and critical texts, Donnell and Welsh’s
attempted theorisation of the Caribbean reader is a salient reminder of the continued

importance of the question of reading and readers in Caribbean criticism. Almost
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thirty years after James’ introductory collection inaugurated critical discussion,
‘readers’ and ‘writers’, ‘the written’ and ‘the read’ remains central to any
understanding of Caribbean writing.

The orthodox critical approach to Caribbean writing is to read the literature of
the region in the simple terms of a search for identity. However, in this study I will
argue that the major texts of the Caribbean literary canon are thematically, formally
and stylistically preoccupied with the practices of reading and writing. Of course,
these two readings of Caribbean writing are by no means mutually exclusive. The
practices of reading and writing are both by their very nature practices of
identification and representation. Nor is it exactly unusual that Caribbean writers
should demonstrate an obsession with the representation of writers and readers, the
written and the read in their work. Hailing from a region of islands that only recently
achieved political independence from colonial rule, these writers- Brathwaite,
Naipaul, Walcott and Harris- have participated in and been witness to a unique
period of historical transformation. It is only natural that as Caribbean writers they
should be concerned with how the Caribbean region is read by Caribbeans and non-
Caribbeans alike. Equally, it is only right that they should reflect upon their role as
‘Caribbean writers’. Edward Kamau Brathwaite, poet and historian, was born in
Barbados in 1930. His first poem ‘Shadow Suite’ was published in the Caribbean
journal Bim in 1950, and his most recent volume of innovative poetry Dream Stories
was published in 1994. V.S. Naipaul, Nobel Prize winner in 2002, was born in 1932
in the village of Chaguanas in Trinidad. His career as a novelist and travel-writer has
spanned the period from 1957 to the present day, during which time he has written a
total of twenty-five works of fiction and non-fiction. His most recent publication,
Half a Life, tells the story of a dislocated writer, born in the English colonies and
educated in the metropolitan centre, who has struggled to find his place in the world.
Derek Walcott, also a Nobel Prize winner, hails from the island of St. Lucia. Born in
1930, Walcott achieved his first self-funded publication, entitled Twenty-Five Poems,
in 1948. Having produced thirteen volumes of poetry and written numerous plays
since then his latest book, Tiepolo’s Hound, was published in Britain in September
2000. Wilson Harris, the eldest of the four writers, was born in 1921 in New
Amsterdam, Guyana, and has lived in England since 1958. He made contributions to

the journal Kyk-Over-Al from 1945 onwards and published two volumes of poetry
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entitled Fetish (1951) and Eternity to Season (1954) in the early 1950’s. His first
novel, Palace of the Peacock, was published in 1960, since when he has completed a
total of twenty-two novels up to and including The Dark Jester, which was published
in 2001.

In this study, the reading of Caribbean writing and the writing of Caribbean
reading will be first explored in an analysis of Brathwaite’s poetry of linguistic
performance in The Arrivants and X/Self. This will be followed by a discussion of
Naipaul’s barely fictional presentation of the life of the exiled writer in The Enigma
of Arrival and A Way in the World. Naipaul’s return to the question of Caribbean
history in the latter of these texts will provide an intriguing contrast to Derek
Walcott’s re-reading of the historical and cultural legacies of colonialism in his two
long poems Another Life and Omeros. The main part of the study will close by
attending to Wilson Harris’ concern with the time and space of the Caribbean
landscape and the re-awakening of vision in the creative imagination. Throughout
each discussion a reading of the work of the Russian literary theorist and philosopher,
Mikhail Bakhtin, will shadow and inform my reading of Caribbean writing. Born in
Orel, south of Moscow in 1895 Bakhtin grew up in two cosmopolitan outposts of the
Russian Empire (Vilnius and Odessa), before gaining a degree in Classics and
Philology at the University of Petrograd in 1918. After graduation Bakhtin settled in
Nevel, a small town in western Russia, but soon moved to Vitebsk where he
remained for most of the 1920’s. In 1929 however, Bakhtin was arrested as part of
the Stalinist purges, and sentenced to spend six years internal exile in Kazakhstan.
His sentence served, in 1936 Bakhtin took up a post at the Mordovia State Teachers
College (later upgraded to a university) and moved to the town of Saransk. He largely
remained in this region for the rest of his life, and died in 1975 at the age of seventy-
nine. Living in obscurity for much of his life (for reasons of political expedience and
probably personal inclination) Bakhtin was ‘re-discovered’ in the 1950°s by a group
of Russian students, who encouraged him to publish, and in some cases re-work, his
many earlier manuscripts. Virtually unknown in the West at the time of his death in
1975, Bakhtin’s reputation in the fields of philosophy, linguistics, and literary and

cultural criticism rests on the intellectual recuperation of a number of key essays and
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monographs from a scattered archive of manuscripts'. In this study, I wish to argue
that the work of Bakhtin, from his earlier more philosophical essays to his later
fragments and notes, offers a way of thinking about the cross-cultural readiﬁg of
Caribbean writing. Bakhtin suggests that the experience of reading relies
unquestionably on the crossing of boundaries. But, at the same time and equally
importantly, it relies upon the reader’s grounding in his own experience, his
awareness of the conditions under which reading takes place. The most persuasive
marker of this can be found in a short essay that Bakhtin wrote on the state of literary
scholarship in Russia in 1970. Bakhtin’s ‘Response to a Question from the Novyi Mir
Editorial Staff> (originally given the more emphatic title: ‘Use Opportunities More
Boldly!”), written for a liberal Soviet journal, is important for at least two reasons.
First, Bakhtin puts forward an impressive argument for the necessity of
interdisciplinary study. He declares ‘literary scholarship should establish closer links
with the history of culture’ (RQNM, p.2), and uses this declaration to expose the
inadequacies of a scholarly practice directed towards greater and greater
specialisation. Secondly, he proposes that the most productive understanding that one
can gain of another culture or a culturally different text can only take place when

one’s outsidedness is maintained in that moment of insidedness that is the reading

experience:

12 To date, the texts written by Bakhtin and available in English are: Art and Answerability: Early
Philosophical Essays (published 1990, containing essays written 1919-1924), Toward a Philosophy of
the Act (published 1993, containing an essay probably written 1920-1924), Problems of Dostoevsky’s
Poetics (published 1984, written 1963, a re-working of an earlier monograph written in 1929), The
Dialogic Imagination (published 1981, containing four essays written in 1930°s), Rabelais and his
World (published 1968, written in 1930’s and early1940°s), and Speech Genres and Other Late Essays
(published 1986, containing essays and notes written 1930°s-1974). Bakhtin is also alleged to have
authored or co-authored with friends of his intellectual circle a number of ‘disputed texts® written in
the 1920°s Vitebsk period, these include: Freudianism: A Critical Sketch (published 1987, written
1927), The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship (published 1985, written 1928), and Marxism and
the Philosophy of Language (published 1973, written 1930).

Though much of this information may already be familiar, it nevertheless offers an important context
for the following discussions. The question of Bakhtin’s authorship of the ‘disputed texts’ is addressed
at some point or another by most Bakhtinian critics, and discussed most fully in the following:
Katerina Clark & Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University

Press, 1984), pp.147-170.
Gary Saul Morson & Caryl Emerson, eds. Rethinking Bakhtin: Extensions and Challenges (Evanston,

Ilinois: Northwestern University Press, 1989), pp.31-49.

Gary Saul Morson & Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 1990), pp.101-119.

LR. Titunik, ‘Bakhtin &/Or Volosinov &/Or Medvedev: Dialogue &/Or Doublethink?’, in Language
and Literary Theory, ed. by Benjamin A. Stolz, Titunik & Lobomir Dolozel (Ann Arbor, Michigan:
Michigan Slavic Publications, 1984), pp.535-564.
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We raise new questions for a foreign culture [Bakhtin states], ones that it did
not raise itself, we seek answers to our own questions in it; and the foreign
culture responds to us by revealing to us its new aspects and new semantic
depths. Without one s own questions one cannot creatively understand anything
other or foreign (...). Such a dialogic encounter of two cultures does not result
in merging or mixing. Each retains its own unity and open totality, but they are
mutually enriched. (RQNM, p.7)

It is, thus, the prize of mutual enrichment that Bakhtin offers in this essay. Bakhtin’s
notion of cross-cultural reading results in neither essentialism nor total relativism.
Instead, he suggests that in the cross-cultural reading experience the reader must
acknowledge the integrity of the text, and seek to supplement this with a strategic
acknowledgement of one’s own reading-formation. This will reveal and activate new
potentials in both foreign and native cultures the effects of which cannot be reduced
to synthesis, merging or mixing.

To reiterate: this study is centrally concerned with the practice of reading
Caribbean writing, and the representation of writers and readers, writing and reading
in the work of four major Caribbean writers. It is also concerned with a notion of
cross-cultural reading outlined in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. Like the reading of
Caribbean writing this necessarily informs, this approach offers original insight into
an important and developing area of Bakhtin studies. On the topic of Bakhtin and the
reader, David Shepherd notes, in an essay published in 1986, that ‘there is no theory
of reading or the reader to be plucked ready-formed from the diverse Bakhtinian
legacy’". Any survey of Bakhtin’s work will conclusively confirm this. Although it
is possible to find references to the reader or reading of some sort or another in
almost all of his texts (disputed or otherwise), it is nevertheless the case that Bakhtin
never addressed the question of reading in any sustained fashion. However, far from
ending a dialogue before it had begun, Shepherd’s statement can be seen as the
opening engagement in an expanding field of enquiry. This is evident in at least two
ways, both of which are suggested in Shepherd’s signalling of his discursive
intentions. These are first ‘to pinpoint those aspects of Bakhtin’s work which seem
most relevant and useful to a reader-oriented project® and second, ‘to place these

aspects alongside and against some of the best known reader-oriented theories,

13 David Shepherd, ‘Bakhtin and the Reader’, in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, ed. by Ken Hirschkop
& David Shepherd (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986), p.91.

See also Shepherd, ‘The Authority of Meanings and the Meanings of Authority’, Poetics Today, 7 (1)
(1986), 129-145
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illuminating their aporias and indicating possible new directions’ (Shepherd,
‘Bakhtin and the Reader’, p.92). Thus, whilst on the one hand he indicates the
intersections of Bakhtin’s work with that of Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish and Hans
Robert Jauss, on the other, he offers speculative intimations of the limitations and
possibilities of writing Bakhtin into ‘a reader-oriented project’. Reading Bakhtin as a
theorist of discourse (rather than reading or literature per se), Shepherd manages to
find references to the reading experience in Bakhtin’s ‘Discourse in the Novel’,
‘Toward a Methodology for the Human Sciences’, and Pavel Medvedev’s The
Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. And, acknowledging the difficulty of seeing
what ‘Bakhtin can do for a reader’, Shepherd concludes with the suggestion that
Bakhtin ‘offers possibilities of working ‘from the inside out’” (p.105) in the
understanding of what goes on in the reading experience. That is to say, Bakhtin’s
blurring of the boundaries between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, ‘text’ and ‘context’, in the
dialogic process of reading exposes the difficulties faced by the cross-cultural reader
participating in an active, responsive, creative understanding of the culturally
different text. For Shepherd, the exposure of these difficulties in turn reveals the
‘conditions of possibility’ of such cross-cultural readings.

Subsequent critical commentary on Bakhtin, readers and reading can be
divided into two main categories. First, those that have sought to engage with the
topic on a purely theoretical level. And second those that have approached the subject
through the accompanying framework of close textual engagement. In the former, the

work of Shepherd and Michael Bernard-Donals is especially useful'

. An up to date
survey of the on-line Bakhtin database might add to this perhaps a dozen articles
written in English which in one form or another collectively seek to place Bakhtin
alongside many of the usual suspects of reader-theory (e.g. Barthes, Fish, Iser, Booth,

Jauss, de Man etc.)'s. Meanwhile, in the latter category, Bakhtin’s approach to

14 Bernard-Donals reads ambivalence into Bakhtin, and suggests that Bakhtin’s work is torn between
the traditions of phenomenology and Marxism. He surveys the relationship between Bakhtin and
theories of reception and hermeneutics, and concludes that any points of intersection reveal both the
problems and possibilities within Bakhtin’s work.

Bernard-Donals, Mikhail Bakhtin: Between Phenomenolgy and Marxism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), pp.47-86.

3 Celia Britton, ‘The Dialogic Text and the Texte Pluriel’, Poetics: Occasional Papers (Colchester,
University of Essex Language Centre, 1974), pp.52-68.

Matthias Freise, ‘After the Expulsion of the Author: Bakhtin as an Answer to Post-structuralism’, in
Face to Face: Bakhtin in Russia and the West, ed. by Carol Adlam, Rache! Falconer, Vitalii Makhlin
& Alastair Renfrew (ShefTield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), pp.131-141.
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reading has been set in a variety of literary contexts, which include Gothic fiction,
Chinese literature, lyric poetry, 18th Century essays, and the 19th Century English
novel'®. As a topic which has noticeably increased in academic interest in the 1990’s,
perhaps the highest concentration of critics with a broadly shared ideological agenda
can be said to come from the field of feminist criticism'. In general terms what is
most attractive about Bakhtin’s work for such critics is the possibility of finding
within his theory of discourse an expression of a simultaneously hierarchical and yet
multiplicitous notion of reading. This would enable a female perspective to sit
alongside and counter a culturally dominant male perspective. The work of Lynne
Pearce is particularly illuminating in this regard. In her 1995 essay, ‘I: the Reader:
Text, Context and the Balance of Power’, Pearce provides ‘an autobiographical
account of [her] history as a ‘gendered reader’ and the sexual/textual politics
involved in each of [her] many readerly incarnations or positionings’la. In her

adoption of a self-reflexive mode of critique and her explicit use of the ‘I’ pronoun,

Hans Robert Jauss, ‘The Identity of the Poetic Text in the Changing Horizon of Understanding’, in
The Identity of the Text, ed. by Owen Miller & Mario J. Valdes (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1985), pp.146-174.

Stephen Souris, ‘The Architectonics of Multivocality: A Bakhtinian/Iserian Analysis of Recent
American Multiple Narrator Novels’, in Dialogue and Culture: Eighth International Conference on
Mikhail Bakhtin. University of Calgary, Canada, 20-25 June 1997, Conference Programme and
Summaries of Papers (Calgary: University of Calgary, 1997) (abstract of paper, unpaginated).

Ricardo Szmetan, ‘Bakhtinian Interpellations in the Discourse of the Other: On Reader Response
Criticism’, in Dialogue and Culture: Eighth International Conference on Mikhail Bakhtin. University
of Calgary, Canada, 20-25 June 1997, Conference Programme and Summaries of Papers (Calgary:
University of Calgary, 1997) (abstract of paper, unpaginated)

16 Siobhan Craig, ‘Monstrous Dialogues: Erotic Discourse and the Dialogic Constitution of the Subject
in Frankenstein’, in A Dialogue of Voices: Feminist Literary Theory and Bakhtin, ed. by Karen Hohne
& Helen Wussow (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Minnesota University Press, 1994), pp.83-96.

Lloyd Davis, ‘Reading Irony: Dialogism in ‘A Modest Proposal”’, AUMLA, 77 (1992), 32-55.
Jacqueline Howard, Reading Gothic Fiction: A Bakhtinian Approach (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994)
Shaun Kelley Jahshan, ‘Reader-Oriented Polyphony? Zhang Zhupo’s Commentary on the Jin Ping
Mei’, Modern Language Quarterly, 56 (1) (1995), 1-29.

Patricia Lorimer Lundberg, ‘The Dialogic Search for Community in Charlotte Bronte’s Novels®,
Journal of Narrative Technique, 20 (3) (1990), 296-317.

Iris Zavala, ‘The Manuscript and its Interpreters: Notes on the Omniscient Reader of the Poetics of the
Lyric’, in Approaches to Discourse, Poetics and Psychiatry. Papers from the 1985 Utrecht Summer
School of Critical Theory (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1987), pp.131-148.

7 Kay Halasek, ‘Feminism and Bakhtin: Dialogic Reading in the Academy’, in Landmark Essays on
Bakhtin, Rhetoric and Writing, ed. by Frank Farmer (New Jersey: Hermagoras Press, 1998), pp.51-62.
Patricia Lorimer Lundberg, ‘Dialogically Feminized Reading: A Critique of Reader-Response
Criticism’, Reader, 22 (1989), 9-37.

'8 | ynne Pearce, ‘I: the Reader: text, context and the balance of power’, in Feminist Subjects, Multi-
Media and Cultural Methodologies, ed. by Penny Florence & Dee Reynolds (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1995), p.160.

See also Pearce’s Reading Dialogics (London: Edward Arnold, 1994), and Feminism and the Politics
of Reading (London: Edward Amold, 1997)
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transformation are considered in terms of the chronotope of the threshold, which
establishes a space within the texts where the fragments of various cultures can

emerge to contribute to the formation of cultural identities.

Mikhail Bakhtin and Postcolonial Hybridity

In their Routledge Reader in Caribbean Literature Alison Donnell and Sarah
Lawson Welsh’s explicit aim is the ‘joint productioh of text and living reader’. In the
~course of outlining the boundaries of this project, Donnell and Welsh not only
demonstrate the centrality of the question of reading for contemporary Caribbean
studies, but théy also reveal the terms in which Caribbean writing as an object of
study is currently considered. Addressing the various notions of a Caribbean
literature, from its earliest forms to its-latest incarnations, Donnell and Welsh
declare:

In a plural culture there can be no single notion of ‘Caribbeanness’, rather there
is a growing acceptance of a syncretic (centreless) model of cultural definition
which is inclusive and accepts diversity and hybridity as the foundation for
both Caribbean aesthetics and cultural identities. (p.6)

This reveals the extent to which the concept of hybridity has been appropriated
within contemporary literary and cultural criticism as a way of reading Caribbean
writing. It makes cleér that all gestures toward the reading of Caribbean writing in
essential or universal terms will be severely misplaced. Instead, any and every reader
of Caribbean writing must take account of the ‘diversity and hybridity’ that defines
the Caribbean as a region of independent and interrelated islands. The hybridity of
the region and its literature is a visible product of the events of Caribbean history: a
history which since the arrival of Christopher Columbus at the end of the fifteenth
century has seen the virtual eradication of the native populations across the islands,
and the voluntary and forced transplantation of millions of people from other parts of
the world, most notably Europe, Africa, India and Asia. Therefore, although each
writer in this study was born and raised in the Caribbean, each of them can also lay
claim to either a legacy of intermixture or a history of z;ncestral dispossession. Both
Derek Walcott and Wilson Harris have black and white parents or grandparents,
whilst Edward Kamau Brathwaite and V.S. Naipaul can legitimately trace their

familial roots to Africa and India respectively. In its simplest form, hybridity



18

recognises the Caribbean as the meeting place of old and new worlds, coloniser and

colonised, and suggests that in the contact zone produced by the process of

colonisation something new is necessarily produced. Such a notion of cultural contact

(albeit in a variety of forms) inevitably finds its way into the Caribbean writing of

" Brathwaite, Naipaul, Walcott and Harris too. Edward Kamau Brathwaite consistently
suggests in his work that the Caribbean must be seen in terms of a model of
‘creolisation’, and it is only once this occurs that contemporary Caribbean society
will move forward. His first trilogy, The Arrivants, ends with the possibility of the

~Caribbean people ‘now waking / making // making / with their // rhythms some- /
thing torn // and new’ (A, pp.269-270). In his numerous works of fiction and non-
fiction V.S. Naipaul is equally concerned with the possibility of creation in the face
of the legacies of empire and colonialism. Initiating a reverse movement of cultural
contact, in his 1987 novel The Enigma of Arrival Naipaul places the Caribbean writer
in the heart of the English countryside. Here, he asks what the legacy of colonial
hybridity really is, and considers how the postcolonial exile can forge a new identity
in a new world. Echoing Naipaul’s concerns, Derek Walcott’s poetry also exists on
the fault lines of hybridity. In an early poem he asks of his African and English
ancestors: ‘I who am poisoned with the blood of both, / Where shall I turn divided to
the vein?’", In his 1970 essay, ‘What the Twilight Says’, Walcott offers a response
to this question in his assertion that;

what is needed is not new names for old things, or old names for old things, but
the faith of using the old names anew, so that mongrel as I am, something
prickles in me when I see the word Ashanti as with the word Warwickshire,
both separately intimating my grandfathers’ roots, both baptising this neither
proud nor ashamed bastard, this hybrid, this West Indian.?’

As a declaration of hybrid identity and experience Walcott could not be‘more
explicit. Most significantly, his statement also emphasises the degree to which the
cultural contact of Old and New Worlds directly impinges on the language used |
within the Caribbean. In his two long poems, Another Life and Omeros, Walcott
explores the desire for a language that can name the Caribbean and its people, and in

the latter text he reveals the difficulty and necessity of reading the Caribbean in its

"% Derek Walcott, ‘A Far Cry From Africa’, in Collected Poems 1948-84 (London: Faber & Faber,
1992), p.18.

2 Derek Walcott, *What the Twilight Says’, in What the Twilight Says: Essays (London: Faber &
Faber, 1998), p.9.
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own terms. In Palace of the Peacock Wilson Harris also confronts the question of
Caribbean hybridity. Narrated by a split personality that incorporates both coloniser
and colonised, the novel tells of the journey of a boat-crew made up of European,
African, Asian and Amerindian members who go in search of a lost tribe of natives
" into the dark interior of the Guyanes heartland. As a template of Harris’ creative
vision Palace of the Peacock can be said to initiate an examination of what Harris
has termed ‘the cross-cultural imagination’?!. But, before moving to consider each
writer’s works in detail, it is necessary to focus, for a moment, on the concept of
hybridity.

For many readers the connection between the work of Mikhail Bakhtin and
Caribbean writing and the relation between Bakhtin and postcolonial theory will
understandably seem, at first glance, quite obscure. As a philosopher, linguist and
literary theorist Bakhtin never engaged directly with either colonial or postcolonial
subjects. Yet, in the most recently published glossary of postcolonial critical
terminology, Key Concepts in Postcolonial Studies, under the heading of ‘hybridity’
the authors nevertheless make the claim that Bakhtin provides ‘the foundational use

*22_ The work of Mikhail Bakhtin can therefore, in some sense, be said to

of the term
provide a notional point of origin in the life of the concept of hybridity. Bakhtin’s
most detailed account of hybridity and the related process of hybridisation occurs in
his seminal 1930’s esséy, ‘Discourse in the Novel’. Written whilst he was in internal
exile and working as a book-keeper on the newly collectivised farms of Kustanai in
north-west Kazakhstan, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ initiates a radical and polemical
approach to the history and language of the novel in Soviet scholarship. Written from
the margins of the Soviet empire and in the same year as the Soviet Writer’s Union
proclaimed ‘socialist realism’ official literary doctrine, at the centre of the essay lies
the notion of the hybrid: ‘Every novel, taken as the totality of all the languages and
consciousnesses of language embodied in it, is a Aybrid.’ (DN, p.366). Thus, in the
context of analysing the various devices at the author’s disposal for creating the

image of a language in the novel, Bakhtin answers the question ‘What is a

hybridisation?’ with the following response:

2! This provides the title to Harris® 1983 study The Womb of Space: The Cross-Cultural Imagination
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1983).

22 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Postcolonial Studies (London:
Routledge, 1997), p.118.
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It is a mixture of two social languages within the limits of a single
utterance, an encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two
different linguistic consciousnesses, separated from one another by an
epoch, by social differentiation or by some other factor. (DN, p.358).

One should note here the linguistic and novelistic context in which Bakhtin places
his discussion of hybridisation. In thinking of the utterance as an arena of social
encounter, Bakhtin captures a notion of the hybrid utterance as the conflictual
meeting of two separate and socially differentiated accents, voices and interests. This
is given added support by Bakhtin’s earlier assertion that the hybrid utterance is an
“utterance which ‘belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers,
to a single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two
speech manners., two styles, two “languages”, two semantic and axiological belief
systems’ (DN, p.304). I shall return later to Bakhtin’s further elucidation of this.
However, I wish to first consider where and how the work of Mikhail Bakhtin has
been referenced in postcolonial studies. As the claim made regarding his significant
contribution to current postcolonial critical terminology suggests, Bakhtin’s concept
of hybridity has made an interesting and eclectic journey into this expanding area of
academic discourse.

A recent survey of the Bakhtin Centre on-line database shows that even now
few Bakhtinian critics have felt inclined to focus their studies on the concept of
hybridity in Bakhtin’s work. At present there are only a handful of citations on
‘hybridity’ and ‘hybridisation’?, In contrast, the large degree of implicit and explicit
engagement with Bakhtin in postcolonial studies shows that Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin’s claim is neither isolated nor unprecedented. In one of the most recently

published selection of essays on hybridity (Pnina Werbner and Tariq Modood’s

B Alfred Arteaga, ‘Beasts and Jagged Strokes of Color: The Poetics of Hybridisation on the US-
Mexican Border’, in Bakhtin, Carnival and Other Subjects: Selected Papers from the Fifth
International Bakhtin Conference, University of Manchester, July 1991, ed. by David Shepherd
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993), pp.277-294.

Ronald Blaber & Martin Gilman, Roguery: The Picaresque Tradition in Australian, Canadian and
Indian Fiction (Springwood: Butterfly Books, 1990)

Rita de Grandis, ‘Pursuing Hybridity: From the Linguistic to the Symbolic’, in Dialogue and Culture:
Eighth International Conference on Mikhail Bakhtin, University of Calgary, Canada, June 20-25
1997, Conference Programme and Summaries of Papers, ed. by Antony Wall (Calgary: University of
Calgary Press, 1997) (abstract of paper, unpaginated)

Graham Pechey, ‘Not the Novel: Bakhtin, Poetry, Truth, God’, Pretexts, 4 (2) (1993), 63-86.

.Mara Scanlon, ‘By the People, For the People: Walcott’s Epic and the Heteroglot Nation’, in -
Dialogue and Culture: Eighth International Conference on Mikhail Bakhtin, University of Calgary,
Canada, June 20-25 1997, Conference Programme and Summaries of Papers, ed. by Antony Wall
(Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 1997) (abstract of paper, unpaginated)
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assimilation and adaptation of those aspects of the language and culture of the centré
that are most useful for the formation of new identities in the formerly colonised
place. In the postcolonial literary text this effects a ‘re-placing’ of language in order
to usurp socio-cultural power from the centre, and equally importantly to offer the
- possibility and conditions for an effective postcolonial voice to emerge. As Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin discover, one of the central paradoxes faced by the postcolonial
writer is the ‘problem inherent in using a language while trying to reject the
particular way of structuring the world it seems to offer’ (Ashcroft, Griffiths &
Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back, p.48). Of the writers in this study, it is Edward
Kamau Brathwaite and Wilson Harris who are most troubled by their use of a
language that both is and is not theirs. For Brathwaite, this dichotomous relation to
language is central to his poetry. Brathwaite’s poetry from The Arrivants (first
published as a complete trilogy in 1973) to X/Self (published in 1987) consistently
stages a linguistic performance that foregrounds the poet’s troubled relationship to
the English language. In the former, this linguistic performance most immediately
arrests the Western reader in its use of rhythm, as the reader is transported from the
cultural and spiritual landscape of the Black diaspora to the ‘soundscape’ and
‘wordscape’ of the poem'!. Brathwaite’s inventive use of African and Afro-
American musical thythms in The Arrivants provides a musical accompaniment to
the poetry that help\stto place the poems within a specific cultural context and
emphasises the performative aspect of the trilogy. It also complies with Brathwaite’s
own notion of a ‘jazz’ aesthetic at work in Caribbean literature, which is most readily
seen in his essay ‘Jazz and the West Indian Novel’'’, As the elements of this

aesthetic suggest, this linguistic performance also takes the form of a deliberate play

1° Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in
Post-colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989), p.38.

' This is suggested by Nathaniel Mackey in *Wringing the Word®, in The Art of Kamau Brathwaite,
ed. by Stewart Brown (Bridgend, Wales: Seren Books, 1995), p.132.

2 Here Brathwaite argues that there is a correspondence between jazz (‘the emancipated Negro’s
music’, ‘the perfect expression for the rootless, cultureless, truly ex-patriate Negro’, ‘a music of
protest, and a music of comfort and protection’) and literary expression in the West Indian novel. In
particular, Brathwaite offers an analysis of Roger Mais’ Brother Man, first published in 1954, and
suggests that jazz elements can be seen in the words used, the rhythm adopted, the allusion to folk
forms, the improvisation and repetition upon a refrain and the variation in image and metaphor of the
main theme. It is worth noting that as with Brathwaite’s notion of ‘nation-language’, the jazz aesthetic
depends upon an unconscious link with African and folk forms and the conscious promotion of ‘an
alternative to the English Romantic/Victorian cultural tradition which still operates among and on us’
(pp.72-73).

Brathwaite, ‘Jazz and the West Indian Nove!’, in Roots (Havana, Cuba: Casa de Las Americas, 1986),
pp.55-110.
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with language. The Caribbean poet of The Arrivants is a ‘word-breaker’ and ‘creator"
(A, p.167), whose linguistic fragmentation and experimentation necessitates the
reader to take a new look at the Caribbean region and its inhabitants. Central to the
thematic drive of the trilogy is the need to abrogate and appropriate a language
- capable of properly naming Caribbean experience. The development of this
proposition can be tracked through the poem through the performance of a variety of
voices. Each represents a separate aspect of the Black diasporic experience, and each
contributes to the eventual emergence of the poet’s voice. Moreover, the many
voices of The Arrivants do not simply interact with one another internally, that is
 within the confines of this particular text. They also participate in the performance of
later utterances. In doing so they establish themselves as ‘links in a continuous chain
of speech performances’ (MPL, p.72) in which Brathwaite continues to interrogate
the nature and implications of language use for the Caribbean poet and his readers.
Brathwaite’s linguistic performance incorporates a movement from creolisation to
calibanisation, in the sense that while his approach to language has always been
informed by a cultural process of material, psychological and spiritual intermixture
and change'?, in his most recent work this has resulted in a more direct confrontation
with the perceived signifiers of English cultural and linguistic dominance.
Brathwaite’s linguistic creolisation is now also a performance of linguistic
calibanisation, in w};ich the curse that linguistically binds Caliban to Prospero is
evaded through the potential intervention of a previously submerged mother
(Sycorax) and the re-emergence of a submerged language.

Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s linguistic performance can be read in the light
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s approach to language precisely because Bakhtin’s
understanding of language, discourse and the utterance is similarly based on a notion
of linguistic performance. Simon Dentith makes this point when he notes that for
Bakhtin and members of his intellectual circle (and by extension their readers), ‘the
key move is to take as your starting point language in use rather than language as a
code or underlying system’'*. This is suggested on a number of occasions in

Bakhtin’s monographs and essays, though for the purposes of illustration one might

Y In The Development of Creole Society in Jamaica 1770-1820 (London: Oxford University Press,
1971), Brathwaite most succinctly defines creolisation as ‘a cultural action- material, psychological
and spiritual- based upon a stimulus/response of individuals within the society to their environment
and- as white/black culturally discrete groups- to each other® (p.296).

" Simon Dentith, Bakhtinian Thought: An Introductory Reader (London: Routledge, 1995), p.28.
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most readily refer to the opening of the fifth chapter of Bakhtin’s study oh
Dostoevsky and the opening of his 1934-35 essay, ‘Discourse in the Novel’. In the
former, Bakhtin states that the term ‘discourse’ signifies ‘language in its concrete
living totality’ (PDP, p.181); whilst in the latter, he notes that ‘verbal discourse is a
- social phenomenon- social throughout its entire range and in each and every of its
factors, from the sound image to the furthest reaches of abstract meaning’ (DN,
p.259). Consequently, whilst the linguistics of the early decades of the Twentieth
century was dominated in Russia by the teachingé of Swiss linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure, it is clear that Bakhtin and his ally and friend Valentin Voloshinov were
| both concerned to propose a sociological approach to language. There are four key
texts in which Bakhtin and Voloshinov address the question of language. These are
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics,
‘Discourse in the Novel’ and ‘The Problem of Speech Genres’. In each of these the
author’s first move is to offer a critique of the abstractions of traditional linguistics
(see MPL, pp.45-98; PDP, pp.181-183; DN, pp.259-271 and SG, pp.67-68). Thus,
whilst traditional linguistics studies language as a fixed system or a normative set of
codes regulating the relationship between signifier and signified or the contract
between ideal speaker and ideal listener, both Bakhtin and Voloshinov argue that the
practice of studying language in isolation is essentially misconceived. For them,
language is inherentfy social. It is both intrinsic and extrinsic to each individual
consciousness, and as a result, it necessitates both speaker and listener to adopt an
active relation to the utterance in the process of verbal interaction. In ‘Discourse in

the Novel’ Bakhtin notes:
The word, directed toward its object, enters a dialogically agitated and tension-
filled environment of alien words, value-judgements and accents, weaves in
and out of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others,
intersects with yet a third group: and all this may crucially shape discourse,

may leave a trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate its expression and
influence its entire stylistic profile. (DN, p.276)

This suggests that each word we speak is involved in a complex struggle of
representation and self-assertion. Upon entering a world of already spoken words our
own word must negotiate a series of ‘complex interrela'tionships’ with a number of
different ideological positions (‘value judgements and accents’). For Bakhtin,
language is never unitary, nor is it neutral or impersonal: ‘it is not, after all,” he

exclaims, ‘out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!” (DN, p.294). Rather,
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where a speaker finds his words is ‘in other people’s mouths, in other people’s
contexts, serving other people’s intentions’ (ibid.). Though he argues that the process
of appropriating and assimilating other words is difficult precisely because languages
are socially unequal, Bakhtin nevertheless implies that all discourse is subject to
- dialogic interaction and therefore all discourse is formed on a boundary between
native and alien words. He proposes that our own word is likely to be influenced by
the word of another to the extent that it may even have a concrete effect on our style
and mode of expression. Our own word is therefore the complex product of an active
relation between speaker and listener (or ‘self’ and ‘other’), in which the word we
speak is formed in response to another’s past and present utterances and in
anticipation of another’s response in the future.

This dialogic concern for language is first made clear in Voloshinov’s 1929
study, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Here Voloshinov argues that the
alien word has been of crucial importance within linguistics and the philosophy of
language, but again, notes that it has been thoroughly misconceived. Building upon
the assumption that each individual utterance is constructed between two socially
organised individuals, and that each word is orientated towards an addressee, he
states:

In point of fact, word is a two-sided act. 1t is determined equally by whose
word it is and for whom it is meant. As word, it is precisely the product of the
reciprocal relationship between speaker and listener, addresser and addressee.
Each and every word expresses the "one" in relation to the "other". I give
myself verbal shape from another’s point of view, ultimately, from the point of
view of the community to which I belong. A word is a bridge thrown between
myself and another. If one end of the bridge depends on me, then the other
depends on my addressee. A word is a territory shared by both addresser and
addressee, by the speaker and his interlocutor. (MPL, p.86)

This suggests that in the production of each word or utterance a dialogic process
takes place that marks out verbal communication as a linguistic performance staged

between word, speaker and listener. The speaker's enunciation of his utterance is |
necessarily determined by the socio-ideological purview of both speaker and listener,
and by the extra-verbal context in which the utterance is performed. Equally, the
speaker’s word is said to possess an evaluative and intonational accent that reflects
his or her ideological intentions. However, as Voloshinov suggests, the degree to
which each of these determinants impacts on the style, tone and formation of the

word is negotiated in the interaction between the speaker and a real or imagined
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listener. Replace the term’s ‘word’, ‘speaker’ and ‘listener’ here with those of ‘text’,
‘author’ and ‘reader’, and it is clear how significant this sociological conception of
language is for literary analysis. Ann Shukman recognises this when she notes that
Bakhtin and Voloshinov’s approach to linguistic performance ‘centres around the
“idea that verbal interaction- dialogue, understood in the widest sense- is the basic
reality of language, and the utterance the basic unit for analysis’'®. She concludes her
review of Voloshinov’s text with the suggestion that the ‘understanding of every
verbal act as an utterance opens the way to the notién of the work of literature as an
‘utterance posited towards its assumed readership’ (Shukman, 54-55). This confirms
that Bakhtin and Voloshinov’s sense of linguistic performance opens the way to a
literary analysis that necessarily involves author, text and reader in a constant and
conflictual negotiation that is centred upon the potency of language. And it is in this
sense that the literary text may be seen as a performed utterance.

Published in 1973 Brathwaite’s ‘New World Trilogy’ is still considered by
many to be his most significant work. Comprising Rights of Passage (1967), Masks
(1968) and Islands (1969), the poem as a whole is concerned with the fate of the
Black Caribbean as the region enters an era of social, political and cultural
independence. Described as ‘a poem that every Caribbean writer will have to read
and think about’'®, Rights of Passage evokes the impression of a widespread cultural
experience of rootleséness and dispossession as Caribbean man leaves the islands in
search of life, love and labour. While the islands drift helplessly, fermenting mimicry
and revolution in equal parts, the poet looks with anger and sorrow at the desolation
of the New World. But at this stage he can do nothing. In Masks the homeless and
historyless poet goes in search of spiritual roots, as he reverses the journey of the
Middle Passage and returns to Africa. However, this is no simple romanticised vision
of the ancestral past. Born in the New World, the poet recognises that he can never
be wholly integrated into the African past. Instead, he surveys African language,
history and religious ritual for points of connection, moments of ancestral survival
and spiritual communion. The most powerful of these is the African talking drum
(‘Atumpan’), which sets a rhythm and refrain for the poet to follow. Back in the New
World in Islands the poet again wanders the desolate terrain only to find a sterile

land of materialist endeavour and secular destruction. He returns to the Caribbean

' Ann Shukman, ‘Marxism and the Philosophy of Language’, Language and Style, 12 (1) (1979), 54.
'8 Louis James, ‘Rights of Passage’, Caribbean Quarterly, 13 (1) (1967), 41.






45

contemporary post-independence Caribbean literature can be read as a creolised
language that seeks to perform an act of linguistic rebellion.

Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s rebellion in The Arrivants thematically and
formally depends upon a notion of linguistic performance, and it is in the poem’s
rhythms that this is most immediately evident. ‘Rhythms are crucial to the poem,’
Louis James writes in his review of Rights of Passage, ‘that is why it must be read
aloud, and why many European readers without ears tuned to Caribbean cadences are
bound to find passages flat and crude’ (James, ‘Rights of Passage’, 41). James is
certainly correct in his opening statement, though his closing assessment is perhaps
questionable. For, whilst the ears of a ‘European reader’ may not be finely tuned to a
Caribbean wavelength, it would nevertheless be a resistant reader who does not
recognise the thematic importance of the poem’s rhythms from the outset.
Brathwaite’s trilogy opens with a poem, ‘Prelude’, in which the words themselves
act as instruments of dislocation and detribalisation as the reader is thrust into an
unnamed landscape on the verge of extinction. With monosyllabic doom the opening
lines establish a sense of language being stretched to its naked simplicity as images
of slavery are juxtaposed with a desperate plea for individual and communal
salvation to be found in linguistic creativity:

Drum skin whip,
lash, master sun's
cutting edge of
heat, taut

surfaces of things
I sing

I shout

I groan

I dream

about (A, p.4)

In his magisterial study of Brathwaite’s Arrivants, entitled Pathfinder: Black
Awakening in The Arrivants of Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Gordon Rohlehr
describes this poem as ‘a general introduction and overture to all three books’!”. He
notes too that that the drum is the major word, theme and symbol of the trilogy. The
drum ‘begins and ends each work, and is the Alpha and Omega of Brathwaite’s new
poetry. The drum is associated with a principle of rhythm, sound and music that

simulates the tones of speech. The drum eventually becomes a symbol for both the

17 Gordon Rohlehr, Pathfinder: Black Awakening in The Arrivants of Edward Kamau Brathwaite
(Tunapuna, Trinidad: Gordon Rohlehr, 1981), p.23.
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poet and his poetry’ (Rohlehr, Pathfinder, p.64). In this opening stanza therefore, the}
beat of ‘drum’, ‘skin’ and ‘whip’ sets the rhythm for the rest of the poem, and within
this rhythm the poet is able to sing, shout, groan and dream. Elsewhere, as Rohlehr
and others indicate, the rhythm modulates to incorporate amongst others: African-
“American jazz and blues (‘Folkways’, ‘The Journeys’), Jamaican reggae and ska
(‘Wings of a Dove’) and Trinidadian calypso (‘Calypso’) in Rights of Passage; Akan
drum rhythms (‘Atumpan’ and ‘Tano’) in Masks; and jazz (‘Jah’), steel band
(‘Caliban’), Jamaican folksong (‘Cane’), Negro spiﬁtual (‘The Stone Sermon’) and
Haitian drums (‘Véve’ and ‘Jou’vert’) in Islands. There are also poems in which the
diction and rhythms of speech take control, most notably in ‘Wings of a Dove’, ‘The
Dust’, ‘Rites’ and ‘Cane’, though these poems merely represent Brathwaite’s more

*18_ And, so too there are poems that

deliberate use of what he terms ‘nation-language
implicitly draw on the rhythms of other poems and novels. There is evidence of
Brathwaite’s debt to T.S. Eliot’s Prufrock in ‘Calypso’ (in the lines ‘O it was a
wonderful time / an elegant benevolent redolent time- / and young Mrs. P.’s
irrelevant crime / at four o’clock in the morning....”), whilst the central figure of
‘Wings of a Dove’ recalls the hero of Roger Mais’ 1954 novel Brother Man. In their
allusion to musical, verbal and literary contexts each of these rhythmic modulations
demonstrates Brathwaite’s rich use of a variety of sources to shape his poetic vision.

\
Each also indicates the performative nature of The Arrivants. In one sense, this

'® In his 1979 lecture, History of the Voice, Brathwaite argues that within the linguistic spectrum of
the Anglophone Caribbean (which is broadly made up of English, creole English, nation-language and
the disappearing fragments of Amerindian, Indian, Asian and African languages) nation-language is
the language closest to the Caribbean experience. It is the language that Caribbean people actually
speak. Moreover, it is characterised by a close proximity to the oral tradition, a close alliance to the
African experience, a sense of communication with a communal native audience, and hence an
agglomeration of meaning in a process of ‘total expression’ (pp.17-19). As a lived, dynamic and
changing phenomenon nation-language challenges the institutionally imposed notion of Standard
English. However, more than just a stratum of language, nation-language also challenges the dominant
rhythm of English verbal expression: the pentameter. For Brathwaite, the pentameter ‘carries with it a
certain kind of experience’ that does not correspond to the Caribbean. ‘The hurricane does not roar in
pentameters’, Brathwaite comments, ‘And that’s the problem: how do you get a rhythm which
approximates the natural experience, the environmental experience?’ (p.10). Questioning the
logocentrism of the West, nation-language therefore effects and calls for a radical shift in the
understanding of Caribbean language and life. It suggests continuities in the modern Caribbean with
the submerged languages of slaves brought over in the Middle Passage, and it proposes that the
language used in contemporary Caribbean literature is ‘English in a new sense’ (p.5). _
Elaine Savory notes that in History of the Voice Brathwaite essentially suggests that nation-language
poems represent ‘the rhythmic reflection of human response to African experience as transmuted into
Caribbean life’ (Savory, ‘Returning to Sycorax/Prospero’s Response: Kamau Brathwaite’s Word
Journey’, in The Art of Kamau Brathwaite, p.214).
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shifting of sand across the desert. ‘[A]cross the scorched / world water ceases’, ther
poet writes, and again this finds its echo in the rotting ‘carcases’ of the ‘hot wheel’d
caravan’. The sharpness of the glass and grit is illustrated in the use of assonance on
‘c’ and ‘b’ sounds to describe an environment where ‘clay / cool coal clings / to
“glass, creates / clinks, silica glitters’, whilst upon an isolated tree stump ravished by
fire ‘black / birds blink’ (A, pp.4-5). Thus, in this opening poem the stark rhythm
beaten out on the drum inaugurates a sense of sterility and dispossession, a vision of
a world going to waste. Whilst the poet calls for his‘ people to build new villages, to
set down roots, the rhythm is as unforgiving as the natural elements, as swarms of
flies suck the life-blood of whole populations and bodies rot away into dust. At the
poem’s heart there is a momentary shift in the rhythm as the poet calls for his people
to look out across the dry riverbed:

But no

rain comes

while the flesh

rots, while the flies
swarm. But across the
dried out gut of the river-
bed, look!

The trees are

cool, there

leaves are .

green, there |

burns the dream

of a fountain,

garden of odours,

soft alleyways. (A, pp.6-7)

But this shift in rhythm, which is based around the repetition of ‘are...there’ and the
rhyme of ‘green’ and ‘dream’, represents the vision of an impossible Eden. The
desolate beat soon reasserts itself, and the poet’s second call for new villages to be
built is followed by the consumption of ‘the dry leaves of the hot / house’ by flames.

‘Flames burn, scorch, crack’, the poet laments, and the first ‘Prelude’ of Brathwaite’s |
New World trilogy closes with the doom-laden line: ‘Flame burns the village down’
(A, pp.7-8). In this opening poem, then, which can be seen as an impressionistic
rendition of the effects of geographical dispossession and migration, the hot dust and
the engulfing flames have a destructive capacity. However, as Gordon Rohlehr notes
‘by the end of Rights of Passage, both the fires of the past and those that are to come

are accepted as symbolic rites of passage to be courageously encountered by all who






50

Brathwaite suggests that Noah’s return ‘to the firm / earth / his home’ makes him a‘
man again, and therefore his return to Africa effects a completion of his identity. The
poem ends with the poet imploring Noah, the other characters of the trilogy, his
readers and himself to open his Ark: ‘shatter the door / and walk / in the morning /
fully aware // of the future / to come’ (A, p.85). This therefore anticipates the return
to Africa that provides the main focus of Masks.

As the poet, like Noah, crosses a threshold that is both real and imagined, in
the opening poem of Masks the principal litany of ‘singing, shouting, groaning and
dreaming finds its answer in ‘this shout’ and ‘this song’ (A, p.90). This ‘Prelude’
ﬁerefore represents the naming and awaking of Africa as the poet’s shout and song
can be seen to emerge out of the seven African kingdoms of Songhai, Mali, Chad,
Ghana, Timbuctu, Volta and Benin. Here the rhythm established by ‘Drum skin
whip’ is modified to offer a new ritual and ancestral decorum as the original line is
stretched to become ‘Out / of this / bright / sun, this / white plaque / of heaven, / this
leaven- / ing heat / of the seven / kingdoms’ (A, p.90). Whereas before the dry sun
and white heat of the opening poem of the trilogy symbolised death and destruction,
here the ‘bright sun’ and the ‘leavening heat’ of the ‘white plaque of heaven’ is a
symbol of performance and creativity. The opening of Masks has been seen as the
representation of a West African creation myth®. It is followed by an act of naming
(notably in which the s\even African kingdoms are not named in chronological order);
a call to the drum of Africa (‘Beat heaven, / of the drum, beat / the dark leaven / of
the dungeon / ground where buds are wrapped / twist- / ed round dancing roots’); and
an act of libation in which the poet offers a traditional prayer to Nana Firimpong, an
ancestor, and Asase Yaa, the Earth Mother. The most significant part of the poet’s
request for a fruitful connection with his ancestral past is his invocation of the
rhythm of the African drum, and this call is answered in the ‘The Making of the
Drum’ and ‘Atumpan’. The former provides a five-part rendition of the sources and
characteristics of the talking drum: ‘The Skin’, ‘The Barrel of the Drum’, ‘The Two
Curved Sticks of the Drummer’, ‘Gourds and Rattles’ and ‘The Gong-Gong’. ‘If the
‘Prelude’ was concerned with prayer as preparation for new creative endeavour’,

Gordon Rohlehr writes, ‘“The Making of the Drum’ is contemplation through

% Maureen Warner Lewis’ essay ‘Odomankoma Kyerema Se’ (Caribbean Quarterly, 19 (2) (1973),
51-99) provides the most detailed exposition of the African contexts of Masks. Referred to by
Rohlehr, Pathfinder, p.117.
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symbolic exploration of ritual, of the birth of art and its relationship to pain, sacrifice
and death’ (Rohlehr, Pathfinder, p.122). Consequently, we can see how in each
section of the poem each part of the drum is intimately tied to the historical
dispossession of the Black diaspora and, at the same time, the assembly of these parts
asserts the opportunity to vocalise and overcome such dispossession. For example,
the first section recounts the ritual killing of the goat for the skin of the drum. The
goat’s skin represents the skin of the poet’s ancestors, the slaves of the Middle
Passage. However, whilst both goat and slave-ancestor have been bound in rope, the
goat is able to eat through his rope and also offer an image of freedom. As the goat’s
blood ‘reaches // and spreads to devour us all’ in the moment of sacrifice, the poet
states: ‘we have killed / you to make a thin / voice that will reach // further than hope
/ further than heaven’ (A, p.94). This reflects the tentative steps to be taken at this
stage in the trilogy to the assertion of an alternative Caribbean voice, which are here
set alongside the massive implications of the vocalisation of the drum. It is important
to note that although Masks concentrates on the poet’s return to Africa, in ‘The
Making of the Drum’ the poet does not forget where he has come from too. To this
end, Maureen Warner Lewis points out that:

The fact that Brathwaite talks of a goat-skin drum and of the calabash tree
indicates that he is referring here not to the making of an African drum, but a
West Indian oné. ... This is another example, then, of the poet’s use of Akan
ritual for his personal purposes’ (quoted in Rohlehr, Pathfinder, p.122).

Thus, ‘The Making of the Drum’ must be understood in the context of its place
within a trilogy, and this will become particularly important as the poet returns in
Islands to the Caribbean. ‘The Making of the Drum’ is immediately followed by
‘Atumpan’, which literally translates as ‘talking drums’, ahd it is here that
Brathwaite’s African/Caribbean drum first speaks directly to the reader. ‘Atumpan’
consists of a traditional African salutation that is written first in Akan and then partly
translated into English (i.e. made to suit Brathwaite’s ’personal purposes’). It also
bears a direct relation to the opening poem of Rights of Passage. In response to the
desolate drum that opens the trilogy ‘Atumpan’ suggests that the modern Caribbean
can find a connection to its African roots through music, and most importantly
through a music that provides access to African orality and traditional performance.
Whilst the ‘wordscape’ of the first ‘Prelude’ is beaten out on a rhythm of doom, here
the poet’s reconstruction of the instrument of that rhythm finds its first positive

results. This shows the complex thematic development of Brathwaite’s rhythmic
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At first sight Brathwaite’s fragmented presentation of the words on the page is quite |
deliberately disconcerting. However, a second look will reveal that in this instance
the splitting of ‘Africa into ‘Af- / rica’ and Europe into ‘Eu- / rope’ stylistically
reproduces the speakers wish to split from the dominant influence of his divided
ancestral heritage. It also reveals a double meaning to the key phrases of the
utterance, as ‘to hell with Europe too’ can be read as ‘to hell with you’ and ‘to hell
with rope [i.e. slavery, bondage] too’. However, the consequences of this rejection of
the past are also implicitly suggested, as the speaker identifies himself as ‘blue’,
‘black’, ‘bloody’ and a ‘spade’. Each of these key words suggests subjugation rather
fhan liberation. Therefore as a statement of independence this linguistic performance
is perhaps more an act of vulgar posturing than a manifesto of intent. In the poems
that follow, such as ‘Folkways’ and ‘The Journeys’ Brathwaite uses a similar
technique as he follows the speaker of ‘Prelude’ and others like him to America and
Europe. In the former the words are shaped to reproduce the frenetic pace of the
railways transporting black workers across America (‘So come / quick cattle / train,
lick / the long / rails: choo- / choo chatanoo- / ga, pick / the long / trail to town’, A,
p.33), whilst in the latter Brathwaite counterpoints the restrained dignity of the
Parisian with the jazz inflections of the ‘black / hatted zoot- / suited’ folk of Chicago
(A, p.39). In each poem the tone and register of the language puts the word of the
poem on display (seé DN, p.321). It is either intended to enact in words the
performance of a mechanical action (as in the first case), or it is intended to objectify
the performed language of those who adopt linguistic masks as a result of their
migrations (as in the second case).

The notion of the word on display is also central to the meaning of the second
volume of the trilogy, Masks. In such poems as ‘Atumpan’, ‘Adowa’, ‘Tano’ and
‘The Awakening’ Akan ritual, prayer and dance provide the context of the poet’s
exploration of his African heritage. Here, the African word achieves a sacred quality,
and it also assumes a ceremonial display. Lines such as ‘Kon kon kon kon / kun kun
kun kun’ (A, p.98) and ‘dam / dam | damirifa | damirifa due | damirifa due / damirifa
due | due | due I due’ (A, p.151) operate in the first instance purely as sound-words.
They are intended to replicate the sound of the drum, and as a result they introduce a
new language into the trilogy. Brathwaite’s overt display of this linguistic difference
(which is different in degree, but not in kind to linguistic display elsewhere) reifies

and objectifies the sacred African word. It may even be suggested that the use of
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such language foregrounds the poet’s obvious desire for, yet uncomfortable
accommodation of, an African mask. In fact, it is the question of the Caribbean
poet’s access to such African ritual and tradition that is most explicitly considered in
the second volume of the trilogy. In ‘Sunsum’, which translates as ‘spiritual blood’,
the poet goes in search of ‘that black chord of birth’ (A, p.148) that will confirm his
connection to Africa. Here the ‘black chord’ represents both the umbilical cord
connecting the poet to an imagined motherland, and the musical resonance at the
heart of this connection. But, whilst the poet digs ‘the dirt of the com- / pound where
my mother // buried the thin breed- / ing worm that grew / from my heart // to her
sorrow’, he reveals that ‘my spade’s hope, / sﬁaﬁeﬁng stone, / receives dumbness
back // for its echo’ (A, pp.148-149). In its expression of ‘dumbness’ this seems to
categorically deny the possibility of linguistic creativity in the Caribbean based upon
continuity with the African past, and the poem ends with the assertion that three
hundred years of historical amnesia ‘have patiently ruined my art’ (A, p.150).
However, in the submerged language of the poem the poet’s ‘spade’s hope’ does
receive its echo in the line: ‘Beginnings end here / in this ghetto’. Thus whilst
thematically ‘Sunsum’ asserts the poet’s silence, formally it proposes the ruinous
potential of the poet’s voice. Moreover, in his return to ‘the ghetto’ it is clear that in
the midst of his African journey the poet actually finds himself back in the
Caribbean. |

Linguistic play is at the heart of Brathwaite’s endeavour in Is/ands, the final
volume of the trilogy, and its performative quality is evident from the outset. The
opening lines of ‘Jah’ join ‘Nairobi’s male elephants’ in the blowing of horns by
trumpeters in Havana and Harlem and the poet’s own cracked blue notes in ‘bridges
of sound’ (A, p.162) that connect Africa with the Caribbean and America in musical
performance. ‘Jah’ is followed by ‘Ananse’, in which the trickster spider-hero of
Caribbean folk tales ‘sits with the dust’ in the poet’s house ‘plotting a new fall from
heaven’ (A, p.166). Ananse is a folk symbol of linguistic cunning and creative
linguistic performance, and his skills are evident in the ‘silver skin / webs of sound’
(A, p.165) he weaves into the fabric of the poem. A submerged rhythm of drum beats
is established in the poem through the irregular repetition of key words (winking,
thinking, thinking; green, green; étares, stares, stares; threading, threading; grinning,
grinning and breathing, breathing). Ananse uses words for comedic effect (for

example in the preference of ‘stares’ for ‘stairs’ in the line ‘he stumps up the stares /
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of our windows”), but the significance of his linguistic play does not go unnoticed |
too. In the closing lines of the poem the poet stands in awe as Ananse stares down

from his webs, the ‘black beating heart of him breathing / breathing / consuming our

wood / and the words of our houses / black iron-eye’d eater, the many-eye’d maker, /

creator, / dry stony world-maker, word-breaker, / creator...” (A, pp.166-167). Ananse

therefore stands as a symbol of linguistic fragmentation and linguistic creation. The

spirit of Ananse lives on in poems such as ‘The Cracked Mother’, ‘Shepherd’,

‘Caliban’, ‘Negus’ and ‘Jou’vert’. In ‘The Cracked Mother’ a child’s nursery rhyme

provides the structure for the gradual acculturation of a Caribbean mother:

See?

She saw

the sea
come

up go down
school children

summer-

saulting in the park. (A, pp.180-181)
There is an obvious innocence to these lines, as the shifting rhyme conveys the image
of children at play on a see-saw, which in turn symbolises the up and down fortunes
of the children of the éaribbean. There is also a clear pun in the use of ‘summer- /
saulting’ for somersaultfng, which is intended to suggest the passing of time in the
poem. According to Gordon Rohlehr these lines are also ‘a parody of the way
reading is taught in West Indian primary schools’, as they recall the first sentence of
J.O. Cutteridge’s reading primer “I see a ship on the sea” (Rohlehr, Pathfinder,
p.209). And, in Rohlehr’s terms this inevitably sﬁggests that ‘the first lesson of
encounter in Caribbean history has now become a fixed and recurring nightmare in
the crazed mind of the mother’ (ibid.). Here then linguistic play enacts a game in
which the Caribbean mother must lose. The process of acculturation leads the mother
to become alienated from her children, and this section of the poem closes with the
question and answer: ‘See? / I saw // my prayers / lost, // bread, float / on the dead
water’ (A, p.182). In ‘Shepherd’ and ‘Caliban’ Brathwai.te’s play with language is
more firmly grounded in Caribbean religious ritual and musical performance, but
again in each there is a movement up and down as affirmation is followed by

negation or vice versa. ‘Shepherd’ opens with the lines ‘Dumb / dumb / dumb’ (A,
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it is not enough

it is not enough to be free

of the whips, principalities and powers

where is your kingdom of the Word? (A, p.222)

It is the stuttering quality of the poet’s postcolonial speech that first arrests the reader
in these lines. In the opening of ‘Negus’ the poet anatomises and objectifies language
in the repetition of ‘it’, ‘it is not’, ‘it is not enough’ and ‘it is not enough to be free’.
Once again, the word is on display here, and it is revealed as a word that is broken,
disrupted, fragmented, a word that is both ‘torn // and new’. Bakhtin comments in
‘Discourse in the Novel’ that incorporated languages and genres of the novel may be
‘treated completely as objects’ and ‘deprived of any authorial intentions- not as a
word that has been spoken, but as a word to be displayed * (DN, p.321). But, it can
be argued that in The Arrivants such linguistic display does precisely serve authorial
intentions, albeit in a refracted way. In his orchestration of an ‘image of a language’
in his ‘New World’ trilogy Brathwaite suggeéts that the masking and unmasking of
language is central to the linguistic future of the Caribbean. Indeed Nathaniel
Mackey argues that in his play with language in Islands, ‘Brathwaite’s work both
announces the emergence of a new language and acknowledges the impediments to
its emergence, going so far as to advance impediment as a constituent of the
language’s newness’ (Mackey, ‘Wringing the Word’, p.134). This is clearly evident
in ‘Negus’. }

It is also apparent that the linguistic impediment presented in the first half of
the poem leads the poet to make a direct request for words in the second half of
‘Negus’. ‘I / must be given words to shape my name / to the syllables of trees’ the
poet demands, and thus proposes that freedom means nothing unless you have the
means with which to appropriately express it. This first request therefore heralds a
thematic concern with the acquisition of the raw material of language, the words
themselves, so that the poet may properly accommodate himself within a Caribbean
environment. Words are the stuff of the present, Brathwaite suggests, but they are
also the foundation upon which a refashioned future will be built (see A, p.224).
‘[F]ill me with words / and I will blind your god’ the poet declares in ‘Negus’ and
this desire for words is seen also in ‘Wake’, ‘Eating the Dead’, ‘Dawn’ and ‘Véve’,
Like ‘Negus’, both ‘Wake’ and ‘Eating the Dead’ are based on the performance of a
ritual in which, according to Rohlehr, ‘the syncretic blend of African, Afro-

Caribbean, and European cultures occurs’ (Rohlehr, Pathfinder, p.257). Both are
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highly formalised poems, and in both an affirmative move is made by the poet to
possess language. In the first section of ‘Wake’, the poet asks a figure of his African
ancestral past to ‘mother me with words, / gems, spoken talismans of your broken
tongue (A, p.210). Yet, as attention shifts in the second section of the poem, the
plantation priest’s empty command to ‘Welcome the Word’ is met by absence,
disregard and material destruction in the contemporary Caribbean. In this context, the
poet is likely to find it hard to possess a language that speaks to the diversity of the
Caribbean, and this is acknowledged in ‘Eating the Dead’ as he reflects ‘My tongue
is heavy with new language / but I cannot give birth speech’ (A, p.221). In ‘Dawn’
the acquisition of language is tied more closely to the natural and environmental
experience of the poet. This is established both formally and thematically. The
poem’s first and last sections provide an affirmation of the awakening and sustaining
power of the Caribbean sea and sun. In the former, the observational poet watches
the activities of the beach folk in the early morning sun, whilst in the latter, he
witnesses the brilliant sun entering the valley after a deluge of rain. The sea and the
sun act as symbols of the poet’s mother and father respectively, and the poem ends
with the sun finally ‘rising / rising // into the eyes of my father, / the fat valley loads
of my mother / of water, lap- / ping, lapping my ankles, lap- // ping these shores with
their silence’ (A, p.238). Whilst this ending on a note of ‘silence’ might suggest the
poet’s inability to spe;k, in fact in this instance it prefigures the awakening of the
poet to language. To this end, he notes that the absolution of water ‘opens the eyes of
my window // and I see you, my wound- / ed gift giver of sea / spoken syllables:
words salt on your lips / on my lips...” (A, p.238). Thus, like Walcott in Omeros,
Brathwaite recognises in ‘Dawn’ the undying influence of the Caribbean landscape
on his ‘wordscape’. In ‘Vévé’ the poet’s acquisition of language shifts back to the
ceremonial, as the poet performs a vodoun rite of linguistic possession. As
Brathwaite reveals in the glossary that accompanies the poems, vévé are ‘symbolic
chalk (or flour) marks made on the ground by the priest at the start of a vodoun
ceremony’ (A, p.275), and this action takes place at the start of the second section:

So on this ground,

write;

within the sound ,

of this white limestone véve,

talk
of the empty roads,
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question the fixed notion of an inherited colonial reality, to dismantle the rule of
absolute thought that governs the colonial consciousness, and to return to the past to
recover a more creative understanding of the way cultures inevitably and positively
interact. In novel after novel Harris maps out an almost identical imaginative terrain,
which suggests that each novel he has written is part of an ongoing process of cross-
cultural engagement’. His work begins and ends in Guyana, his native land and the
setting for many of his most important novels. His reclamation of Guyana as a space
of possibility and potential is most readily seen in his first four novels, collectively
known as The Guyana Quartet (published in one volume in 1985), comprising
Palace of the Peacock (first published in 1960), The Far Journey of Oudin (1961),
The Whole Armour (1962) and The Secret Ladder (1963).

Arguably presenting the blue-print for all of Harris® subsequent novels, Palace
of the Peacock is a Caribbean quest noVel, which centres around the relation between

Donne, a colonial landlord, and a dreaming ‘I’, his Other®, Set in the dense forest and

identifies the key difficulty of Harris’ work as that of ‘the scale and uniqueness of its point of view,
the strangeness of its discoveries on the very fringes of experience’ (Brathwaite, ‘The Controversial
Tree of Time’, Bim 8 (30) (1960), 107). Offering judgement on Harris® first four novels, John Hearne
notes that ‘Harris is not an easy writer’, as images, metaphors and events within the novels “at first
seem examples only of a wilful and unrelated vividness’ (Hearne, ‘The Fugitive in the Forest: Four
Novels by Wilson Harris’, in The Islands in Between, pp.145-146). Both Brathwaite and Hearne’s
essays consider Harris’ early work, and thus give an indication of an immediate response to Harris’
writing, Their thoughts have been echoed in more recent essays that also point to the strangeness of
Harris’ complex fiction and prose writings. In an essay published in the mid-1980’s, Gregory Shaw
reveals that Harris® ‘readers still approach his work with a measure of awe and trepidation, conscious
that the conventional signposts of literary interpretation are quite inadequate as a means of guiding
one through the complexities of his prose’ (Shaw, ‘Art and Dialectic in the Work of Wilson Harris’,
New Left Review, 153 (1985), 121). In ‘Reading Wilson Harris’, published in 1991, Mark Williams
and Allan Riach go so far as to suggest that Harris requires an academic audience, ‘if the full force
and radicalness of his work is to be appreciated’ (Williams & Riach, ‘Reading Wilson Harris’, in
Wilson Harris: The Uncompromising Imagination, ed. by Hena Maes-Jelinek (Mundulstrup:
Dangaroo Press, 1991), p.51). In 2000, the Caribbean-born writer Caryl Phillips describes Harris as -
‘The Guyana enigma’, suggesting on the one hand that Harris’ fiction contains a conundrum the
source and answer to which lies in an imaginative obsession with Guyana, and on the other, implicitly
proposing that Harris has received a somewhat puzzling and paradoxical reception to his work
(Phillips, ‘The Guyana enigma’, Times Literary Supplement, 5 November 1999, 26). :
" 3 Gregory Shaw notes that Harris’ novel’s ‘tend to be serial and repetitive, in the sense of returning to
the same themes, images and characters’, ‘[I]t is crucial to note that the cycles of Harris’s novels are
progressive or incremental’, Shaw suggests, ‘...In dialectical terms each succeeding stage may be said
to cancel the relations of its predecessors, but it also preserves them and raises them to a higher level’
(Shaw, ‘Art and Dialectic in the Work of Wilson Harris’, 122). This view is certainly supported by
two key phrases associated with Harris’ later fiction and criticism; namely, ‘the infinite rehearsal’ (the
title of a novel published in 1987) and ‘the unﬁmshed genesis of the imagination’ (the title of an essay
written in 1992).
* Gilkes describes Palace of the Peacock as ‘the overarching vision which informs Harris’ fiction’
(Wilson Harris and the Caribbean Novel, p.43). Others have also identified it as the progenitor and
foundation of Harris’ creative vision. In a preface attached to an early edition of the novel, Kenneth
Ramchand is said to have written that ‘Palace of the Peacock contains all Harris’ basic themes, and
anticipates his later designs’ (cited in Desmond Hamlet, ‘Renewal in a Far More Resonant Key:
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jungle landscape of Guyana, Harris’ first published novel is a recasting of the myth
of creation, a reworking of the first innocent voyage of the colonial conquerors into
the Guyanese hinterland, and a journey into the interior of psyche. The novel opens
with a series of half-waking dreams, which are triggered by a primal dream in which
a horseman (Donne) is shot and killed by a mysterious figure (presumed to be
Mariella, Donne’s Amerindian mistress). At the entry to the world of the text this
blurs the boundary between dream and reality, and infuses the concrete events of the
narrative with the associative language of symbol and ﬁﬁhs . Donne requires labour
to work on his land, and assembles a boat-crew to take him to an inland station where
an Amerindian tribe is said to live. They arrive at the mission-station but discover it
has been deserted save for an old woman, whom they capture. The crew agrees to
continue their journey up river in search of the lost folk. Over the next seven days
they face a series of trials and suffer a series of losses, until on the sixth day Donne is
left alone to confront the blindness of his past and the inner contradictions of his
world. The climax of the sixth day heralds Donne’s return to ‘the compassion of the
nameless unflinching folk’ (GQ, p.110). On the seventh day the I-narrator joins the
crew in the Palace of the Peacock, an El Doradonne idyll, in a symbolic moment of
cross-cultural community. Palace of the Peacock ends with the consumption of
hierarchical bias and with‘ intimations of hope for the future of the Guyanese nation.
In The Far Journey of Oudin, The Whole Armour and The Secret Ladder Harris
adopts a similar structure, and in each novel offers the possibility of a shift in the.

fabric of the Caribbean consciousness only after the fixed certainties of the colonial

Reflections on the Mad Sin-Eating Relics of Fire in Resurrection at Sorrow Hill’, Review of
Contemporary Fiction, 17 (2) (1997), 84). In The Islands In Between John Hearne notes too that the
“first book in the quartet seems to state most of the themes which are later developed in the others’
(Hearne, ‘The Fugitive in the Forest’, p.148).

5 The opening paragraphs of the Quartet reveal the foundational importance of dreams in Harris’
fiction, and the role that the symbolic plays in his texts. The formation of a dream-work relies upon

" the intricate association of a series of symbols, images and metaphors. The dream-work also
represents an alternate inner reality, which captures in fragments that which is most feared or desired
by the dreamer. The dream-work thus provides Harris with an appropriate means to capture the
fragmentary nature of Caribbean society and identity, whilst also unleashing powerful inner forces of
imagination and creativity within the regenerative text. The use of symbolism in Harris’ writing is
explored in the following:

W.J. Howard, ‘Wilson Harris’ Guiana Quartet' From Personal Myth to National Identity’, ARIEL, 1
(1970), 46-60.

Jeffrey Robinson, ‘The White Goddess and Palace of the Peacock’, Journal of West Indian Literature,
2(2)(1988), 15-22.

John Fletcher, ‘““The Intimacy of a Horror”: The Tradition of Wilson Harris’ Palace of the Peacock’,
in Commonwealth Literature in the Modern World, ed. by Hena Maes-Jelinek (Brussels: Didier,
1975), pp.43-50.
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consciousness have been eroded and exposed. The drama of The Far Journey of
Oudin centres on a family of East Indian plantation owners in the east-coast region of
Guyana, and focuses upon their conflict with a rival named Ram. The mysterious
figure of Oudin arrives at the plantation (possibly sent by Ram). His coming poses a
threat to the status quo and precipitates the slow destruction of the family, as one-by-
one three brothers die in strange circumstances after the death of their father. Ram’s
intention is to gain land, but also to make Beti, a young member of the household, his
wife. However, before Ram can do this Oudin abducts Beti and the pair journey into
the savannah where they live together until Oudin’s death some years later. When
Oudin dies Beti recognises that his contract with Ram is finally broken. Beti is also
pregnant with Oudin’s baby, and it is her unborn child who holds the key to a
different, more positive future. ‘ '
If in The Far Journey of Oudin it is Oudin who acts as a catalyst to events, in
The Whole Armour, the third novel of the Quartet, it is Cristo who offers the main
impetus. Accused of a murder he did not commit, Cristo is on the run and put in the
care of Abram by Magda, his mother. Abram soon dies after Cristo’s arrival. Taking
advantage of the situation Magda urges Cristo to put on Abram’s clothes, in order to
fake his own death; and then holds a wake for her son in the hope of ending the local
police’s on-going search for him. Not wishing to be discovered, Cristo dons the pelt
of a tiger to disguise hirznself as he moves around the region. He is eventually
reunited with Sharon, his first love, and in their time together Sharon becomes.
pregnant. Aware of this, Cristo decides to give himself up, in the hope that a process
of rebuilding can finally begin with the birth of the next generation. One year later he
is to be executed, accepting the sins of the local community as the moment of his
death approaches. The Whole Armour is set at the mouth of the Pomeroon River, on a
fragile strip of land where the rainforest meets the sea. In The Secret Ladder the
~action takes place further inland along the Canje River and, like Palace of the
Peacock, follows a seven-day structure moving from the exposure of surface illusion
and appearance to a moment of climax and change. The narrative of The Secret
Ladder concerns the conflict between a land-surveying crew collecting data for the
building of a government dam and a native tribe, whose land will be lost should the
dam go ahead. Fenwick, the skipper of the crew, clashes with Poseidon, the oldest
inhabitant of the Canje. But he also comes to realise that his own fate and the fates of

those around him are all intimately connected to that of Poseidon, who is the last
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surviving remnant of an ancient past. Poseidon’s followers stir up trouble for
Fenwick and make a series of attacks on the gauges used to measure the river. When
Poseidon is accidentally killed his followers threaten revenge, but at the last moment
this is averted, and the followers take flight. The future of the nation is encapsulated
in the union of Bryant and Catalena Perez- one a descendant of African slaves, the
other an abused and subjugated woman of Portuguese extraction- which symbolises
the joining together of the two sides of a colonial divide. The Secret Ladder ends
with the dawning of the seventh day, as Fenwick awakes from a dream that has
taught him: ‘In our end ... our end ... our end is our beginning ... beginning ..
beginning’ (GQ, p.464)%. This implicit narrative circularity provides the link that
connects the four movements of the Quartet together as a single body of work. In
keeping with Walcott’s reference to Harris in ‘The Muse of History’, it also
underlines Harris’ sense of the need to return to the past to uncover the origins of
contemporary man, as the best way of establishing a productive relation to history in
the Caribbean. ’

Harris’ notion of the cross-cultural emerges out of the environment
established in his fiction from Palace of the Peacock onwards, which is itself a
reflection of his own identity as an exiled Guyanese of mixed parentage’. In this
chapter I intend to exarrfine Harris’ Guyana Quartet in the context of Bakhtin’s
notion of the chronotope. I principally wish to suggest that Harris’ early fiction may
best be read in terms of the chronotope of the threshold, and that such threshold
narratives work in order to expose the presence of the other at the heart of Caribbean
cultural identities. Defined as ‘the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial

relationships that are artistically expressed in literature’ (FTC, p.84), the notion of

¢ This assertion of cyclical temporality is borrowed from T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets and is most likely
taken from the final section of ‘Little Gidding’, in which Eliot wntes

What we call the beginning is often the end

And to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from,

Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London: Faber & Faber, 1974), p.221.

The last book of The Secret Ladder also bears an epxgraph from Eliot’s ‘Little Gidding’ ( see GQ,
p.445). This illustrates Harris’ debt to an early 20™ Century Modernist aesthetic that sought to
question the fabric of the contemporary moment through experiments in language, form and style, at
the same time as establishing links with an unconscious, mythic past through a combination of
1magery and symbolism.

" Harris can lay claim to English, Hindu-Indian, Afro-Caribbean and indigenous Amerindian ancestry.
In *The Guyana enigma’ Caryl Phillips makes the point that ‘the cross-cultural content of Harris’
work has been informed by his understanding of himself and his relationship to the land of his blrth
Guyana’ (26).
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the chronotope is perhaps best seen as a name for the way in which a writer organises
the actions and events of his narrative, the way in which a writer makes and remakes
his world. The concept of the chronotope provides a valuable adjunct to Bakhtin’s
theory of social discourse, and is integral to his writing of an “historical poetics’®. He
introduces the concept in ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel’,
which was largely written in the period 1937-38, with a conclusion added in 1973. In
the opening paragraphs of the essay Bakhtin makes the point that the way time and
space are constructed in the novel is of generic si gniﬁcaﬁce for the novel as a whole,
and establishes the importance of the concept for our understanding of the image of
man. Thereafter he turns his attention to the various major chronotopes of the
European novel moving from the Greek Romance of antiquity (the chronotope of
‘the adventure novel of ordeals’, FTC, p.82), to the works of Apulieus and Petronius
(the chronotope of ‘the adventure novel of everyday life’, FTC, p.111), ancient
biography and autobiography (the chronotope of ‘an individual who passes through
the course of a whole life’, FTC, p.130), the Chivalric Romance (the chronotope of
‘a miraculous world in adventure time’, FTC, p.154), and the Renaissance novels of
Frangois Rabelais (which, according to Bakhtin, display ‘the completely unrestricted,
universal chronotope of human life’, FTC, p.242). In his concluding remarks Bakhtin

addresses the question of ;\the significance of the chronotope, and suggests that the |
concept provides a motif for discussing the essential building-blocks of literary
narrative. He argues that the constructions of time and space inevitably inform the .
language we use as well as our understanding of our selves and our relationship with
the world around us. Almost any word, action, event or locale will have its own
chronotope. Equally, ‘each chronotope can include within it an unlimited number of
minor chronotopes’ (FTC, p.252); whilst the relations between chronotopes are

dialogical in nature.

The main body of Bakhtin’s chronotope essay provides a literary-historical
analysis of certain generic plot-generating motifs fundamental to the development of
the European novel. In the course of this analysis Bakhtin establishes a link between

the presentation of time-space relations in the literary text and the prevailing world-

% In Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics, Morson and Emerson suggest that ‘the discourse and
chronotope theories of the novel are two aspects of the same theory. The form-shaping ideology of the
novel includes both a view of languages of heteroglossia and a way of understanding time and space’
(p.372). In Dialogism, Holquist confirms the connection between the chronotope and Bakhtin’s
*historical poetics’ (pp.107-148)
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view of the time. Commenting upon the late-Medieval vision of Dante, for example,
Bakhtin argues that the central structural tensions of The Divine Comedy are
indicative of the worKs chronotopic location, situated as it is on the boundary
between the Medieval and Renaissance worlds. ‘What is remarkable in these works’,
Bakhtin notes, ‘is the fact that- ...- there lies at their heart an acute feeling for the
epoch’s contradictions, long overripe; this is, in essence, a feeling for the end of an
epoch’ (FTC, p.156). In Bakhtin’s opinion The Divine Comedy is built upon a
tension between an other-worldly, vertical axis and a concrete historical, horizontal
axis. In contrast, he sees a return to a unified and material whole in Gargantua and
Pantagruel, which is displayed in ‘the extraordinary spatial and temporal expanses
that leap at us from the pages of Rabelais’ novel’ (FTC, p.167). The shift from the
Medieval to the Renaissance world-view necessitated a shift in the temporal and
spatial understanding of the world, and therefore required a new chronotope. The
impact of this new way of seeing the world is hinted at in Bakhtin’s observation that:

a restoration of the spatial and temporal material wholeness of the world ...
paved the way for the novel’s appropriation of that world, a world in which
simultaneously America was being discovered, a sea route to India was being
opened up, [and] new fields in mathematics and science were being
established. (FTC, p.166)

On one level, this establjshes a nexus between developments in the novel and
developments in man’s kné)wledge and understanding of himself and his place in the
world, reflected in the geographic and scientific discoveries mentioned. On another
level, it also suggests the importance of seeing Bakhtin’s concept both on the small
scale as a way of understanding individual literary texts and on the large scale as an
indicator of its times. As Michael Holquist puts it, the chronotope ‘must be treated
bi-focally ... invoking it in any particular case, one must be careful to discriminate
between its use as a lens for close up work and its ability to serve as an optic for
seeing at a distance’ (Holquist, Dialogism, p.113). In connection to Harris’ fiction
this underlines the importance of identifying the major chronotopes of The Guyana
Quartet, such as the chronotope of thé threshold; whilst at the same time placing
Harris’ work within the wider contexts of the key literary and historical concerns of
the period. Written in the late-1950’s and early-1960’s the four novels of The
Guyana Quartet were written at the heart of a post-war ‘boom’ in Anglophone
Caribbean literary production, and published just before Guyana achieved politicél

independence on 26™ May 1966. Recognising the significance of the latter, Robert
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Carr reads the sequence as ‘an opus of Guyanese territorialisation’, and notes too that
the final part (i.e. The Secret Ladder) ‘closes on the eve of Guyana’s independence |
and Co-operative Socialism’®. This suggests that like Dante’s Divine Comedy,
Harris’ trilogy was also written on the boundary between two worlds; that is to say, it
emerges at the moment when the Caribbean is beginning to move from a colonial to
a post-colonial framework. It therefore places Harris’ text firmly within the complex
socio-political context of the period, and suggests too an analogy between formal and
thematic freedom and the desire for greater personal and political independence for

the peoples of Guyana.

In The Post-colonial Studies Reader, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin describe
the concept of place in post-colonial societies as ‘a complex interaction of language,
history and environment... characterised firstly by a sense of displacement ... and
secondly, by a sense of the immense investment of culture in the construction of
place’ (p.391). In The Guyana Quartet Harris records this split sense of displacement
and investment, and replaces all absolute claims to ownership of the land with a
notion of living interaction between man and landscape. Before he took up writing
for a career, Harris worked as a land-surveyor for the Guyanese government in the
1940’s and early 1950’s, and made a number of expeditions into the interior of the

country'®. In his novels tﬁis expeditionary impulse reveals an inherent uncertainty

® Robert Carr, “The New Man in the Jungle: Chaos, Community and the Margins of the Nation State’,
Callaloo, 18 (1) (1995), 136. Carr’s politicised reading of The Guyana Quartet, and The Secret
Ladder in particular, establishes a number of interesting aspects of the text as an exercise in nation-
building, not the least of which is his emphasis upon the importance of the jungle metaphor. Carr
notes that ‘Harris’ Guyana Quartet seeks to decipher the history of social relations, of national and
nationalist identities, of labor relations, and the constitution of men and national administration from
the locus of the micrological spheres of the jungle zone into which the universe has collapsed’ (134).
He reads the metaphor of the jungle as ‘that which has always been unyielding to the interests of the
colonial state and which the new nation must confront’ (144). His identification of the territorial
aspect of Harris’ novels therefore highlights Harris® complex sense of place, and points to the felt
need to establish and maintain an active relationship to the land of his birth.

' Harris has commented in a number of interviews and essays upon the significance of this period of
work for his writing career. In interview with Michel Fabre, Harris suggests that Palace of the
Peacock ‘comes out of my first major confrontation with, and immersion in, the heartland of Guyana’
(Fabre, ‘Wilson Harris’, Kunapipi, 2 (1) (1980), 100). In his own ‘Adversarial Contexts and
Creativity’, Harris begins: .

I was profoundly affected as a young man by the primeval rainforest and the savannahs of
British Guyana in South America.

I travelled as land surveyor on the coastlands and into the interior for many years and became
immersed in the fabric of the place, the waterfalls, the calm but treacherous intervals that lie
between the rapids.

The rainforest makes both a subtle and deep impact on one’s consciousness and on
dimensions that lie beneath consciousness.

Harris, ‘Adversarial Contexts and Creativity’, New Left Review, 154 (1985), 124,
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nation state and its industrial and technological complex. Donne’s search for labour
is really only a search for land. However, as he moves deeper into the jungle interior
his claim to complete possession almost inevitably comes to seem less and less
certain. In fact Cameron tells Donne that the mission folk ‘is the only people who got
the real devil of a title to this land’ (GQ, p.41). Similarly, towards the end of The
Secret Ladder Fenwick himself comes to realise that ‘what was at stake [in his battle
with Poseidon] was not the inevitable ruin of an old house, but a perception of depth
more lasting than time, the moral privilege and right of place’ (GQ, p.411).
Fenwick’s job as surveyor involves him in the measurement of the land and the
recording of the river flows, in order to collect data for a major government project.
His investigations lead him to discover errors in earlier maps and surveys, which in
turn brings him closer and closer to Poseidon and ‘the digging up of the buried
community he represented whose flight from slavery had ended right here, in the
ground, under one’s feet’ (GQ, p.389). The indications of inconsistencies in his maps
lead Fenwick to question the certainty of his surroundings and his beliefs. Earlier, in
Palace of the Peacock, the dreaming I-narrator reveals the centrality and fragility of
maps as a marker of territorial possession, when he states:

The map of the savannahs was a dream. The names Brazil and Guyana were
colonial conventions I had known from childhood. I clung to them now as to a
curious necessary stone and footing, even in my dream, the ground I knew I
must not relinquish. They were an actual stage, a presence, however mythical
they seemed to the universal and spiritual eye. They were as close to me as my
ribs, the rivers and the flatland, the mountains and heartland I intimately saw.

(GQ,p-24)
The narrator’s insistence on upholding the ‘colonial conventions’ in the names of
Brazil and Guyana shows a reluctance to wholly discard the vestiges of a period of
colonial domination. Yet, his inscription of body to land and land to body reveals
what Hena Maes-Jelinek terms, ‘the equation between self and space, to be found in

"3, The map of the savannahs is a dream because it is as yet

all of Harris’ fictions
uncharted, and also because, as Harris suggests, any individual’s claim to land exists

and survives in the unconscious. The narrator’s attachment to the names of ‘Brazil

BHena Maes-Jelinek, ‘Charting the Uncapturable in Wilson Harris’ Writing’, Review of
Contemporary Fiction, 17 (2) (1997),92. .

In ‘Decolonizing the Map®’ Graham Huggan argues that within post-colonial literary texts there is a
clear ‘link between a de/reconstructuve reading of maps and the revisioning of the history of European
civilization®. Huggan also suggests that this link is most obvious in Wilson Harris’ work ‘where the
map features as a metaphor of the perceptual transformation which allows for the revisioning of
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and Guyana’ as to his ‘ribs, the rivers and the flatland, the mountain and the
heartland’ illustrates one of the paradoxes of identity writ large upon the Caribbean
body.

In ‘A Note on the Genesis of The Guyana Quartet’ Harris suggests that one
may perhaps respond to a detailed map of Guyana as ‘a great magical web born of

the music of the elements’!*

. What this s3e¢ is a vision of the landscape as a
creative, living organism, a combination of the natural and the supernatural, a vision
of the land as a plural space and a signifier of a shifting temporality. In The Secret
Ladder the narrator reveals that Fenwick ‘liked to think of all the rivers of Guyana as
the curious rungs in a ladder on which one sets one’s musing foot again and again, to
climb into both the past and the future of the continent of mystery’ (GQ, p.367). This
conflates spatial movement with temporal movement, and suggests too the sense of
the landscape of Guyana as a scale or gauge against which consciousness is
measured. The Secret Ladder is set on the River Canje in the interior of Guyana,
which is presented as a space of myth and metaphor as well as a space of fragile
human existence:
The Canje was one of the lowest rungs in the ladder of ascending purgatorial
rivers, the blackest river one could imagine. Every tributary had buried its
grassy head in a grave of wilderness, green as diabolic flame, with a high
waving colour of fresh seeming youth belonging nevertheless to the darkest
fluid of the river’s age. No one lived upon, or cultivated, the Canje swamps and
savannahs. On higher land where the water still appeared to possess the actual
banks and definition of a river, the inhabitants wrestled with themselves to
make a living within their uncertain ground which was continuously threatened

by an erosive design eating slowly across the river’s catchment. (GQ, pp.367-
368)

The opening sentence places the river firmly in the ﬁe‘ld of the imaginary (as ‘the
blackest river one could imagine’), and also connects the Canje to the myth of
Jacob’s ladder and to the Dantesque vision of a world divided between Inferno,
Purgatory and Paradise. The Guyaneszlandscape is associated with Purgatory perhaps
because it is an in-between space in which, Harris suggests, man’s repentance offers
the possibility of salvation and communion in heaven. The idea of in-betweenness is
further suggested in the second sentence, as images of deatl.x and diabolism are set

alongside and against those of freshness and youth, hinting at the flicker of light

Caribbean cultural history in terms other than those of catastrophe or complex’ (Huggan,
‘Decolonizing the Map’, in The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, p.407).
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the journey into the interior, the narratorial voice of the dreamer reasserts itself once
Donne encounters ‘the endless void of himself® and prepares to enter the Pélace of
the Peacock (GQ, p.108). At the climax of the novel, this suggests the coming
together of the outer and inner aspects of Donne’s personality in ‘the inseparable
moment of all fulfilment and understanding’ (GQ, p.116), and thus reiterates the

alchemical vision of the narrative'®,

The complex relations between characters in The Guyana Quartet provide the
basis of Harris’ cross-cultural vision. However, the main focus of each narrative is a
journey inwards, a movement into the dark interior of the jungle landscape and into
the interior of the Caribbean mindscape. The motif of the journey has clear
chronotopic connotations and associations, which are perhaps best seen in the
chronotope of the road. Replace road for river in Palace of the Peacock and Harris’
novel may be interpreted as a novel of serial but random encounters joined together
to encompass a journey through life. As Bakhtin makes clear in his essay, the road is
a paradigmatic space of arrivals and departures, in which events find their meaning
and along which people from a variety of racial, social and cultural backgrounds are
brought together. ‘On the road the spatial and temporal paths of the most varied
people- ... - intersect at one spatial and temporal point’ (FTC, p.243), Bakhtin writes,
hinting at the possibilitieé} for interaction that the road offers. Such encounters are
necessarily integral to the dévelopment of an individual character, whilst the journey
along the road is richly metaphorical of his or her journey through life, as it provides
the setting for a process of discovery and development. In the course of his
discussion Bakhtin highlights the importance that the road has played in the history

of the novel, from ‘the ancient everyday novel of wandering’ through to the

' The notion of alchemy directly relates to the ideas of change and transformation that are integral to
Harris’ fiction. A number of critics have drawn attention to Harris’ interest in the Renaissance
practices of alchemy and the ‘arts of memory’, and suggested that this provides another way of
thinking about his work. Speculating upon questions of style, Paul Sharrad argues that alchemy
‘becomes Harris’ tool with which to construct the past in order to imagine a post-colonial, post-
technological, post-nuclear Renaissance man’ (Sharrad, ‘The Art of Memory and the Liberation of
History: Wilson Harris’ Witnessing of Time’, Callaloo, 18 (1) (1995), 100). Commenting more
specifically on Harris® use of adversarial doubles, Andrew Bundy connects Harris” construction of self
to the practice of alchemy, where ‘the known self occupies an intermediate position between chaos
and creation, like the soul placed between two symmetries’ (Bundy, ‘Preface: Cross-Cultural
Community and the Womb of Space’, in Selected Essays of Wilson Harris, p.73). Harris himself
repeatedly refers to the work of Renaissance scholar Frances Yates, and especially her book The Arts
of Memory, which attempts to uncover scattered elements of those lost traditions that have informed
the work of the great writers of Western literature (Harris, ‘Literacy and the Imagination- A Talk’, in -
Selected Essays of Wilson Harris, p.76). ‘
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historical novels of Zagoskin, Gogol and Nekrasov (FTC, pp.244-245). In a similar
vein, it is possible to suggest that the idea of the interior journey figures large in the
life of the novel as a genre, and that Harris” adoption of this key motif draws upon an
already established tradition within the English literary canon. Milton’s Paradise
Lost arguably provides the paradigmatic passages to describe Western European
epic’s shift from the material to the inner eye; whilst Coleridge’s The Rhyme of the
Ancient Mariner and of course Conrad’s Heart of Darkness each present journeys to
the interior that are simultaneously psychical and physical. Written in 1899, Conrad’s
novella has perhaps the clearest influence on Harris’ work, offering as it does a
template for the symbolic quest for knowledge of that which is both within and
beyond, and situated as it is on the boundary between a colonial and post-colonial
impression of the world. In Heart of Darkness the journey into the interior leads back
to a primordial world governed by a mysterious almost invisible presence. More than
just a tale of African adventure, the journey inland assumes a mythical and symbolic
aspect. Movements in time and space correspond to stages in Marlow’s psychical
development, whilst his descent into the depths of the earth bears a moral and
spiritual weight, as the idea of the colonial endeavour comes up against an all-
encompassing darkness and doubt. Conrad’s description of the journey inland creates
an impression of Marlow gradually entering a space where he is asked to confront his
own sense of values, wh;re the Old and the New World meet in a moment of
contradiction. Losing his way along the river he senses himself ‘cut off for ever from
everything I had known once- somewhere- far away- in another existence perhaps’,
and finds himself enveloped by an impenetrable silence and stillness®. When he
meets Kurtz, Marlow encounters a figure whose origins are European, yet whose life
has moved beyond the threshold of ‘civilisation’. Kurtz is too ill or mad to explain
the secrets of the jungle or the meaning of the darkness. He can only express the fear
of his own self-knowledge in a cry of ‘The horror! The horror!’ (p.111), which is
illuminating and incomprehensible in equal parts, as much a comment on the

Western desire for truth as it is on the failure of the colonial endeavour in Africa.

The link between Conrad’s novella and Harris’ Gu);ana Quartet is perhaps
best indicated in an essay Harris wrote in response to a reading of Conrad’s text by

the African novelist Chinua Achebe. As a canonical text centred on the themes and

» Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1987), p.66.
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symbols of colonialism Heart of Darkness has an ambivalent position within post-
colonial literary debates. In ‘An Image of Africa’ Achebe famously attacks Conrad
for his portrayal of Africa and Africans, and even accuses him of being ‘a bloody

racist’?!

. Harris is sympathetic to Achebe’s position, especially his uneasiness at the
racism that arguably supports some aspects of the text. However, he is also
convinced that Achebe’s judgement is in some ways wrong, in that it fails to take
account of the ambivalence of Conrad’s text, and merely replaces one binary
opposition with another. This belief rests on the perception of a hidden potential
within Heart of Darkness to break from conventional reality and distort those biases
that govern the Western understanding of the world. Harris reads Heart of Darkness
as a ‘frontier novel’, by which he means that ‘it stands upon a threshold of capacity
to which Conrad pointed though he never attained that capacity himself’?2. He thus
sees Conrad’s novella as a potentially plural text, whose movement towards
heterogeneity is eventually frustrated by the form of the novel Conrad inherited,
which followed a logic of cultural symmetry already well established in the English
novel of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries. In Harris® terms Conrad’s novella
draws back from the intuitive insights it still gestures toward. It is though possible to
suggest that the cross-cultural vision of Harris’ own work emerges from this
understanding of Conrad’s faltering enunciation of the colonial exchange. Indeed,
Harris himself describes the movement towards heterogeneity in his early novels as a
sense of being involved in ‘a deepening cycle of exploration ... consistent with a -
theory of implosion’, that is to say: ‘an attempt to define a deeper participation in
themes of responsibility through a diversity of associations, however perilous, rather
than through an apparent unity that conforms and remains static in the end’?. The
idea of a ‘theory of implosion’ describes the inward movement of each of the novels

in The Guyana Quartet. The implication of a world collapsing in on itself also

2! Chinua Achebe, ‘An Image of Africa’, Research in African Literatures, 9 (1) (1978), 9.

22 Harris, “The Frontier on which Heart of Darkness Stands’, Research in African Literatures, 12 (1)
(1981), 87.

Helen Tiffin comments upon the divergent readings of Conrad’s text by Achebe and Harris in her
essay, ‘Retrace My Steps: Heartland, Heart of Darkness and Post-colonial Counter-Discourse’, in
Wilson Harris: The Uncompromising Imagination, pp.127-139. It is perhaps also worth noting that in
Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said offers a reading of Heart of Darkness that is strikingly similar
to that proposed by Harris. Said argues that Conrad’s text essentially presents two visions at the same
time; one the conventional narrative of empire, and the other an ironized version of this that draws .
attention to the artificial construction of the imperial reality, He suggests that ‘with Conrad we are in a
world being made and unmade more or less all the time®, (Said, Culture and Imperialism (London:
Vintage, 1994), p.33).
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this assertion, Michael Gilkes identifies a ‘simultaneous contracting and expanding
effect of the writing’ in the opening novel of the sequence, and suggests that this is
fundamental to the presentation of a society which is rooted in reality and fantasy at
one and the same time (Gilkes, Wilson Harris and the Caribbean Novel, pp.26-27).
Descriptions of environment and locale within the novel bear the marks of ordinary
daily life, yet beneath the surface appearance of both is another reality alive with the
signs of past and future meanings, as well as the surviving fragments of lost or partial
cultures and traditions. This double perspective has a defamiliarising effect on the
representation of Guyana, which becomes an inner zone of the narrator’s psyche as
well as a physical space of rivers, forests and scattered settlements. It also suggests
that the world the characters move within can only ever be half-known, whilst

beyond that is another world that has a hidden but enduring effect on their lives.

The opening paragraphs of Palace of the Peacock set the linguistic tone for
much that will follow, and demonstrate how language is used to convey a sense of
reality being stretched to reveal the uncertainties and partialities of life in the
Caribbean. Here Harris presents the archetypal dream-work of the novel, and
implicitly establishes the relationship between Donne and the Dreamer-narrator as
the central concern of the text: |

A horseman appea}ed on the road coming at a breakneck stride. A shot rang
out suddenly, near and yet far as if the wind had been stretched and torn and
had started coiling and running in an instant. The horseman stiffened with a
devil’s smile, and the horse reared, grinning fiendishly and snapping at the
reins. The horseman gave a bow to heaven like a hanging man to his
executioner, and rolled from his saddle on to the ground.

The shot had pulled me up and stifled my own heart in heaven. I started
walking suddenly and approached the man on the ground. His hair lay on his
forehead. Someone was watching us from the trees and bushes that clustered
the side of the road. Watching me as I bent down and looked at the man whose
open eyes stared at the sky through his long hanging hair. The sun blinded and
ruled my living sight but the dead man’s eye remained open and obstinate and -

* clear. (GQ, p.19)

The principle effect of this passage is to disarm the reader at the outset of the novel.
The environmental fabric is literally ‘stretched and torn’, and this ‘contracting and
expanding effect’ is mirrored in the language of the piecé. The second sentence
records the act of a shot being fired and the reverberating impact this has on the
environment. The language underwrites a sense of contrast and disjunction, as the

short first clause of the sentence is followed by a longer second clause in which the
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words run on effortlessly filling the moment. The effect of the shot is to initiate a
reverberation of key images across each of the paragraphs as well as throughout the
text. When the horseman first appears on the road, he does so ‘at a breakneck stride’.
After the shot rings out, this finds its echo in a horse fiendishly ‘snapping at the
reins’, and the vision of the horseman as a ‘hanging man’ facing his executioner. The
two paragraphs also appear to echo each other in intricate and crucial ways. Whilst in
the opening paragraph the horseman stiffens as the shot hits him, in the second
paragraph it is as if the dreamer feels the true impact of the shot which pulls him up
and stifles his own heart. The image of the hanging man appears repeatedly in Palace
of the Peacock. With each recurring reference the image slightly shifts in meaning,
Towards the conclusion of the novel the noose even appears to support Donne (‘He
slipped and gasped on the misty step and a noose fell around his neck from which he
dangled until- after an eternity- he had regained a breathless footing’, GQ, p.101).
Thus, what begins as an image of death undergoes a series of transformations during
the novel until it finally becomes an image of life and sustaining possibility?.
Perhaps with this in mind, Gregory Shaw argues that ‘the Harrisian word, the
Harrisian image, tend to possess a peculiarly dialectical quality of negating
themselves’ (Shaw, ‘Art and Dialectic in the Work of Wilson Harris’, 153). Shaw
speaks of this ‘dialectical’ process as a hollowing out or emptying of meaning in the
Quartet until ‘we are left ;with an uneasy space: a slippery, formless nothingness, or
at most an intangible something’ (Shaw, ‘Art and Dialectic in the Work of Wilson
Harris’, 124). However, this suggests that the earlier or original meanings of words
and images are lost in the process of dialectical contradiction, and that no material
meaning is left from the interaction of various languages. Instead, perhaps it would
be more accurate to suggest that both the Harrisian word and Harrisian image tend to

possess a peculiarly dialogical quality, in which meaning arises out of a living fabric

% Commenting upon the noose image in Palace of the Peacock, Harris notes: “That noose helps to
give different visualisations of context. It may seem simple now to look back on it, where the noose
that appears is just the noose that hangs a man, and then you have the noose that is a kind of
constellation or lightning belt in the sky, and this bears upon theories of hubris in Donne. And then in
the end you have Donne sustained by the noose which should strangle him, and that is when you get a
link between the inferno and the paradiso because he is in a position then to see the hell on earth that
he has helped to create. So you don’t get a totalizing of the noose’. (Vera Kutzinski, ‘The
Composition of Reality: A Talk with Wilson Harris’, Callaloo, 18 (1) (1995), 23)
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instantaneous’, Bakhtin writes, ‘it is as if it has no duration and falls out of the
normal sense of biographical time’ (ibid.), suggesting the simultaneity, openness and
ambiguity that is central to Dostoevsky’s ‘carnivalesque’ fiction. Dostoevsky’s use
of the chronotope of the threshold is an integral aspect of his vision of the world, and
parficularly central to the polyphonic representation of a variety of fully independent
voices and characters in his novels. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics Bakhtin
argues that in Crime and Punishment ‘the threshold and its substitutes are the
fundamental “points” of action in the novel’ (PDP, p.170). This means that the space
and time of the threshold is indicative of the psychological turmoil of Raskolnikov,
the central character of the novel; and also representative of a world in which nothing
is fixed or certain, a world in which ‘everything is shown in a moment of unfinalized
transition” (PDP, p.167). Raskolnikov’s life is played out in a series of threshold
spaces. This sets the tone for the rest of the novel, where everything ‘is pushed to its
boundaries’ or ‘on the borderline’ (ibid.), moving towards its opposite and conscious
of its essential otherness. The setting of Crime and Punishment (St Petersburg) shifts
back and forth between reality and fantasy until the city itself seems to disappear.
Similarly, the characters of the novel reveal their inherent indeterminacy in their
language and dreams, as the crises of their daily lives are a heightened product of

their involvement in the unfinalizable dialogue of life.

For the most part, the threshold spaces in Dostoevsky’s novels are the public
spaces of an urban, metropolitan environment. In Harris’ Guyana Quartet the interior
landscape figures as the predominant space of the threshold experience, that in-
between space that reveals another way of seeing the world. In one sense the jungle
and forest landscape of Guyana is a void space. It is a dark impenetrable mass of
trees connected by a web of rivers, which stands as a symbol of an unknown and
forgotten past. However, as Harris shows, it is also a gateway to another world, alive
with hidden or forgotten languages, traditions and cultures. Key narrative events take
place in the interior landscapes of Harris® novels. In Palace of the Peacock the
journey through the jungle leads to Donne’s reconnection with the ancient
Amerindian folk; and in The Far Journey of Oudin Oudin and Beti find sanctuary in
the savannah. Similarly, in The Whole Armour Cristo is saved by what appear to be a
lost tribe of Arawaks as he moves inland; whilst, in The Secret Ladder Fenwick’s

movement along the Canje brings him ever closer to his confrontation with Poseidon.
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Commenting upon the significance of this threshold space, Maes-Jelinek notes that in
each novel, ‘the forest plays its formative role’, as ‘the theatre of an ordeal, the
setting which stimulates their dreams and provokes their fears and uncertainties’2.
As Oudin and Beti flee from Ram and Mohammed, for example, the enveloping
landscape seems to reflect Oudin’s journey into an eclipsed native consciousness and
ultimately leads to a shift in roles as Beti becomes the bearer of all hope for the
future. During their flight the ground turns ‘soft and treacherous with the residue of
enormously old stricken forests before the sea had stood on this very ground, and had
retired to leave it as it was’ (GQ, p.212). The air darkens and encroaches around the
pair, and Oudin tastes the fear and terror of a hunted man. Yet, at the moment of
greatest terror, Oudin and Beti come together in an act of sexual union and the nature
of their relationship changes. The importance of this episode is demonstrated by the
fact that after their sexual exchange, Beti realises ‘that Oudin is unwell and that the
initiative in continuing the journey rested with her alone’ (GQ, pp.215-216). As
Maes-Jelinek observes, ‘the flight through the forest becomes a ‘second birth”
(Maes-Jelinek, ‘The Myth of El Dorado in the Caribbean Novel, 126). The journey
into the savannah enacts a process of transformation as first Oudin and then Beti
come to realise the possibility of their freedom, and gradually accommodate

themselves to the living potential of their native landscape.

As Oudin and Beti’s flight into the savannah illustrates, each novel in the
sequence emphasises the need to enter the threshold space of the Guyanezeinterior in
order to confront and overcome the hierarchical biases native to the Caribbean
psyche. Mid-way through Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Marlow informs his listeners
that, ‘Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the
world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings’ (p.66).
Likewise, in Harris’ writing of the interior journey each spatial movement
corresponds to a similar movement backward in time: a process of retracing one’s
steps to the ancient past. The further inland one moves the deeper into the past one
gets and the closer one comes to confronting the paradoxes of self. ‘Retracing one’s
steps is the process in which Harris’ protagonists have been involved in from The

Guyana Quartet onwards’, Maes-Jelinek asserts:

32 Maes-Jelinek, ‘The Myth of El Dorado in the Caribbean Novel’, Journal of Commonwealth
Literature, 6 (1) (1971), 126.
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Through their experiences and encounters with a vanished past, lost cultures or
deprived individuals and groups (...), his protagonists confront “areas of
tradition that have sunken away and a}pparently disappeared and vanished and
yet that are still active at some level”. -

In his own essays Harris has commented upon the importance of establishing a sense
of simultaneity between times past, present and future, and suggested that this
confluence of different times is a vital part of the restorative impulse within
contemporary Caribbean fiction™, Interestingly, it is this aspect of Harris’ work that
Brathwaite draws attention to in ‘Timehri’, where he argues that Harris* emphasis on
the ancient Amerindian history of the Caribbean offers a reminder of the primordial

nature of Caribbean culture®.

Highlighting the importance of converging
temporalities and spatialities within the contemporary Caribbean consciousness,
Brathwaite describes ‘the recognition of an ancestral relationship with the folk or
aboriginal culture’, as ‘a journey into the past and hinterland which is at the same
time a movement into the present and future’ (Brathwaite, ‘Timehri’, p.42). He thus
implies that a movement into the past will lead to an accommodation of the past and
a re-negotiation of one’s partial origins and identity. Quite clearly such a process is
central to the narratives contained in the Quartet. In addition, in Harris’ novels the
process of retracing steps to the past is presented as a threshold experience, a process
of entering a void, or of opening oneself to the contradictory impulses of other times
and spaces. A pattern ig'established in Palace of the Peacock as the few surviving

members of Donne’s crew attempt to climb the waterfall also known as ‘the

3 Maes-Jelinek, ““Numinous Proportions”: Wilson Harris’ Alternative to All Posts’, in Past the Last
Post: Theorizing Post-Colonialism and Post-Modernism, ed. by lan Adam & Helen Tiffin (Hemel
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p.52.

* In ‘Quietzalcoatl and the Smoking Mirror’, Harris writes: “To arrive in a tradition that appears to
have died is complex renewal and revisionary momentum sprung from originality and the activation
of primordial resources within a living language. We arrive backwards even as we voyage forwards.
This is the phenomenon of simultaneity in the imagination of time’s past and future that renews time
in its imaginary response to gestating resources in the womb of the present and the past. It is unlike
the linear biases that prevail in conventional fiction.’

Harris, ‘Quetzalcoat! and Smoking Mirror: Reflections on Originality and Tradition’, Wasafiri, 20
(1994), 38.

% The importance of the Amerindian in Harris* work is seen clearly in Palace of the Peacock in the
search for the folk, and in The Secret Ladder in the figure of Poseidon..In the Selected Essays of
Wilson Harris Andrew Bundy points out that Amerindian names dominate the environmental fabric of
Harris’ fiction, and also makes plain that Amerindian tribes are part of a larger Central and South
American tradition, which links them to Maya, Aztec and Inca communities (pp.19-22). This
connection perhaps explains the apparent abundance of ‘magic realist’ elements within Harris’ fiction;
such as the use of dream, mystery, myth and surrealism. Bundy even claims that ‘Harris’ study of the
fabric of the imagination sets his writing apart from the concerns of West Indian Caribbean writers’;
and instead favours ‘Harris’ particular and intuitive kinship with the Central and South American
literatures in Spanish’ (p.7).
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universal cliff of consciousness’, and stare into an abstract ‘mirror of absolute
nothingness’ that is really only ‘the void of themselves’ (GQ, pp.101-106). Donne’s
first step on the ladder takes him back to the time when he built his first house in the
savannahs. His memory of the house provides a series of windows into his inner self
that effectively strip him of his earlier assumptions and beliefs. In The Secret Ladder
Fenwick also recognises the need to return to an earlier self, when he writes to his
mother of his meeting with Poseidon: ‘I wish I could truly grasp the importance of
this meeting. If I do not- if my generation do not- leviathan will swallow us all. It
isn’t a question of fear- it’s a question of going in unashamed to come out of the
womb again’ (GQ, p.384). This last remark disturbs and annoys Fenwick, and he
immediately crosses it out. However, the idea of returning to the womb provides a
powerful example of the need to engage with the past, and particularly establishes
Fenwick’s unconscious desire to (re-)trace a connection to the kind of native history
represented by Poseidon. Re-entry into the womb enacts a descent into both the
space and time of one’s origins, and in this sense the womb is clearly a highly
chronotopic space. Here, the notion of the womb refers to an abstract space of
cultural beginnings, to the interior landscape of Guyana and, of course, to the
maternal womb itself. The suggestion is that the meeting with Poseidon offers
Fenwick the chance of being ‘born again’. Almost explicitly this requires Fenwick to
reflect upon who he is a}ld where he has come from. It is perhaps no accident that he
is forced to do this in the jungle zone of the Canje basin, which is an inner space of

destiny and discovery.

Fenwick’s passing remark is important not just because of what it reveals of
his unconscious desire to question his identity, but also because of how it captures
his dilemma in a language common to other parts of the sequence. The motif of the
womb functions in the Quartet as an archetypal symbol of the frontier or threshold,
whilst various images of pregnancy, birth, death and rebirth underline the importance
of continual cultural renewal. In Palace of the Peacock the entire crew is said to have
emerged from a single womb, perhaps representative of the birth of the modern
nation. In The Whole Armour the narrator suggests that Cristo ‘had been reborn and
spilt’ from the womb of Abram (GQ, p.284), indicating how Abram’s death offers
Cristo the opportunity to heal himself and his community. Images of death are often

mirrored by images of birth in the Quartet. In Palace, Carroll’s loss of a child is
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followed by his mother’s revelation that she is pregnant (GQ, pp.72-73). Likewise, in
The Far Journey of Oudin Muhra’s miscarriage is shadowed by Beti’s pregnancy,
whilst in The Whole Armour the death of Peet’s wife during labour is compensated
for by the birth of Sharon and Cristo’s baby. Pregnancy is seen in the novels as a sign
of hope, of the possibility of making a new start, of creating a new life. Thus when
Beti has a premonition of her pregnancy the narrator makes clear that it is to be seen
as an opportunity for release and a chance for liberation, rather than the doomed
legacy of a constricting environment:

This was, for her, another flicker and signal of inner life superior to the police
of the jungle. She saw the necessity to save herself and the unborn child, and to
do something before Mohammed closed in on them, or Ram brought his
empire of revenge toppling in ruins about her ears. It was the same grotesque
kernel, in two shells, confronting her, that she must crack and consume to
survive. (GQ, p.226)

Like Mariella, Sharon and Catalena Perez, Beti initially functions in the novel as a
symbol of societal abuse. She is more of a possession than a person. However, her
pregnancy shows that she is an important vessel and support for Oudin as he attempts
to free himself from a contractual obligation and, as this passage suggests, it also
provides the catalyst for the constructive accommodation of a host of agonistic forces
and cultures within herself. Beti’s act of consumption is effectively also an act of
consummation, as it ind‘iqates her wish to consume those biases (i.e. Mohammed and
Ram) that have thus far governed both her and Oudin’s existence. This says much
about the role of women in Harris’ fiction, and perhaps even shows how a female

other is repeatedly deployed in the Quartet in the construction of Caribbean identity.

In Harris’ fiction the consumption of bias is a fundamental precursor to the
initiation of a pfocess of psychical recovery and cultural restoration. In his essays too
Harris traces a similar arc of recuperation and re-birth, and argues that the
consumption of cultural bias often takes place within ‘the womb of space’, by which
he means a fluid space of conflict and creation. Harris’ notion of ‘the womb of
space’ is a metaphor for the meeting of previously opposed traditions and beliefs
upon a threshold of creation, and a motif for the diversity and complex mutuality of
cultures within the cross-cultural imagination. The phrase itself suggests a (possibly
gendered) space of conception and birth, and is evident in embryo in early essays
such as ‘The Writer and Society’, in which Harris identifies ‘a certain void or

misgiving attending every assimilation of contraries’ and argues for the need to enter
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into that void®. In his second collection of critical essays, The Womb of Space: The
Cross-Cultural Imagination, the concept is tied more closely to the notion of the
cross-cultural. In the introduction to this study Harris makes clear his intention to
map ‘a horizon of sensibility upon which a capacity exists to begin to transform
ciaustrophobic ritual by cross-cultural imaginations that bear upon the future through
mutations of the monolithic character of conquistadorial legacies of civilization’*’. In
this context, ‘the womb of space’ emerges as a threshold space of cultural interaction
that fractures apparently whole or unified totalities by conceiving gaps within a one-
sided reality. The importance of this process of mutation lies in its insistence on the
plurality of cultures, and the concurrent belief that the identification of such plurality
impacts upon our understanding of the future. ‘The paradox of cultural heterogeneity,
or cross-cultural capacity, lies in the evolutionary thrust it restores to orders of the
imagination,” Harris argues, ‘the ceaseless dialogue it inserts between hardened
conventions and eclipsed or half-eclipsed otherness, within an intuitive self that
moves endlessly into flexible patterns, arcs or bridges of community’ (Harris, The
Womb of Space, p.xvii). This implies that any process of cultural transformation
starts with an appreciation of the cross-cultural dimension that bears upon all
civilisations or ruling systems of thought, and turns on the recognition of a ‘ceaseless
dialogue’ that connects‘,all cultures together, not in a seamless whole but in a fluid
notion of ‘community’. For example, when Beti breaks the ‘grotesque kernel’ of her
earlier existence and consumes the legacies of Mohammed and Ram, she sets in train
a process of transformation that is based on enrichment rather than the substituting of
one thing for another. In Bakhtinian terms, Mohammed and Ram are representatives
of a monologic mode of being, whilst Beti might be said to display a desire for
dialogue. Beti’s act of consumption is important because it does not Simply signify
the rejection of monologue for dialogue, but rather shows the need to incorporate
both the monologic and the dialogic in a ceaseless and cyclical exchange. Similarly,
Fenwick’s unconscious desire to return to the womb (and come out again) may be
seen as an early sign of his sense that an other indigenous culture is already

infiltrating his modern beliefs. Poseidon represents an aspect of his ancestry that

% Harris, *The Writer and Society’, in Tradition, the Writer and Society (London: New Beacon

Books, 1967), p.62. .
%" Harris, The Womb of Space: The Cross-Cultural Imagination (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood

Press, 1983), p.xv.
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