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Introduction

Radio, television, film, and the internet have served, and continue to serve, as a 
means of  transmitting literature. For many years now, electronic audio and audio-visual 
media platforms have helped disseminate literature to diverse audiences and in various 
forms such as the radio drama, the literary radio program, etc. In turn, literature as printed 
text has long provided substantive broadcast content for these various electronic media, 
extending and enhancing their perception as modern and post-modern disseminators 
of  mass-market literate and literary culture. In the context of  Anglophone Caribbean 
literature, early and mid-20th-century radio programmes such as the BBC Caribbean Voices, 
broadcast from London to the region over a 15-year period, or Alfred Pragnell’s vivid 
readings of  short-stories by Jeannette Layne-Clarke and Timothy Callender on Barbados 
Rediffusion helped to extend the reach and impact the shape of  creative writing in the 
region. During the 1970s, Louise Bennett’s Jamaican children’s television show Ring Ding 
employed the influential medium of  television to foreground Jamaican folklore as an aspect 
of  post-colonial cultural enterprise in the new nation. 

The essays in this volume of  JWIL are all thematically linked by their investment 
in analyses at the crossroads of  print literature, radio and television broadcast, film, and 
the world of  digital communication. If  the spider figure Anansi—also JWIL’s logo—
represents that folkloric trickster figure transported from West African to Caribbean shores 
via the Middle Passage, then the literary and cultural analyses offered in this issue might be 
interpreted symbolically as contemporary explorations reminiscent of  another West African 
and New World figure, Papa Legba, the loa that is representative of  the crossroads. Each of  
these essays, in diverse ways, examines the inter-connections and interstices that characterize 
Anglophone Caribbean literature and literary production at the crossroads of  print and 
audio-visual technologies.   

In “Toward A Remediated Anglophone Caribbean Aesthetic,” Jarrel De Matas 
references Bolter and Grusin’s concept of  remediation to argue that in Kamau Brathwaite’s 
later poetry and in Robert Antoni’s novel, As Flies To Whatless Boys, the reader experiences 
multimodal discursive platforms that enhance the comprehension of  Anglo-Creole culture, 
history, and subjectivity. Rachel Moseley Wood’s “Thelwell ‘Vershann’: Adaptation and 
Michael Thelwell’s The Harder They Come” references Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of  the novel 
as a particular representational form that developed by means of  rhetorical contact with 
other extra-literary forms such as diaries and letters in order to examine the ways in which 
the Perry Henzell film and the Michael Thelwell novel function as versions that exhibit 
Bakhtinian “plasticity.”

Glyne A. Griffith  
Guest Editor,  Special Issue on Trans-Media: The Audio-Visual Platforms of  Anglophone Caribbean Literature
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In “Words Are Not Enough: Kamau Brathwaite, Derek Walcott And The Filmic,” 
Jean Antoine Dunn stresses the importance of  film technique as a critical element in the 
poetry of  Kamau Brathwaite and Derek Walcott. Referencing the work of  Gilles Deleuze, 
she examines the traces of  historical trauma in the Caribbean present and each poet’s 
concern with space and mapping as expressive of  the desire to give shape to the processes 
of  memory through the use of  cinematic effects in their poetry. Alejandra Bronfman’s essay, 
“‘This Thing Is Very Much Alive’: Louise Bennett on Audio-Visual Media,” examines 
Louise Bennett’s literary work in radio and particularly in television. Bronfman argues 
that Bennett possessed a keen awareness of  the advantages and limitations of  radio and 
television and used her 1970s children’s television programme, Ring Ding to subtly critique 
the Eurocentricism undergirding Jamaican electronic media of  the period.

Patricia Mohammed’s “Great Adaptations: Michael Anthony’s Green Days by the 
River Moves to Screen” examines Michael Mooleedhar’s recent film production based on 
Anthony’s novel. Mohammed suggests that novel and film each participate in a process 
of  remediation to offer up “new vistas for memory” in the Anglophone Caribbean. In 
“Austin Clarke and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, Michael Bucknor provides 
JWIL readers a portion of  the interview he conducted in 2011 with Barbadian/Canadian 
novelist Austin Clark. The interview offers insight into Clarke’s beginnings as a writer in 
Toronto, Canada and presents details of  his television work with the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation. 

We conclude this issue with reviews of  the following recent publications: Peelin 
Orange: The Collected Poems of  Mervyn Morris, Philip Nanton’s Frontiers of  the Caribbean, Rhonda 
Cobham-Sander’s I and I: Epitaphs for the Self  in the Work of  V.S. Naipaul, Kamau Brathwaite, and 
Derek Walcott, Michael Mooleedhar’s film, Green Days by the River, and Indo-Caribbean Feminist 
Thought: Genealogies, Theories, Enactments, edited by Gabrielle Hosein and Lisa Outar. And so, 
to the crossroads. 



9

Ctrl + Alt/HyperText: 
Toward a Remediated 
Caribbean Literary Aesthetic
Jarrel De Matas

What we need, now, to go along with the liberation, is a re-orientation of  
criticism, an aesthetic, that will help us to redefine our current pseudo-classical 
notions of  literature.  

Kamau Brathwaite (History of  the Voice)

Kamau Brathwaite’s injunction, quoted in the epigraph, is a useful starter for my 
discussion of  the remediated Caribbean alternative text (alt-text). When I use the term 
alt-text I mean those pathways offered by writers through a hypertextual manipulation 
of  print narratives.1 Referencing Bolter and Grusin’s definition of  remediation as “the 
representation of  one medium in another” (45) this paper explores the experimental 

Source: bbc.com,  What if  the internet stopped for a day?
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linkages with digital constructs in selected works by Kamau Brathwaite and Robert Antoni as part of  
a changing literary and socio-cultural aesthetic. To Brathwaite’s point, this paper re-orients Caribbean 
postcolonial criticism through the lens of  digital media, responding to the changes signaled by his, and 
Antoni’s work. Proliferating endlessly, as Benítez-Rojo proposes (8), the poetics of  the islands continue 
to develop representational shifts in popular culture, mass media, and technology. In doing so, the turn 
of  the twenty-first century is both mediating, and mediated by, innovations and evolutions in techno-
culture as enablers for the reconceptualization of  histories and subjectivities through the reification 
of  technology. And if  we accept Bolter and Grusin’s understanding of  remediation as emerging from 
cultural contexts (17), then both Brathwaite and Antoni are responding to the changing techno-culture 
of  the contemporary Caribbean through the emphasis on multi-mediated representations of  written 
text. Brathwaite achieves this through the Sycorax emphasis on digitized consciousness while Antoni 
contextualizes his literary historical consciousness through digital media applications. 

The Sycorax video-style of  Brathwaite has represented the vast, hybrid scope of  the postmodern 
remediated text from as early as X/ Self  (1987), to DS (2) (2007), and most recently in Strange Fruit 
(2016). Robert Antoni’s reprise of  the remediated sensibility in As Flies to Whatless Boys (2013) signals an 
evolution in the understanding of  hypertext. In this novel, media and literature not only intersect, but 
they interrogate and influence each other as a way of  highlighting familiar themes in new, reimagined 
ways. By returning to the late nineteenth century, Antoni pursues a postmodernist impulse towards 
rehistoricizing the past through the innovation of  contemporary media culture.2 Technologies that 
re-orient space and time enable the reconfiguration of  the characters, and our, perception of  the 
narrative environment. Derrida uses the phrase “techno-tele-discursivity”, and it is within this discursive 
environment that particular spatio-temporal dimensions are made available to the reader (Specters 63). 
This is a discursive context in which Brathwaite, as poet, is significantly invested. Whatless Boys, too, 
stands out for being emblematic not only of  Caribbean postmodern literature, but also as a text that 
draws on transmedia stylistics in order to interrogate the Caribbean’s problematic quarrel with history. 
I refer to the texts under consideration as alter-textual in the sense of: (1) employing multi-media tools; 
graphics, audio, video, animations, and still photography to effect a remediated contextualization of  
Caribbean literature, and (2) relying on the perception of  digital media to represent and recreate the 
background vital to an understanding of  the story.       

Brathwaite’s signature Sycorax video-poetic imagination has revolutionized how readers 
engage with words and images and the computer processing that enable a reconceptualization of  
both. Specifically, “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” and DS (2) incorporate the 
video style representation as a way of  reclaiming historical and cultural memory. Published in the 
late twentieth century “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” straddles the threshold 
separating modernism from post-modernism. In this poem Brathwaite actually predates the digital 
absorption of  print literature, as exemplified by Whatless Boys, for example. Because this poem, in 
particular, and Sycorax video-style, generally, share many of  the central characteristics that have come 
to be associated with remediated text, Brathwaite’s techno-referential work is integral to both the 
contemporary Caribbean literary landscape, as well as the wider digital evolution of  print literature. 
Antoni and Brathwaite use methods of  alter-textual perception as part of  a postmodern shift in 
multimedia consciousness.3 They create new reading strategies by manipulating writing representation. 
As such, I go beyond a seeming limitation of  digital technology as relevant only in electronic literature 
to suggest that such works by these respective authors, that is to say, experimental print fiction, act 
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as digital and print hybrids, utilizing computer processing to present key issues of  the postcolonial 
condition that remain pertinent in a changing globalized environment. To effect this change, the 
literary strategies of  Antoni and Brathwaite operate as part of  a larger postmodernist movement with 
its emphasis on contemporary digital technologies and digital culture. In considering the digital works 
of  Brathwaite and Antoni, I frame questions of  representation and historical context around the 
axes that remediation offers. Whether it is as a writer or as a reader traversing the digital hyperspace, 
whoever clicks the mouse engages the texts themselves as digital constructs. In the epigraphs to 
Whatless Boys, an allusion to the burden and erasure caused by Western historicity, Antoni establishes 
the canonical past as the starting point for his contemporary, critical understanding of  Caribbean 
subjectivities and the past’s representation in narrative. Presented in essence as a new format of  history, 
a new layer of  media innovation, As Flies to Whatless Boys reconciles the post-Emancipation exigency 
with the information age that relied on the manipulation of  media and technological advancements. 
An early example of  this comes in the alternating modes of  past and present as communicative acts. 
The narrative begins with an e-mail sent in 2010 to the author which then switches to an 1881 postal 
letter addressing one of  the central characters in the story. Through this doubling of  electronic and 
postal communication, Antoni underscores the conjunctive act of  his ostensibly postmodern text. The 
superimposition of  different literary media foregrounds the polyvocality which, to the point of  the 
novel being postmodern, highlights a decentered narrative style, a type of  floating, polyvocal stream of  
consciousness. Throughout the text, different voices converge as part of  the narrative strategy which 
attempts to negotiate the terrain of  historical re-assemblage. Readers are therefore challenged to 
structure the narrative into a discernible whole with its complex internal organization rivaled only by 
external, multimodal referentiality. By hyperlinking print to electronic interface, Whatless Boys references 
itself  continuously. Then there is Mr. Robot, the author’s own voice entering the work through e-mail 
correspondence. This extends the level of  self-referentiality by re-living how the novel “wrote itself ”, 
that is to say, the research process which enabled the writing of  the book. Antoni maintains the self-
referential focus through such interfaces in the historical reconstruction of  the text. A similar effect 
is created by Brathwaite in ConVERSations which fuses interview with explanatory notes, historical 
asides, and multi-referential poems within Brathwaite’s oeuvre. Therefore, there are many different 
conversations in the text, much as those discerned in Whatless Boys whose non-linearity is amplified 
not just by the decentered multinarratives, but also by the multilayered images and hyperlinks which 
further “break” from the story. Here the “non-sequential writing” that defines Nielson’s conception of  
hypertext (298) applies to the postmodern decentered narrative of  Whatless Boys.4 

As with the Joycean style of  dialogue without quotation marks that creates unbroken shifts 
between speakers,5 so too do the digital supplements enter seamlessly into the narrative, effecting its 
own Bakhtinian dialogical relation. These authorial intrusions into the story, such as the shorthand 
stylistics of  e-mail speak, develop the reach of  Antoni’s digital sensibility. This expands to the process 
of  hyperlinking and other hypertextual supplements which, in creating an electronic parallel to the 
written text, adds a digital voice to aestheticize the postmodern techno-culture of  human re-cognizance. 
Sporadic alternating of  word and image together with the complementary computer-screen display 
affect the linearity of  time and space of  the narrative, and, in turn, the reader’s understanding of  all 
three. Different paths can be taken by the reader to navigate, and negotiate, the parallel spaces of  print 
and the internet. The interaction produces a cyborgic effect whereby the digital markers require the 
reader/computer user to briefly leave the physical text and continue the story on the computer, using 
the mouse to “turn the page”. The symbolic markings within the narrative create a layered progress 
toward the Appendix where the reader encounters a corresponding hyperlink which, when typed in or 
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entered, extends and remediates the act of  reading. Internet encodings emerge from, take off from, and 
loop back to the novel through clues that illuminate, as much as they are illuminated by, the narrative. 
The computer processing of  human perception accounts for the shifts between text and digital 
information that paradoxically stabilize, as much as render fluid, the alternating screens. For the novel 
it enacts a moving spectacle which connects and evolves reading practice to accommodate the changes 
in technologies. Antoni’s innovations in digital textuality depict consciousness not only within the 
written word, but also as embedded in hidden clues and digital codes. Therefore, human and computer 
perception do not only co-exist within the space of  the narrative, but they also enable the interpretation 
and representation of  each other. Whatless Boys becomes an example of  the influence of  digitization on 
print narratives. Its digital typography renovates the literary agenda of  a Caribbean postcolonialism by 
presenting ubiquitous tropes of  Western history, marginalization, and Othering in new and inventive 
ways. It promotes reading practices that are harmonized by the internet. Addressed via e-mail 
sarcastically, though in good faith, as “Mr Robot”, the author’s pseudonym matches his role in the 
novel. The author, Mr Robot, serves as the effective creative digital medium through which aspects of  
the Caribbean past are made present. The parodical play of  Mr Robot’s literary machinations underlies 
the postmodern deconstruction of  historical “fact” which in turn frames the re-adaptation of  J.A 
Etzler and C.F. Stollmeyer. In this way, As Flies to Whatless Boys, following on Linda Hutcheon’s point,6 
resembles the postmodern ethos in its interrogation of  commonplace history. Therefore, as much as 
the novel is about recalling the narrator’s “memoryspace” (Whatless Boys 52), so too is the broader 
socio-historical “sigh” of  history called into question (31). Whatless Boys re-conceptualizes a canonical 
historical period through internet media, and re-constructs a postmodernist intervention in cultural 
and historical memory. A key feature throughout the text is the interplay between history and modern 
technology which is threaded together by parody and the play of  discourses of  power. It accounts in 
part for history “playing her hand” or “taking in a deep breath. Getting sheself  ready” (30, 31). As the 
story unfolds in a manner of  re-signifying history, Antoni appears to substantiate Edouard Glissant’s 
claim that history serves as a “functional fantasy of  the West” (64). This is established as early as the 
Shakespearean epigraph (which, incidentally, is spoofed in the novel’s King Lear-referencing title) and 
extended through e-media correspondence. The latter highlights a missing fragment of  individual and 
national historical memory which Antoni, as both historian and narrator, attempts to uncover. In this 
novel about historical identities set against the contemporary context of  a networked age, meaning is 
embedded in text as much as it is in the digital programming of  signifiers that extend meaning beyond 
the page. Functioning as interactions across oral, written, and media platforms, Antoni strives to present 
his literary work as hypertextual, thus utilizing a distinctly postmodern aesthetic of  going beyond the 
written word. As a result, what readers find is a novel that exists in constantly shifting and interwoven 
layers. At the beginning there is the active author who, through email, casts his omnipresence over the 
self-referential construction of  the novel. Then, letters are exchanged between characters who will later 
appear in the story itself. The character Willy, for example, adds another layer which consists of  shifting 
nodes of  focalization that collectively attempt to assemble diverging stories.    

As I argue the claim of  Antoni’s digital sensibility, Whatless Boys is an exemplary work that 
incorporates media sources in the re-adaptation of  Trinidad’s history. It enacts a remediated experience 
with its page layout, multiple narratives, supporting images, and of  course hyperlinks which, together 
with newspaper articles (103, 104, 216), advertisements (171), sketches (180, 200), and recipes (188), 
exemplify Nelson’s classification of  hypertext literature as “an ongoing system of  interconnected 
documents” (Bolter 34). “Wreaders” are incorporated into making sense of  the text through a multi-
tasked processing of  reading strategies,7 which in mimicking the computer itself, requires navigation 
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across various windows and sources of  information. Thus, the narrative frequently compels readers to 
take digital detours away from the written word and re-direct attention to other visual stimuli that act as 
spatial markers which disrupt the temporal sequence of  the text. At times, there is the white outline of  
an ichthys with a circle inside resting on a page of  solid black—a hypertextual clue that takes us to a 
hyperlink, which then takes us away from the text and yet closer to the narrator’s digital aesthetic.8 
Punctuating the narrator’s dream sequence by this flash of  black, the digital intervention leads us to a 
video; a visual representation of  the narrator’s consciousness. The video displays multiple, and 
multimedia, ways of  accessing the dream sequence. The meaning is subtle, but the method is 
disorienting. When the written narrative resumes, the visual blackness of  the previous page extends to 
the spatial darkness in which Stollmeyer finds himself, both literally and figuratively. The reader is made 
to reread and reform previous interpretations of  the protagonist’s stream of  consciousness as the 
narrative dips into different representations of  meaning. And as much as the text engages in a feedback 
loop between literature and technological transmission, the very pages are meant to codify meaning by 
way of  freeing the static colour of  the page itself. Being made to interact with the story via text, but 
more importantly through the various screens, Whatless Boys provokes a hypertextual awareness that 
demands different narrative expectations and reading practices. The computer transforms not just how 
the story is presented, but also how it is received. This consciously-crafted interface between the media 
and text connects as much as it challenges our understanding of  each in relation to the broader 
thematic contexts and underlining subtexts of  the novel. It extends to the stylistics of  narrative content, 
as well as to the intertextual re-visioning of  historical subjectivities. As already mentioned, Whatless Boys 
not only takes as its title a key sentiment expressed in a Shakespearean tragedy, but it is also inspired by 
the canonical domination of  subaltern histories. In addition to Shakespeare, Whatless Boys uses Derek 
Walcott’s modernist quarrel with history to endorse its own literary ethos, employing the rhetoric of  
historical conquests as a contemporary means of  breaking with tradition. From early on, the novel relies 
on multiple frames and points of  reference that, in revealing the work’s consciousness of  itself  as 
literary history, presents Whatless Boys as a self-reflexive work. It is cautious and self-aware of  being a 
reconstructive act of  historical transformation. As with “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen 
Provinces”, Whatless Boys is permeated by digitization that penetrates the reader’s own perception. Both 
comprise Noland’s argument of  “A format in which various fonts, points, and page layout are combined 
to stimulate aural and kinetic senses normally suppressed in the visual capitation of  linear text” (77). 
The re-adaptation of  history through external, electronic media strives to show how historical 
consciousness and its representation can change with the influence of  digital sensibilities. In other 
words, Whatless Boys illustrates the postmodernist technique for representing the human condition—
multiple narratives of  consciousness—that have as much to do with the characters as with the multi-
perceptual digital tools that, throughout the course of  the novel, alter the reading of  the text as well as 
the reader’s progress through it. Whatless Boys intends partly to reshape how we read history and 
literature, and how we relate to electronic media. Throughout Whatless Boys, indeed from title page to 
“Fin”, the reader is presented with a range of  imagery and symbols that codify meaning through the 
technology of  the book. The text evolves on the computer screen when the reader follows the digital 
trail. In so doing, it falls in line with the arguments of  Bolter and Grusin and their use of  the term 
“remediation” to refer to the co-evolution of  media. This media theory is turned into literary technique 
by Antoni which, as the basis for his re-signification of  history, attempts to find new structures of  
meaning in order to situate the Caribbean in space and time. When the reader extends his/her 
hypertextual understanding of  the novel by clicking on the symbols , Δ , or ۞, he or she is 
confronted with clear remediations of  the written text through online sources. What Antoni does in the 
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omnipresent digital narrative is direct attention to the act of  reading Whatless Boys as an engagement 
with media. This further mediates the ways in which the reader interprets the events that follow. 
Distributed across different media platforms, the symbols encourage readers to pause, jump ahead, and 
resume as they follow the hypertextual trail that connects book to website. The novel’s “other half ”, a 
website www.whatlessboys.com, complements its narrative content by parallel-processing the 
intertwining hypertext. Bolter and Grusin refer to the interactive “window style” of  web interfaces as 
they discuss the process of  “hypermediacy”, a process that “create[s] a heterogeneous space” through 
text, graphics, and video. The web complement of  Antoni’s novel exercises hypermediacy through 
multi-perceptual ways of  understanding the text. It is, as Bolter and Grusin conclude, “Icons, menus, 
and toolbars [that] add further layers of  visual and verbal meaning” (32). Both halves of  the novel can 
be read separately and can be read together. As a hybrid work of  electronic and print literature, its 
experimentation with technology simultaneously avoids and disrupts the narrative by means of  external 
media and cross-referenced symbols. And while the symbols themselves carry no obvious meaning, they 
exist in an interstitial space between text and hypertext. They are abstract, in the sense of  not directly 
contributing to the narrative, and yet serve as part of  the embedded digital interconnectivity of  the 
novel. Antoni would seem to be suggesting a condition of  the print narrative as that which is 
functionally engaged with, and connected to, digital technologies. Perhaps as likely, Whatless Boys 
provides a new manifestation of  contemporary Caribbean literature in its ability to refashion itself  in 
changing media-scapes. Its Appendix concludes the story, but not the novel, with its textual hyperlinks 
that extend outwards to connect print text to the internet. The digital code that binds each to the other 
produces the novel as a hybrid. For each (web-) page included in the Appendix there is an 
experimentation with various online supplements. The interactivity between the inclusion of  sound and 
visual images filtered through web technology augments the text-based narrative through a remediation 
of  print and multimedia. In this way, the work attempts to assert itself  as consciously foregrounding 
traditional literary modes in relation to electronic literature. The online Appendix contains its own 
navigation system to suggest reader-centered interaction. By overlaying human understanding with 
computerized interpretations, Whatless Boys registers a fluidity that changes how we associate electronic 
text with processes of  human perception. For an example of  this, consider again the  hypertextual 
link which converts the narrator’s in-text “dream” to an onscreen video. The final result is a literary 
re-adaptation of  shifting nodes of  human consciousness that might be understood to represent how it is 
reformed through historical remediation.  

Throughout the novel, and as we will see in Brathwaite’s Sycorax video-poetic imagination, 
reader-experience is multi-modal. The polyvocality of  Whatless Boys ensures that the text cannot be 
reduced to one voice or perspective. Neither can sensory perception be unilateral because apart from 
the written word, the hyperlinked video triggers visual aids to interpreting the novel in its entirety. 
Brathwaite’s audio-visual performance of  language, hieroglyphs, and jazz motifs sets a solid and 
steady rhythm for the narrative. For both writers, technology enables and connects a multi-sensory 
experience. Brathwaite’s Sycorax style works toward going beyond print as he tries to “make the 
words themselves live off – away from – the ‘page’, so you can see…their sound, technology taking us 
‘back’” (ConVERSations 166–167). “In a world of  electronic(s),” he continues, the audio-visual “murals” 
extend the two “to convert script into sound via the spirit” (216). The stylistic quality of  Brathwaite’s 
technical innovation alters what we see (and hear) and how we interact with it. To this effect, as part 
of  a postmodern mutation of  textual representation, it is both grounded in literary tradition and 
yet consciously aware of  its “newness”. For the Caribbean context, the effects of  the postmodern 
impulse on new representations and new spaces participate in the creation of  understandings and 
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portrayals of  historical change and transition. The pen—and by symbolic extension, the language 
of  postcoloniality—has occupied an ambivalent position in the postcolonial imaginary.9 It is both 
confining and liberating. For both Brathwaite and Antoni, the “new” language of  what I call 
postmodern-postcolonialism becomes a site for the mapping of  convergent notions of  history, 
colonialism, globalization and technology, making the postmodern text itself  a literary, cultural, and 
historical intervention in the process of  opposing, shifting, and reconstructing subjectivities in the post-
colonial Caribbean. In this way, the digital remediation of  print narrative corresponds to what George 
Landow discusses as the ability of  electronic literature to “take on new characteristics” in “liberating 
ways” (Hypertext 3.0 11, 32). In the works of  both writers, technological hypertextuality offers new 
opportunities for accessing the underlying stories and generates new questions for interpreting the task 
of  the writers’ craft. Hyperlinking in Antoni’s novel liberates the reader from the physical, book-bound 
narrative. Ultimately, hypertextual writing strategies unlock the creative potential of  both narrative and, 
in the case of  Brathwaite, language.

Melanie Otto’s (2009) useful exploration of  spatial mapping in Brathwaite’s Sycorax style is 
taken a step further in this essay to account for Antoni’s location of  external, remediated spaces which 
escape the printed word altogether. Therefore, the memoryspace which centres the historical re-
visionary project of  Whatless Boys goes even beyond the “return to Origins” that Brathwaite instigates 
to call into question the very nature of  origins and the foundation of  history. Stylistically however, 
Brathwaite’s manipulation of  typeface size, styles, and symbols embed their own meaning which 
distinguishes itself  from Antoni’s own use of  images and media sources. In Whatless Boys the symbols 
serve as arbitrary indicators which Brathwaite speaks directly against in his use of  the pictorial.10 He 
prefers the term “hieroglyphics” which carry their own embodiment of  ideas and stories. Though 
Brathwaite’s use of  the image is more conceptual than Antoni’s, that is to say, looping in a formation of  
further meaning, they both agree that the image cannot exist on its own. They embrace therefore, the 
malleability of  page design and typography as part of  a literary strategy that connects multiple writing 
and reading paths. Brathwaite enacts this throughout his Sycorax video-poetic imagination which, in 
being experimental, connects his network of  multimodal systems of  representation. They extend rather 
than complement the words on the page. As such, hieroglyphics operate as alter-textual because they 
require connections and links external to the printed word. What Brathwaite ultimately attempts is to 
establish new ways of  telling a story, re-conceptualizing spatio-temporal markers, and accessing history. 
As with Antoni in Whatless Boys the interaction between computer access and cultural memory works to 
link one experience to the next. In this interconnectivity the act of  reading is in a sense always digitally 
enabled. The writers’ digital sensibility informs the content as much as it organizes the recollection 
of  memory. For Brathwaite the computer opens up new spaces, what I call digital hyperspace, for the 
expression of  cultural consciousness which, through the digital montage of  hieroglyphic representation, 
act as nodes of  meaning for a historical re-assertion of  ancient memory. They are:

incognita areas of  Caribbean/American experience – the Amerindian – and along 
with this – the connexion – the Nilotic, Kemitic, Egyptian – where th(e) pictograph is a 
natural, instinctive functionally expressive – not decorative – inscription – part of  that – 
their – culture (ConVERSations 197).

Brathwaite poses key questions about identity and representation suggesting that the Sycorax 
style transforms the video-poetry imagination, increasingly becoming “imbedded upon th(e) wall of  
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memory – the only ancient way it has always been preserved” (208). Thinking of  memory as (re-)
production is useful in considering the postmodern digital sensibility that attempts to recreate and 
represent historical memory through a process of  this hieroglyphic recollection. Where Brathwaite 
draws attention to the significance of  hieroglyphs in his poetry, they operate as the ultimate alternative 
to writing because it could be visual, aural, and a hybrid combination of  all three. He is obsessed with 
finding the missing link between Western historicity and the ancient wisdom of  native memory, which 
to James’ point leads him to new hypertextual pathways through the activation of  memory through 
font and print (360). By the time we get to Strange Fruit however, Sycorax becomes much more complex 
than that discussed by James. Here, Braitwaite’s video-poetic imagination focuses on the deeper literary 
and cultural connections between language and hieroglyphics. The polyvocal tracing of  historical 
consciousness throughout his video-poetic style follows the pattern of  moving from arbitrary codes to 
meaningful hieroglyphic representations. They are intended to guide the persona as much as the reader 
to a cultural understanding of  its historical significance. Derrida’s injunction that “one must cross 
typology with history” (Acts of  Literature 45) easily applies here to Brathwaite’s hieroglyphic video-poetics. 
Confronted by a “grid” of  divergent historical vestiges Brathwaite takes on the task of  re-assembling 
connections using computing technologies, the ancient tradition, and its oral-scribal forms. What occurs 
via Sycorax is a folding back of  digital media into ancestral forms of  communication and expression. 
By using this technique to imaginatively re-construct historical identity he calls attention to the 
performativity of  the written language itself  that negotiates re-memory on the stage of  the computer 
screen. Following Derrida’s claim that the “death of  the book undoubtedly announces…a new 
mutation in the history of  writing, of  history as writing” (Grammatology 8), Sycorax heralds the digital 
augmentation of  history. Like Antoni’s co-relative print and internet novel, Brathwaite’s fascination 
with ancestral inscription and digital technologies reveal the extent to which contemporary techno-
culture has saturated the postcolonial literary agenda. It traverses limitations of  medium and genre, 
computing and writing to expand hieroglyphic understanding of  text, vision, and sound through digital 
remediation.  

In both texts, the relationship between memory and media is the basis for a re-cognition of  
historical circumstance. Antoni’s text acts as a database for the archival of  personal and national 
histories which pursues connections between human memory, its in-text representations, and the 
technology available to us in order to access it. Although both texts place varying degrees of  emphasis 
on the symbolic representation of  technological re-memory, they nevertheless rely on a textual 
remediation to enable and supplement historical understanding. In this way, the “distributed cognition” 
(3) to which Hayles refers as part of  the technological reconfiguration of  the human body is played 
out within the digital spaces which both writers remediate. They distribute consciousness across 
technological representations of  history and cultural memory. Brathwaite’s postmodernist technique 
refashions “normal” human cognition into a digitally enabled consciousness which is mediated by 
the computer. Whatless Boys establishes the computer’s role as a reading complement, remediating 
historical memory itself  through electronic literature. Unlike Hayles however, who uses posthuman 
studies to account for the innovations in science as reifying humanness (2), I argue instead that the 
technological remediation of  literature has more critically led to the evolution of  literary consciousness 
and transformations in narrative techniques. As Brathwaite himself  recognizes, his “sense of  poetry 
[which] makes a very strange lea(p)…into a very different future and technique (procedure) and echo of  
images” (ConVERSations 106) is actually the search for new layers of  meaning and as important, new 
ways of  expressing such meaning. “Eventually I think I’d like to try to write with the video camera,” 
Brathwaite says as a way of  continuing his mission to excavating submerged consciousness (171). In his 
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present manifestation of  remediated style however it corresponds to that outlined by Bolter and Grusin 
in Remediation where media is discussed as serving the primary task of  “transfer[ring] sense experiences 
from one person to another” (3). In the case of  Brathwaite, this happens across generations.   
   

“X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” is one such poem that embeds the 
inheritance of  ancient memory in the ownership of  a computer. It contains a myriad of  self-referential 
and self-reflexive treatments of  human consciousness in relation to the act of  computer word 
processing, drawing attention to the permeation of  information technology in modes of  remediated 
historical understanding. Through the digital reification of  history, the poem becomes a redemptive 
space for the persona’s grappling of  personal and communal narratives. “X”, appearing throughout 
his work, quite literally marks the spot of  a contextual, critical lens in Brathwaite’s video-style. Antoine-
Dunne reads X as “the cross whereby two worlds, two cultures, and two hemispheres are joined” (135). 
I go beyond this to argue that X is the digital unknown, the x-factor of  his method of  remediation, a 
mysterious repository of  hypertextual re-imagination in the hybrid overlaying of  words and images. 
But while Brathwaite laments the “[in]capacity to save words” (ConVERSations 142), his computerized 
consciousness does little to allay its loss. Contractions, syncopations, and alternate ways of  spelling, 
as part of  his changing typeface aesthetic, form the context for his reinvigoration of  not just “nation 
language” but also historical and cultural consciousness. Apart from the already fragmented text, the 
computer-enabled audio-visual aesthetic enacts speed, rhythm, and movement through typographical 
remediation. What he seems to relish therefore is the flexibility of  words, and by extension, language 
itself. This is why the scribal is neither superior nor inferior to the oral tradition but must co-exist 
symbiotically.11 Word and image-play rely on the computer’s ability to perform special typeface acts and 
as such act as a generator of  new understanding of  Brathwaite’s formative oral tradition. Together with 
the persona’s “mumma” who is the recipient of  the e-mail-poem, the speaker also engages dialogically 
with the technology itself, probing the mechanics of  the computer, its methods of  typing, storing, and 
deleting information, as a means of  reclaiming language:

but is like what i tryin to sen/ seh &

seh about muse/

in computer &

learnin prospero linguage &

ting

not fe dem/ not fe dem

de way caliban

done
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but fe we

fe a-we       
     (X/Self 84-85)

In searching for a mode of  representing the historical disenfranchisement of  a collective people, 
Brathwaite pursues the interface of  personal and cultural memory, and the technologies that facilitate 
both. Though less facetious than the e-mail interaction in Whatless Boys the written-digital dialogue 
between language and techno-culture is no less significant in “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen 
Provinces”. The digital divide is narrowed considerably through a mapping of  seemingly divergent 
modes of  perception. If, according to Hayles, there is a “distinction between thinking human and 
thinking machine” (xii) in the so-called post-human phase, the multi-referentiality of  Brathwaite’s 
video-style attempts to resolve such distinctions by not just thinking of  ways to manipulate the computer 
machine, but thinking through the computer itself. It enacts a “process of  video-thinking” which is a 
lived experience of  freeing the words from the page (ConVERSations 167). Thus, the poem becomes a 
self-discursive formation producing, as much as it is produced by, an understanding of  the computer 
machine. So Hayles’ distinction seems to exist in theory only because, in the twenty-first century 
information age, technology is omnipresent; ostensibly inseparable from human existence. Brathwaite 
hints at this in his video-poetic imagination where human subjectivity is tethered to digital sensibility 
which, in its layering of  print and electronic representation, enacts a heteroglossia enabled by digital 
media forms. Not unlike “The fapal state machine” and the “X/plosive video tape salesman” poems 
which express religious imperialism and socio-cultural mimicry respectively through technological 
manipulation, “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” uses the computer machine to direct 
attention to its deeply implicated historical significance. Thus, there is a dual process of  learning to use 
the computer and re-cognizing ancient memory. If  Nelson is right in stating that “the computer and 
now the personal computer have opened whole new realms of  disorder, difficulty and complication 
for humanity” (0/3) then the speaker’s wielding of  the computer is predicated on him denying its 
strangeness, establishing it rather as equal to his journey of  historical re-memory. The speaker reminds 
readers of  this interwoven style of  production in his efforts at communicating with his “mumma” via 
email but also his ancestral lineage through the hieroglyphic imagination.     

Brathwaite’s overarching concern of  human interaction with technology establishes a certain 
naturalness towards digital transformation, especially in the case of  language. The inter-penetration 
of  human cognition and computer technology is such that the persona’s act of  typing is a self-reflexive 
performance of  deconstructing the strange and possessing it through the concurrent act of  establishing 
a link with a familiar ancient memory; “not fe dem” but “fe we.” Here the Prospero-Caliban theme, 
ubiquitous in postcolonial literatures, returns in the shape of  a remediated reclamation of  using 
Prospero’s “linguage & ting” against him. However, as Brathwaite discusses, Caliban is not the source 
of  redemption, rather it is the “submerged mother”, Sycorax, who mediates between the two.12 Of  
course, before the persona can oppose Western linguistic hegemony, he must first be able to wield the 
representation of  language. This is why he is fascinated by the experimentation with the computer 
as much as he is challenged by its abilities to reinvent handwriting. Yet, he revels in being able to 
“mwangle” despite admitting his inability to type and grasp the mechanics of  the computer.13  His 
process of  “mwangling” depicts the “remediated self ” to which Bolter and Grusin refer which in “X/
Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” depicts the speaker as being connected to technology, 
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offering “new opportunities for self-definition” because he is both “subject and object of  contemporary 
media” (Remediation 231). Subjectivity is negotiated on the basis of  grasping the computer capabilities: 
“why i cyan nuse me hann & crawl up de white like i use/ to?/ since when i kin type? (“X/Self ’s 
Xth Letters from the Thirteen Provinces” 82). To Poirier’s point of  digital poetry’s “struggle with 
language” (32) in Brathwaite’s videolectics there is an exploitation of  the digital medium in order 
to simultaneously exploit and enhance the limitations of  print, as well as the remediated self. The 
process therefore of  learning to manipulate typeface reflects the broader thematic concern of  re-
possessing language and also subjectivity. Its interactivity with hieroglyphics and jazz rhythms reflect 
a multisensory experience through the shifting and transforming words on the page. Consciousness 
in this way is mapped onto, and by, the computer brain. As with the medium of  digital narration in 
Whatless Boys, Brathwaite’s iconic video-style remediates human consciousness. In doing so, Sycorax as a 
marginal character in Shakespeare’s world becomes the axis around which the X/Self  is remediated.14 
Considered the “submerge[d] African and woman” in Brathwaite’s aesthetic (ConVERSations 189), 
Sycorax, his computer, is the appropriate medium for re-interpreting the un(der)explored Afro-
Caribbean experience by breathing new life into words, representation and perception. It serves as a 
gateway offering entry to the “possibility of  a new life new words a new world of  writing endeavor” 
(153). Sycorax is not just an expression of  the buried African past but, as Brathwaite seems to imply, 
is the very point of  origin for an understanding of  historical awakening. Much more than words and 
images on a page it enables his “widening sense of  history” by escaping the confines of  the history 
book with its shifting nodes of  consciousness away from Prospero and Caliban towards Sycorax.15 They 
each exist as part of  the “colonial cross/road” which informs the “alterNative” of  Brathwaite’s poetics 
(ConVERSations 123). Acting as an interlocutor, the computer, Sycorax, engages with past and present 
and operates across spatial realms. The call and response technique, itself  a means of  expression within 
the African tradition, and which appears throughout Brathwaite’s poetics, resumes its role as an enabler 
for the exploration of  historical memory this time in the capacity of  information technology: 

yet a sitting down here in front a dis stone

face/eeee

lectrical mallet into me

fist

chipp/in dis poem onta dis tablet       
          (X/Self 87)

The persona as digital shaman etches his spiritual consciousness onto technological innovations 
in order to interrogate the totalizing impulse of  Western historicity. Otto echoes this sentiment when 
she says that: “The “video-style” effectively creolizes the technologies of  the western world, here 
represented by computer and television, and infuses them with a spiritual significance that has its 
roots in African culture” (12-13). But it is more than just magical space as Otto argues.16 Rather, as 
I have shown throughout this paper, Brathwaite uses technological spaces as sites for the exploration 
of  submerged consciousness, what he calls a “neurological and technological xperiment” (Strange Fruit 
20). As it serves a modern-day hermeneutical function generating questions of  meaning but also of  
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representation and structure, he replaces the stone tablets of  Herodotus and Moses with his electronic 
interface of  “calibanized” hypertextuality and historical revolution. In the expansive hyperspace of  the 
computer, digital remediation of  “nation language” acts as a structure to link Brathwaite’s lexicon.  
          

For both Whatless Boys and Brathwaite’s Sycorax style the computer is the machine to 
“rediscover” Caribbean memories. Through a “distributed cognition” between human body and 
technology X/Self  doesn’t only rehumanize history,17 it also rehumanizes human perception itself, 
of  history and its technological transmission. Indeed, this is the ultimate project of  video-poetics, 
that it will, “thr(u) these senses, become more public in the sense of  more shared, more part of  the 
community” (ConVERSations 207). The computer, more pertinently the internet, epitomizes inclusivity, 
less private and therefore open to involvement and interaction. Just as Benítez-Rojo in The Repeating 
Island uses the conceptual framework of  the machine as outlined by Deleuze and Guattari to theorize 
the Caribbean postmodern plantation, so too does the machine feature in the work of  Antoni and 
Brathwaite to remediate the ebb and flow of  Caribbean historicity. They effect the “polyrhythmic 
ensemble” (28) that is part of  Benítez-Rojo’s Caribbean machine through the convolution of  past 
and present, written and remediated word. In History of  the Voice Brathwaite signals the convolution of  
polyrhythm, print and computer machine, it is “the actual rhythm and the syllables, the very software, 
in a way, of  the language” (9). As well, the emphasis of  jazz rhythms in creating a new method of  Afro-
Caribbean reconnection reconstitutes itself  in his video-style. As a reading and writing machine, what 
we find in Brathwaite’s video-style is an inter-remediation process through which “nation language” 
has to keep pace with technological innovations. Sycorax, the “Spirit of  Machination” (DS (2) 48-49) is 
both full of  creative, and equally destructive potential, a sentiment expressed in “Dream Chad” of  DS 
(2) where the computer malfunctions and disrupts the writer’s creation. The challenges posed by the 
computer machine is not unlike that faced by the speaker of  “X/Self ’s Xth Letters from the Thirteen 
Provinces”. Digitally enhanced typography is presented as the antithesis but also the redeemer of  the 
written word. And if  we understand computer code as writing of  a different form, then in both poems 
its juxtaposition with traditional scribal representation serves to blur the perceived boundaries that 
separate language and media. These two registers of  videolectics connect and configure the space 
of  the text and the story that unfolds. Thus, the enactment of  the electronic interface establishes the 
ensemble, the montage, what Brathwaite calls the mural, of  visual typography which forms the basis 
for DS (2), indeed his entire video-style. Words and images move across the page to accommodate the 
typographical machine.18 But to an even greater end, the poet seeks to reconcile the disparity between 
past and contemporary historical consciousness, between modern technology and ancient knowledge. 
According to Winograd the computer is primarily a language machine, “its fundamental power lies 
in its ability to manipulate linguistic tokens – symbols to which meaning has been assigned” (131). 
Understood as such, both Whatless Boys and Brathwaite’s video-poetics through computer processing 
engages with encoded meaning which go beyond that discussed by Winograd to include imagistic 
manipulation. In the language machine of  the texts, images replace words and vice-versa as part of  the 
digital montage. This renovation of  the reading experience mediates our understanding of  the socio-
historical interface through a division of  page and screen. Additionally, the shared visual aesthetic of  
juxtaposed words and images converts mechanical adaptation into creative transformation. As part 
of  the Sycoraxian manipulation of  written word, the recovery of  “nation language”, Brathwaite’s 
hieroglyphic translation is a site of  resistance used to challenge Prospero’s claims to homogenizing 
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language. In this analysis, the final chapter of  DS (2) “salvage(s)” the “purgatorial passages” (192) of  not 
just language but also history. They operate through the cultural and digital layers which continuously 
interact in the collection. The ending is a visual mark of  successive ellipses which remains ambiguous 
to the reader. It represents an inaccessible gap in the speaker’s dreamspace as well as an extension of  
all that has preceded it. Conversely, it signals the possibility for further mutations of  the Sycorax video-
style.  

Strange Fruit signals such an evolution, not just of  Brathwaite’s digital sensibility but also his 
widening historical and cultural consciousness, framed by the invocation of  ancestral memory through 
cultural lynching and ensuant cosmological “rebirth”. His method of  re-historicizing language 
intensifies as he turns to even newer forms of  representation and re-collection. It may not take up 
Laughlin on the use of  gigabytes and pixels but it certainly expands its complexity by integrating 
different mechanics of  computing technologies.19 As established from as early as the collection’s 
epigraph, Strange Fruit is a work of  re-entry; back into cultural consciousness as well as Sycorax video-
poetics. But more than this it charts into previously unexplored territory, such as that offered by 
photographic re-membering; in colour and grayscale, as well as extensive footnotes which direct and 
re-direct attention to additional sources. Footnotes appear in Whatless Boys to serve the same purpose, 
acting as hypertextual extensions of  the main story. For Brathwaite the HTML (Hyper Text Mark-up 
Language), the language that powers the internet,20 encoding of  poetic imagination emerges as a way 
of  interconnecting written and digital text. To recall Winograd’s “language machine” Brathwaite’s 
HTML code drives his digitally enhanced videolectics. I argue that Sycorax video-poetics is essentially 
the “software of  language” aforementioned in History of  the Voice. This software is made all the more 
apparent in Strange Fruit with its explicit use of  HTML tags and hypermediated imagery. Though it is 
not the first form of  mark-up language we have seen from Brathwaite,21 it is certainly the most direct 
wielding of  computer-processed technology. As an example of  the poet’s expanding digital poetic 
style, the ellipses previously mentioned that ends DS (2) takes form in Strange Fruit around parentheses: 
<<...>> (62). This extends to dates, dedications, and of  course in-text representations that are laid 
out in HTML code. As a hybrid of  English and computer-generated symbols that configure text, it is 
fitting that HTML should be so comprehensively used in Strange Fruit, and by extension the evolution 
of  Sycorax video-style. Both are universal languages that work towards a collective purpose. Yet 
Brathwaite’s poetics distinguishes itself  through his ubiquitous nation-voice which denies such a 
thing as universal English. Nation-language voice and computer remediated text combine as HTML 
tags enclose the intertwining voice of  Sycorax with its creolisms and allusions to historical events.22 
Both HTML code and literary style are shown to be embedded in, and dependent on, each other, 
shaped by the literary, cultural, historical, and technological environment. In this remediated web of  
interconnectivity, readers navigate through these nodes to connect to hyper/text and context routinely 
jumping from poem to footnote and vice-versa.   

In a way, it mimics the process of  hypermediation discussed by Bolter and Grusin (9) which 
bring together text, hieroglyphics, HTML tags and photography to create a digital montage. They 
come together in a network of  remediated pages, guiding the reader/user across the space of  the text.  
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To Brathwaite’s point of  poetry imploding us “into new shapes and consciousness of  ourselves” 
(History of  the Voice 49), Strange Fruit with its co-production of  historical and techno-cultural consciousness 
propels readers into the circuits of  computing technologies in order to continue the process of  re-
memory. And though the tags themselves are not interactive in the way that Antoni’s takes the reader to 
external spaces, Brathwaite nonetheless shows us a different kind of  interactivity, one that draws readers 
in to the historical contingency of  his poems through intra- and hyper-textual linkages. The collection’s 
final poem, “Moon”, enacts a back and forth reading where turning the page shows a circle of  plain 
black which reflects the previous page of  a full moon. Acting as a window interface the page itself  
mediates the reading experience becoming frames for the “harmonious” moons which consolidate the 
deeply embedded interface of  print and hypertext.   

As I have shown throughout this paper, representations of  remediated literature exist beside 
innovations in techno-culture and digital hypertext. Antoni and Brathwaite offer multimodal 
sensory experiences as both sources of  creation and a way to augment our understanding of  history, 
culture, and subjectivity. Digitally enabled historical consciousness is integral to the literary project 
of  both writers which, in being remediated, presents a different interpretation of  the relationship 
between Caribbean historicity and electronic literature. Stylistically, the overlaying of  print and 
electronic narratives encourage readers to address the different ways of  seeing and understanding 
the story through multiple modes of  digital remediation. What both writers arrive at is the possibility 
of  computing technologies to do things. Be it embedded hyperlinks or hieroglyphic markers, 
postmodernized remediation or video-poetic reclamation, there is the shared aesthetic of  digital 
media’s ability to parallel the performance of  the postcolonial literary agenda. Brathwaite’s historical 
and cultural fascination with the link between ancestry and modern technology serves to reaffirm the 
resilience of  the oral and scribal tradition. Sycorax style, created out of  a computer, remains ultimately 
created out of  nation-/language. Antoni’s understanding and incorporation of  new media establishes 
the performativity of  the novel to exceed its book-bound confines toward internet web spaces. Though 
more directly engaged in the computer generation of  external images, Antoni nonetheless shares with 
Brathwaite the shifting emphasis of  digital literatures on visual writing practices. In both cases the 
appropriation of  alter-textual devices and re-appropriation of  canonical history serve as postcolonial 
liminal spaces between past and present, print narratives and digital typography.

Notes
1  The frame of  alt-text is informed by Theodor Nelson’s understanding of  hypertext which is “a 

series of  text chunks connected by links which offer the reader different pathways” (0/2) 

2  It follows Hutcheon’s claim that both history and fiction “constitute systems of  signification by 
which we make sense of  the past” (A Poetics of  Postmodernism 89). The system of  remediation being 
argued in this paper is centred on the use of  multi-media to re-present historical consciousness. 
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3  In the same way that Antoine-Dunne (2004) has applied Sergei Eisenstein’s film montage to the 
poetics of  Walcott and Brathwaite to show the evolution of  a Caribbean audio-visual aesthetic, I 
argue that Whatless Boys is a postmodern superimposition of  divergent histories and convergent 
multimedia that engages within the form of  intermediated times and spaces.

4  For an example of  this non-sequential writing see pages 129 and 277 which move the plot from 
December 1845 to January 1845. It comprises part of  Antoni’s digital aesthetic which relies on a 
non-linear plot to investigate how canonical history has been chronicled. 

5  And like Joyce, Antoni plays with neologisms such as “geegeeree” and “unwritedownable” 
(Whatless Boys 57, 65). A similar creative aesthetic is found in Brathwaite’s video-poetics which, 
in digitizing nation-language, is almost defined by its myriad of  alternate typographical 
representations. 

6  In A Poetics of  Postmodernism Linda Hutcheon states, “It is more a questioning of  commonly 
accepted values of  our culture (closure, teleology, and subjectivity), a questioning that is totally 
dependent upon that which it interrogates.”

7  See George Landow Hyper/Text/Theory 14 for his coinage of  “wreaders” who are concomitant 
authors and readers in their dual act of  constructing and decoding meaning. 

8  See Whatless Boys 89, 274 for examples of  the manipulation of  page design as part of  creating 
remediated meaning. I argue that the pages themselves contain their own narratives that allow 
readers to interact with the story in a unique way.

9  Brathwaite ConVERSations 166. As Brathwaite says, “the computer gives me that opportunity. To 
release the pen from the fist of  my broeken hand” (sic). 

10 Ibid. 196. In response to Mackey’s question of  pictures in his Sycorax style, Brathwaite declares: 
“Yes, but the ‘pictures’ are literal, purely decorative – my videostyle don’t depend on that – on 
them! Hieroglyphics is somethingelse…” They incorporate multiple points of  entry into the 
narrative by possessing “visual hearing” whereby the “voice of  the fonts” are critical to historical 
and cultural memory (176). 

11 For a discussion of  the “liberation” of  the oral-scribal continuum, see Brathwaite History of  the 
Voice 49.
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12 Mackey “Interview.” The Art of  Kamau Brathwaite 16.

13 See Mandy Bloomfield Archaeopoetics 162 for an interpretation of  Brathwaite’s “mwangling” of  
computer processing. 

14 Brathwaite ConVERSations 189. As Brathwaite says, Sycorax “is the spirit/person who creates 
an(d)/or acts out of  the video-style that I workin with…allows me the space and longitude.” 

15 Mackey “Interview” 15.

16 Otto A Creole Experiment 16. As the writer himself  has stated in ConVERSations, video-style is much 
more than magical realism 166. 

17 See Rohlehr “The Rehumanization of  History” The Art of  Kamau Brathwaite 163-207.

18 For such examples of  the seamless interplay between words and images in DS (2) see 193, 199.

19 Laughlin “Notes on Videolectics” http://caribbeanreviewofbooks.com/crb-archive/12-
may-2007/notes-on-videolectics/ 

20 See https://www.w3.org/html/ for a description of  HTML as “the Web’s core language 
for creating content for everyone to use anywhere.” I argue that Brathwaite’s use of  nation- 
language reflects HTML code in its accessibility and significance.

21 As previously discussed, Brathwaite’s video-poetic language takes many forms: hieroglyphics, 
polyrhythms, digitally-enabled nation-language, and audio-visual montage are all manifestations 
of  mark-up languages. 

http://caribbeanreviewofbooks.com/crb-archive/12-may-2007/notes-on-videolectics/
http://caribbeanreviewofbooks.com/crb-archive/12-may-2007/notes-on-videolectics/
https://www.w3.org/html/
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22 For examples of  such hypertextual representations see Strange Fruit 43, 57, 62, 93. 
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Thelwell “Vershann”: 
Adaptation and Michael 
Thelwell’s The Harder They Come
Rachel Moseley Wood

In his treatise, “Epic and Novel,” Mikhail Bakhtin conceives of  the novel as a developing 
genre that has relied on and made use of  a range of  other extraliterary genres throughout 
its historical evolution. He argues that it is the novel’s particular temporal orientation, its 
relationship to unfolding contemporary reality, that has led to its use of  extraliterary genres 
such as letters, diaries, confessions, and even forms of  rhetoric associated with the judicial 
system (33). The novel, Bakhtin states, “…is plasticity itself. It is a genre that is ever questing, 
ever examining itself  and subjecting its established forms to review” (39). Novels have long 
been recognized as a major source of  inspiration for film, but Bakhtin’s concept of  the novel 
as developing through its contact with other genres, gives pause to consider the reverse, that 
is, how film might have influenced the novel. 

Source: ‘I jumped at the opportunity’ … Jimmy Cliff as Jamaican gangster Ivanhoe Martin in The Harder They Come. Photograph: Ronald Grant 
Archive.
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As an adaptation of  The Harder They Come (1972), the iconic Jamaican film directed by Perry 
Henzell and written by Henzell and Trevor Rhone, Michael Thelwell’s novel of  the same name displays 
the plasticity to which Bakhtin refers. Approached by Grove Publishers to write a novelization of  the film, 
Thelwell drew on a variety of  sources, primarily Henzell’s film, but also music, folk traditions and forms, 
oral and scribal history. The film itself  might also be thought of  as a kind of  adaptation, as it was inspired 
by events that took place in 1948 when Rhygin, the man often referred to as Jamaica’s first gunman, 
eluded capture by the police for a period of  several weeks. Thelwell’s novel follows the basic outline of  
the film plot but he adds significant new material to the story, in particular, details about Ivan’s childhood 
in a rural village which have no basis in the film. Both novel and film trace the quest of  country “bwai”, 
Ivan, who travels to the city with ambitious dreams of  making it big as a singer. Instead of  the success he 
envisions, Ivan suffers a number of  setbacks and disappointments in the impersonal rough and tumble 
world that greets him in town. Thelwell not only adapted the film to novel form, but he also wrote about 
the process of  adaptation. Some of  his comments, however, are highly problematic. The Harder They Come, 
the novel, owes its existence to the film, or more precisely, to the popular and critical success of  the film. 
Yet, Thelwell’s remarks about writing the novel indicate a devaluing of  the genre and reflect a literary bias 
that, ironically, is often encountered in outmoded novel-to-film adaptation studies which tend to valorize 
the novel as the source text and devalue the film as a lesser copy of  the original. I see Thelwell’s comments 
about the adaptation process as key to understanding certain aspects of  the novel’s “contact” with film, 
that is, Thelwell’s treatment of  the cinema as a crucial element of  life in the city and his use of  film as a 
defining metaphor to express states of  consciousness and certain qualities of  modern life.

If, as Robert Stam states, “[m]uch of  the discussion of  film adaptation quietly reinscribes the 
axiomatic superiority of  literary art to film” (“Beyond Fidelity” 58), the same might be said of  Michael 
Thelwell’s comments on the writing of  The Harder They Come. In the essay, “Introduction: The Theory and 
Practice of  Adaptation,” Stam acknowledges that many film adaptations based on significant novels are 
mediocre or misguided, but he argues that “the intuitive sense of  adaptation’s inferiority” really springs 
from a collection of  prejudices: “deeply rooted and often unconscious assumptions about the relations 
between the two arts” (4).  Stam goes on to list and elucidate no less than eight of  these prejudices. One 
that is relevant to this discussion is what he defines as the a priori valorization of  historical anteriority 
and seniority. This is the assumption that older arts are necessarily better arts. Thus, Stam states, “[t]he 
venerable art of  literature, within this logic, is seen as inherently superior to the younger art of  cinema, 
which is itself  superior to the even younger art of  television, and so forth ad infinitum” (“Introduction” 
4). As Stam points out, within the context of  novel-to-film adaptation, literature profits from a double 
priority, that is, the general historical priority of  literature-to-cinema, and again, the priority accorded 
as the “original” or “source” text for the adaptation. The prejudice that novels are innately superior to 
films, Stam argues, has placed a high premium on values of  fidelity or faithfulness to the source in film 
adaptations. This is the conviction, as Cartmell and Whelehan state, that “the best adaptations are those 
that come closest to preserving and revering the literary text” (2). 

Stam proposes a concept of  “intertextual dialogism”, rather than fidelity, as an approach to 
adaptation that rejects notions of  a hierarchy between texts and avoids the common prejudices that 
elevate the scribal over the audio-visual text. This concept is in sympathy with—indeed draws on—
Bakhtin’s understanding of  the novel as an evolving genre which is constantly developing through its 
contact with social life, history and other genres. Intertextual dialogism, Stam explains, suggests that 
every text forms an intersection of  textual surfaces:
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All texts are tissues of  anonymous formulae, variations on those formulae, conscious and 
unconscious quotations, and conflations and inversions of  other texts. In the broadest 
sense, intertextual dialogism refers to the infinite and open-ended possibilities generated 
by all the discursive practices of  a culture, the entire matrix of  communicative utterances 
within which the artistic text is situated, which reach the text not only through recognizable 
influences, but also through a subtle process of  dissemination. (“Beyond Fidelity” 64) 

In his discussion, Stam refers primarily to novel-to-film adaptations, the mode in which concerns 
about fidelity and the consequent assertion of  the comparative inadequacies of  film as a narrative genre 
have emerged. However, his emphasis on an intertextual approach, the idea of  “an ongoing whirl of  
intertextual reference and transformation, of  texts generating other texts in an endless process of  recycling, 
transformation, and transmutation with no clear point of  origin…” (“Beyond Fidelity” 66), lends itself  to 
any form of  adaptation, whether novel-to-film, the reverse, or other of  the many expressions of  adaptation. 
Thus, out of  the “constellation of  tropes” (“Beyond Fidelity” 62) which Stam proposes as alternatives to 
the trope of  fidelity in novel-to-film adaptations, the idea of  the adaptation as a reading of  an earlier text, 
is a productive lens through which to explore Thelwell’s novel. A reading, as a type of  adaptation which 
is “inevitably partial, personal, and conjectural” (“Beyond Fidelity” 62), indicates an intention to create 
a version of  the earlier narrative rather than an attempt to create a faithful reproduction. Thelwell uses 
the word “version” frequently in the novel as a sub-heading, often to denote shifting between various 
characters’ subjective points of  view. This technique approximates the impression of  film’s montage editing 
and, as it intensifies in the narrative, gives the sense of  an assemblage of  constantly shifting perspectives 
in a gradually accelerating movement. I will return to this concept later, but more immediately, I want to 
address the idea of  the novel as a “version” of  the film.

The Shorter OED provides a number of  definitions for the word “version” including the following: 
“A rendering of  a text, word, passage etc. from one language into another, a translation...” and “An 
account, report, or view of  a matter from the standpoint of  a particular person, party, etc., especially one 
that is partial, incomplete, or lacking authority.” I do not use the word “version” in relation to Thelwell’s 
novel to suggest that it is incomplete or lacking in authority, in accordance with the specifications in the 
second definition. Rather, I use the word to emphasise the sense of  the novel as an interpretation of  
the film, that is, a story told from Thelwell’s “particular standpoint”, which necessarily involves creative 
possibilities of  revision, alteration and transformation. Translation, referred to in the first definition, is one 
of  the possible tropes of  adaptation proposed by Stam, for whom it conveys a sense of  “a principled effort 
of  inter-semiotic transposition, with the inevitable losses and gains typical of  any translation” (“Beyond 
Fidelity” 62).  “Translation” can be a somewhat restrictive term, however, because it conveys a kind of  
ethical responsibility to attempt to remain true to, or in alignment with, the prior text—again, shades of  
fidelity. Yet the concept of  translation, as it involves the rendering of  the text from one language to another is 
useful. Thelwell, in a very loose sense, translated the audio-visual language of  the film into words on the 
page. 

Evelyn O’Callaghan’s use of  the word “version”, in Woman Version: Theoretical Approaches to West Indian 
Fiction by Women is very much in sympathy with Stam’s concept of  intertextual dialogism. O’Callaghan’s 
reference to Dick Hebdige’s discussion of  the “dub version”, a musical form that developed in reggae in 
the late 1960s, is useful here, not least because songs are one of  the important extraliterary sources that 
Thelwell incorporates into the novel. O’Callaghan notes that a “version” is basically the modification of  



31

a popular song, and hundreds of  different versions may follow the release of  a single record, each slightly 
different from the original. She conceptualizes West Indian women’s writing:

as a kind of  remix or dub version, which utilizes elements from the ‘master tape’ of  
Caribbean literary discourse (combining, stretching, modifying them in new ways); 
announces a gendered perspective; adds individual styles of  ‘talk over’; enhances or omits 
tracks depending on desired effect; and generally alters by recontextualization to create a 
unique literary entity. (O’Callaghan’s emphasis,11)

O’Callaghan argues for the complexity of  the “version” and insists, as Stam does, on dissolving 
the hierarchy that some would impose on the process. She states: “the charge that the dub version, 
like women’s literature, always privileges the original (the male dominated canon) which it plays with/
subverts, can be countered with the claim that the ‘original’ is itself  but a selection from a plethora of  
tracks (potential meanings) laid down in the ‘pre-version’”. This is Stam’s notion of  a continuous recycling 
of  texts with no clear point of  origin. The Harder They Come as adaptation, therefore, can be thought of  
within the tradition of  the dub version as a practice of  creating something new out of  an already existing 
text. Thelwell’s repeated use in the novel of  the actual word “version” and its creole variant, “vershann”, 
further invokes this tradition. In writing the adaptation, Thelwell has (as Bakhtin might phrase it) taken 
the word and made it his own, appropriated it, seized it and transformed it into his own private property 
(Bakhtin 294), not only at the level of  reordering the audio-visual text into words on the page, but also 
at the level of  asserting his own expressive intention rather than simply attempting to reproduce that 
of  the film’s authors. As a version of  the film, therefore, The Harder They Come bears an undeniable and 
organic relationship to the earlier text, but it is one in which the sensibilities, artistic vision and expressive 
intention of  the author differs from and takes precedence over those of  the filmmakers. 

Thelwell’s comments about the process of  writing the novel indicate that it was indeed not his 
intent to simply transcribe the film plot to the page. In the preface to the novel, Thelwell acknowledges 
the relationship between the novel and the film which inspired it, but questions the use of  the term 
“novelization” to describe the adaptation:

Anyone who is familiar with that fine political film will see at a glance that this book is not 
a “novelization” of  the filmscript. This is not said to minimize in any way the considerable 
debt that the book owes to the movie, but in fact to affirm what I feel to be an even more 
profound and interesting debt and relationship. The recent practice of  “novelization,” by 
which is apparently meant the adding of  chunks of  narrative and description to a film’s 
dialogue, does not, to my mind, result in a novel. At least not what I think of  as a novel.1 (7)

In the preface, Thelwell describes the film as “an intelligent, creative, and very successful 
cinematic interpretation of  an event in contemporary Jamaican history” (7), and elsewhere as 
“Jamaican in story, theme, social issues, and music as well as funding, cast, and direction, but working 
class Jamaican in language and point of  view…” (Thelwell’s emphasis, “From Film to Novel” 177). 
However, in discussing the novel in relation to the film, Thelwell claims a broader role for his own 
work and also devalues film as a narrative form:
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I have added much historical and political detail which, because of  the inherent limitations 
of  the medium, was beyond the scope of  the film. To that end, I have created characters 
and situations, as well as a personal and social history for the hero, in such a way, one hopes, 
as to preserve, and indeed deepen, the essential character and vision of  the film while 
expanding its historical and cultural range. (Harder 7)

In her ground-breaking book, Noises in The Blood: Orality, Gender and the “Vulgar” Body of  Jamaican 
Popular Culture, Carolyn Cooper comments on the “splendid irony” and “hubris” of  Thelwell’s remarks in 
the preface (96). Chiding the author for his book prejudice, Cooper states: 

There seems to be a fundamental contradiction at the heart of  Thelwell’s project. The 
conservative, writerly instinct to valorise the mimetic scribal act seems to require devaluation 
of  the original ‘oral’ film text, itself  the product of  collaborative writing…. Because of  
book prejudice, film is dismissed as an inferior, limited form not having the same aesthetic 
potential as politically correct literature. (101-2).

Cooper’s essay is largely concerned with Thelwell’s use of  a narrative device, the open-ended 
“problem tale” of  Jamaican folk culture, to challenge and retexture what she sees as the “flat planes of  
the familiar film story” (103). Her critique of  Thelwell’s book prejudice and his concomitant devaluation 
of  the film text, however, is spot on. Thelwell’s assertion of  the inherent limitations of  the film medium, 
is an expression of  what Stam refers to as “medium specificity”, that is, the idea that every medium is 
inherently good at some things and bad at others. Frequently, however, this view is exercised to deny 
certain types of  possibilities for the film text and to affirm, as Thelwell does, that “the cinema inevitably 
lacks the depth and dignity of  literature” (“Beyond Fidelity” 59). In his comments on writing the novel, 
Thelwell affirms that his motivation for accepting the Grove Publishers’ offer was, in part, to demonstrate 
certain qualities in the novel and the genre’s continued political relevance. Reflecting on the ideological 
debates among black artists and writers in the 1960s about what was the most appropriate medium for 
political engagement and raising national awareness and consciousness, Thelwell writes:

One position was that the obvious medium through which to involve our people in this 
ongoing political, social, and cultural discourse was electronic—radio, television, cinema—
because ‘reading isn’t part of  our tradition.’ I was not quite so readily disposed, for a number 
of  reasons, to give up on the written word and one form in particular—the novel. I thought 
that in its historical range and flexibility, in the gravitas, dignity, and relative permanence of  
print as well as the reflexive, thoughtful, concentrated engagement it demanded, the novel 
held out profound possibilities for the informing of  cultural consciousness, that the more 
ephemeral and fleeting electronic media did not. It would almost certainly not inform in 
precisely the same way as it had done in the nineteenth century for the emergent European 
nationalism, when the novel had held unchallenged sway as the vehicle for the articulation 
of  shared cultural experience, but something similar, adapted to our new circumstances. 
Further, it seemed that part of  the historical responsibility of  this generation was the 
effort, as an integral part of  the struggle, to create this kind of  literature and, to the extent 
necessary, the audience for it (Thelwell’s emphases, “From Film to Novel” 186).
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There is much here that demands support, particularly Thelwell’s refusal to accept the aphorism 
that black people do not (or will not) read and that there is indeed a place for the novel in the work of  
raising political awareness. It is necessary to point out, however, that many of  the characteristics which 
Thelwell claims for the novel are not exclusive to that genre and may, indeed, be found in film. Recent 
technological innovations (admittedly, not widely available at the time of  Thelwell’s writing) have now 
undercut notions of  the novel’s permanence vis à vis that of  film. Increasingly, literature is consumed 
on electronic devices and the reproduction and storage of  films on said electronic devices means that 
films are now as permanent and as accessible as books. Apart from the technology, one need only look 
as far as Cuba for examples of  thoughtful, reflexive films which demand concentrated engagement. 
Michael Channan quotes Cuban critic, Juan Antonio García Borrero, who stated, after watching Tomás 
Guitierrez Alea’s Memories of  Underdevelopment (1968) a second time, that the density of  the film’s sequences 
“revealed new meanings, new possibilities of  interpretation, readings never envisaged” (x). Channan’s 
description of  post-revolution Cuban cinema also confirms that it achieved the type of  national and 
cultural consciousness and education that Thelwell sees as the proper domain of  the novel. The dynamic, 
ongoing dialogue between politics and art in Cuban cinema, Channan states, has allowed the cinema 
screen to become “a crucial preserve of  public speech, a space that engages large sectors of  the population 
in debate about the meaning and quality of  their lives” (18). 

It is, however, Thelwell’s subtle claims for the anteriority and superiority of  his novel over the 
film which was its inspiration—rather than his valorization of  the novel form or genre—which are 
most irksome and where the expression of  bias and prejudice is most self-serving. Arrogantly staking his 
adaptation’s authority over Henzell’s text, Thelwell claims in the preface to “preserve, and indeed deepen, 
the essential character and vision of  the film while expanding its historical and cultural range” (Harder 7). 
Such an astounding claim, made about an iconic, deeply cherished, critically acclaimed and enduringly 
popular film, is only possible because of  deep-seated book prejudice—the unexamined and widely held 
assumptions to which Stam refers—that upholds the novel as innately superior to film. Thelwell’s statement 
is deeply problematic on a number of  levels. He not only proposes the existence of  an essence to the film, 
but also, that he has “captured” it, and, incredibly, deepened or improved it. Supposing that such an 
essence did exist, one might question whether deepening it in fact constituted changing or modifying that 
essence, in effect, creating another alternative essence. Thelwell restates this idea in what appears to be a 
claim he makes in the preface for the anteriority of  the novel:

What I hoped to achieve was a broader new work into which the action, characters, and 
scenes of  the film could be organically integrated and which would work as a novel at 
least nearly as well as the film did as cinema. Stated differently, I tried to write if  not the 
novelistic equivalent of  the movie then at least the novel from which the film might have 
been derived were the process reversed, as is more usually the case. (Harder 8)

Thelwell here again reiterates the notion of  some inviolable, unchanging core meaning existing 
in the film that is captured, expanded and elaborated on in the novel. This flawed logic infers that the 
adaptation could potentially be thought of  as the source text. Thelwell, of  course, could not be reasonably 
affirming that his novel preceded the film; nor do I think this is his intention. What I think he does mean 
to assert, however, is that his novel, perhaps in its expanded narrative, additional scenes, newly invented 
characters and so on, deserves the elevated status often accorded to the source text, rather than what some 
critics see as the secondary, less valued station of  an adaptation.  
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From Stam’s perspective this way of  understanding a text could be seen as analogous to the 
trope of  fidelity exercised in novel to film adaptations in which it is assumed that “a novel ‘contains’ an 
extractable ‘essence,’ a kind of  ‘heart of  the artichoke’ hidden ‘underneath’ the surface details of  style… 
an originary core, a kernel of  meaning or nucleus of  events that can be ‘delivered’ by an adaptation” 
(“Beyond Fidelity” 57). Stam points out, however, that in fact, “there is no such transferable core: a single 
novelistic text comprises a series of  verbal signals that can generate a plethora of  possible readings, 
including even readings of  the narrative itself ” (57). Stam’s remarks address the more familiar novel-to-
film mode of  adaptation, but are equally applicable to the context of  adaptation in which the film is the 
prior text. Thelwell’s comments infer that there is a single unassailable and monolithic way of  reading 
the film, The Harder They Come and suggest that he has identified it. This is, indeed, a highly objectionable 
approach to interpretation. In an interview with this author, Henzell himself  acknowledged how the 
film’s meaning had changed over time. He stated that he had intended the film as a warning to rebellious 
youths about the “dreadness” of  Babylon, but that in time, the film had come to be understood as a 
warning to Babylon about the potential for rebellion of  the oppressed. 

The many critical essays on the film also alert us to the availability of  multiple readings of  the text 
as in each, the critic picks up on one or more of  the various strands within the narrative, and identifies 
specific details which yield for each writer, a particular emphasis that he or she sees as critical to a certain 
perspective or understanding of  the film. My own essay on the film marks a departure from several other 
critics’ views. In the film, as in the novel, frustration greets the protagonist, Ivan, with every attempt to 
realize his ambitions: exploited by the music producer, he eventually turns to ganja trading; but when he 
refuses to pay protection money, the police try to arrest him. When Ivan shoots a policeman and becomes 
a fugitive, he finally gets the fame and visibility he desired, as ordinary people in the city identify with 
and celebrate his evasion of  an oppressive police force. In the final scene of  the film, the police corner 
Ivan on a small cay. In the shoot-out that ensues, Ivan’s final moments are intercut with images of  a 
cinema audience, a flashback to an earlier scene when he attended the cinema on his first night in town. 
In my reading of  the film, I see this reflexive editing as signalling Ivan’s innate creativity as he summons 
the images that allow him to define himself  in ways that continue to resist the hegemony of  social and 
political forces which, having repeatedly attempted to orchestrate his downfall, are now on the verge of  
succeeding:

As Ivan fires at the soldiers, a flashback to the Rialto scene shows close-ups of  the smiling, 
animated faces of  the cinema audience as patrons watch and shout their comments at the 
action on the screen…. The cinema audience which Ivan recalls in order to provide context 
and support for his actions, [therefore,] is not a passive group of  spectators who are caught 
up and lost in the fantasy and spectacle of  the Western. Neither is Ivan himself  lost in 
fantasy, indulging in a comforting but falsely conceived heroism. Rather, his is a deliberate 
act of  creation that constitutes his final and ultimate act of  transformation in which self/
body becomes text and he creates his own ending (Moseley-Wood 97-98). 

This self-reflexive crosscutting at the end of  the film is but one of  the sequences in the narrative 
that, in its departure from realism, opens up possibilities for multiple ways of  reading the text. 

In the novel’s depiction of  Ivan’s final showdown with the police, Thelwell does not try to 
approximate the camera’s movement between the beach and the cinema, but he does use film as a 



35

metaphor to convey the extent to which Ivan has lost a grip on reality. In the novel, by the time Ivan 
reaches the cay, he is already somewhat delusional, affected by an infected, festering gun-shot wound. 
Lying on the beach, thirsty and exhausted, he feels a soldier crab picking at the pus on his wound and 
at first it looks “like one of  those jerky mechanical monsters in a horror film” (389). When a boat-load 
of  policemen arrive on the cay, Ivan retreats into the fantasy and context of  the cinema to explain and 
make sense of  what is happening: “‘So what dem a wait for—is Sands of  Iwo Jima dis to raas? Is mus’ Iwo 
Jima dem t’ink dem deh.’ He had to fight the laughter that rose in him. Were they real—or another scene 
from a movie?” (389-390). My intention here is not to privilege one reading over another, but merely to 
affirm that in light of  the existence of  diverse, even conflicting readings of  the film, Thelwell’s affirmation 
that he has captured what he defines as the film’s essence is difficult to support. In fact, I see Thelwell’s 
treatment of  cinema’s role in urban life as significantly different to the way it is represented in the film. 

While Cooper is critical of  Thelwell’s “book prejudice”, she also echoes similar notions of  
essentialism (and a little book prejudice of  her own) in her assertion that the book is a major advance on 
the film because of  its ideological authority:

To give Thelwell his due, the ‘originality’ of  his ambitious response to that backward request 
to write ‘the novel from which the film might have been derived were the process reversed, 
as is more usually the case’ (p. 8), is that the writer as griot (in the tradition of  Vic Reid) 
gives back to Ivan his origins, filling in the void of  his past and thus civilising the silences 
and spaces in the film text. Ivan becomes more than leggo beast in the jungle of  Kingston: 
im come from somewhere. The major advance of  the novel beyond the film has little to do 
with the author’s assumptions about the ‘inherent limitations’ of  the film medium; the 
novel’s authority is ideological. In its establishment of  a context for urban drift the novel, 
much more than the film, humanises Ivan and detoxifies his society. It provides a psycho-
sociological account of  the making of  a Rhygin, defining the trajectory of  the meteoric 
rise and fall of  Ivanhoe Martin from naïve country bwai to city slick star bwai, and finally, 
hunted rude bwai/gun man (102).

We must note, first, that what Cooper refers to as a “backward request” is not the instruction issued 
by the publisher, but the actual words that Thelwell chooses to describe the novel’s relationship to the 
film, as discussed above. Cooper’s emotive language: her reference to the void of  the film and the civilising 
project of  the novel, recalls Stam’s observation of  a “profoundly moralistic” tone that informs adaptation 
criticism and reflects the privileging of  the scribal text (“Beyond Fidelity” 54). Indeed, her remarks suggest, 
not merely a critical response to the film, but a subtle devaluing of  film’s reliance on connotative visual 
imagery and a partiality to what Brian McFarlane describes as “the relentless linearity associated with the 
usual reading of  a novel [which] favours the gradual accretion of  information about action, characters, 
atmosphere, ideas”, a mode of  presentation that “of  itself, contributes to the impression received” (27). 
The film’s laying out of  an ideology that explains and links the phases of  Ivan’s quest for visibility and 
recognition in the city is clear in the dense network of  visual and verbal cues and song and which, in 
the opening sequence, contextualizes his arrival in the city. This sequence identifies him as country bwai 
come to town, which in turn creates other chains of  signification, including the clash between the rural 
and urban space/tradition and modernity; the motif  of  the journey or quest; Ivan as ingénue, and his loss 
of  innocence; the city as site of  illusory promises and enticements as well as threat and degradation; and 
the problems of  urban drift in third world societies. The construction of  an ideology that explains Ivan’s 
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actions continues in the film’s juxtaposition of  wealth and poverty and other forms of  tension that reflect 
the failure of  the postcolonial nation to realize the promises of  independence and create more equitable 
and inclusive structures of  power that meet the needs of  the majority of  its citizens. For me, the film is 
ideologically sound: there is no void to be filled; no silences that need to be civilized. Thelwell’s provision 
of  a detailed description of  his protagonist’s rural origins to establish that “im come from somewhere”, 
does not create a space—a toxic void—in the film. 

My intention, however, is not to indulge in a point-for-point comparison of  film and novel as source 
and adaptation that might unwittingly infer the privileging of  notions of  fidelity and ultimately result in 
the establishing of  a hierarchy. I want to turn, therefore, to an examination of  how the novel bears traces 
of  film as a genre and engages with ideas about the cinema. As Cooper observes, film is “a powerful 
icon” in the novel (106), indeed, it is a central motif  that Thelwell draws on to emphasize the alienating 
experience of  postmodern urban life: an existence in which the mass media, in this case the cinema, play 
a critical role in fostering a cultural schizophrenia, fragmentation and the disintegration of  identity. When 
Ivan moves to the city and begins to frequent the cinema, the heroes of  the Westerns he watches become 
models that inform his sense of  identity. As he embarks on the gradual transformation from country bwai 
to ganja dealer to gunman, cinematic metaphors become more intense and more frequently employed 
to reflect and express an increasingly fragmented consciousness and sense of  identity. In similar vein, the 
narration of  the novel also becomes less unified, as the voice of  the omniscient narrator that dominated 
in the first half  of  the novel splinters, with the movement to the city, into “versions” that consist of  first 
person narratives or third person accounts which privilege subjective perspectives. 

The novel is divided into four “books”; the earlier sections, an account of  Ivan’s life as country 
bwai, are entirely Thelwell’s invention and do not exist in the film. Set in the small rural settlement where 
Ivan lives with his grandmother, Miss Mando, in the ancestral home, these early sections define the village 
as a culturally rich, socially integrated community through descriptions of  enduring rituals of  communal 
and everyday life. Initially established as a refuge from the plantation for the emancipated slaves, the small 
mountain settlement is a symbol of  black pride and survival and has a close connection with the past: “it 
was home and history, community and human industry, sweat, toil, and joy” (15). In this section, rather 
than the icon of  the cinema, the idiom that dominates is the language of  the Bible and proverbs, those 
sayings that encapsulate the accumulated wisdom of  the community passed down through successive 
generations. At the opening of  the novel, however, the small village is on the brink of  change: Miss Mando 
is one of  the few remaining practitioners of  the dying art of  whooping, a traditional, pre-technological 
means of  communicating across great distances, and she also mourns the loss of  her children who have all 
left the village, either for the city or more distant shores, never to return. Drawn to the seeming glamour 
and excitement of  the city, as soon as his grandmother dies, Ivan follows suit.

Ivan’s long journey from country to town signifies his entry into a space which Maas’ Nattie, one of  
the elders of  the village, defines in terms of  its opposition to the values and ethos of  the rural settlement: 

Town people dem different, different bad, you hear Ah tell you? Dem no stay like we. All 
kinds a people you a go meet dere. Some whe’ no know no law at all, atall. Lie? Mi Gawd! 
T’ief ? Ha’ mercy!  You no see t’ief  yet. Wait, you see! Dem love fe work dem brain fe get 
what is not fe dem, to reap where dey have not sown, to pick up what dem no put down. 
Uhuh. Some a dem—if  dem tell you, run—stand up. If  dem say stand up, run. (Thelwell’s 
emphases, 110-111)
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Ivan’s new, tumultuous experience of  the ride to town on the country bus: the unaccustomed speed; 
the competing emotions of  fear, outrage, anxiety and excitement that he experiences; the landscape that 
is a kaleidoscope of  constantly changing images—suggests not merely a headlong rush into the city, that 
is to say, modernity, but the bus ride also initiates the association between film and the shaping of  his 
awareness and perception. For it is here on the bus journey that Thelwell begins to reference the cinema 
to describe Ivan’s consciousness. While flashbacks are not unique to film, and indeed occur earlier in 
the narrative, in his account of  the journey to town Thelwell’s description of  Ivan slipping into the 
contemplative reverie that precedes a chronological break, recalls the fade to black that in a film typically 
indicates a temporal or spatial shift in the narrative:

He felt an exhausted calm creep over him as though he were going to sleep. So much had 
happened so quickly. Like the landscape outside, recent events flashed through his mind 
in rapidly changing impressions. Gradually his mind too slowed down and the general 
conversation that swirled around him receded to a distant hum. (109)

These lines precede the suspension of  the action as the narrator takes the reader back to the final 
conversation Ivan had with Maas’ Nattie, two days before he set out for Kingston. The connotation of  
a fading scene, the landscape that quickly flashes past the eye, the seeming slowing down and speeding 
up of  time all recall the genre of  the moving image and suggest ways of  seeing and experiences that are 
produced by the camera. 

In his comparative analysis of  The Harder They Come and Earl Lovelace’s novel, The Dragon Can’t 
Dance, Brian Meeks states that the cinema functions in the former novel as a site of  resistance. Both 
novels, Meeks suggests, document the trajectory of  a generation which came of  age in the decade after 
colonialism had ended, and both are concerned with the experiences and struggles of  the urban poor 
within the context of  day-to-day survival, as well as the larger question of  open rebellion (81). Meeks 
proposes that in these novels, “resistance is forged at the margins of  the real and the imaginary” (93). In 
the Lovelace novel, this space is the carnival; in The Harder They Come, it is the cinema, “the stage for a 
similar and constant interplay of  reality and role playing” (93). Pondering the revolutionary potential of  
these imaginative spaces, Meeks states:

The question remains to be posed, however, as to whether this netherworld of  the imagination 
is a place of  escape, a sort of  ‘opiate’, as in Marx’s notion of  religion, or whether it is a 
place to nurture strategies of  resistance for the eventual and inevitable re-engagement with 
reality. If  the examples from Dragon and Harder are to be considered useful, then the escape 
into the cinema, into the world of  the star-bwai and the dragon, is less an avenue of  evasion 
than a powerful incubator to nurture and reshape the texture of  frontal resistance, if  and 
when it does come. (93-94)

Meeks points out that, for Ivan, the cinema underpins his “creation and recreation of  an alternative 
world, defined by its own style” (91); this is the pose of  the star-bwai, that in turn supports a sensibility 
“of  asserting power and control in a world of  powerlessness and uncertainty” (92). Ivan’s purchase of  
his matching blue outfit to sport at the cinema, his habitual pose of  cool detachment modelled on the 
performance of  various movie stars and membership in one of  the gangs that also frequents the cinema, 
signals his entry into the alternative world inspired by the movies. These factors all constitute, Meeks 
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asserts, “critical steps in Ivan’s recovery from alienation” (92) after the dehumanizing humiliation he 
suffers in his confrontation with the harsh realities of  city life on arrival in Kingston. 

For Meeks, the psychic recovery from the experience of  being outcast in the city is critical since, 
in his estimation, what animates Ivan is the “powerful motive force” of  personhood (94), a form of  self-
respect and social recognition.2 Meeks’s notion that the quest for personhood is the underlying ethos that 
drives both novels, resonates with Michael Dash’s assertion of  a tradition in Caribbean literature that is 
built around redefining the subject, and in which “[a]ctive self-formation or ‘subjectification’” occurs with 
“obsessive frequency” (17-18). Dash states:

In a region made ominously intelligible because of  systems of  domination, in which origins 
are obscured or degenerate into self-serving fictions, traumatised by dependency, the quest 
for self-formation is the only valid imaginative response. The task of  consciousness becomes 
necessary in a world that is the product of  others’ dreams, where systems of  knowledge and 
signification are enforced in order to produce docility, constraint and helplessness. (17)

In Thelwell’s novel, the cinema certainly does facilitate Ivan’s social integration. Through his 
connections with the gang, he even finds a physical space where, unlike his lodgings at the church where 
he initially finds refuge, Ivan can feel fully at home. The movies that Ivan so willingly absorbs, however, 
are inadequate to the task of  fostering a critical awareness of  either self  or external environment, a 
consciousness that can sustain him against the repeated and continued onslaught of  city life. In fact, the 
power and attraction of  the cinema seem to lie in its ability to support the fashioning of  an alternative 
reality which may sustain Ivan initially, but which eventually supports his further alienation in the form 
of  a dislocation from reality that finally leads to his death.

Going to the cinema is one of  the seminal moments that marks Ivan’s arrival in town. Robbed 
of  his possessions soon after he disembarks the country bus, not knowing where he will spend the night, 
he nevertheless follows street-smart Jose to the Rialto to take in a show. For Ivan, the experience is 
transformative and magical. From the moment he beholds the “illusion of  light and colour towering out of  
the night” (143) that is the exterior of  the theatre, until he spills out on to the street with the other patrons 
after the show, “in a rush of  nervous energy” feeling “nine feet tall, feet barely touching the ground, 
feeling no pain” (149), he is transported to another world. Thelwell defines the cinema as illusory. It is a 
“marketplace of  dreams” that cheaply dispenses illusions (143) to be eagerly and uncritically consumed 
by “[y]oung, black, poor, ‘sufferahs’ and the children of  ‘sufferahs’” (147) as a momentary distraction 
from “the grinding reality of  their daily lives” (147). The cinema’s compelling realism, its creation of  
a “marvellous and quite convincing reality” (148), as well as the “sufferahs” cultural familiarity with “a 
world of  mystery, of  street-corner visionaries, seers, and prophets of  dark and powerful forces” (147) 
contribute to a blurring of  the boundaries between fantasy and reality:

They laughed, cried occasionally, conversed with the characters, shouted warnings and 
abuse, and had been known to pelt the screen with beer bottles and to duck away and 
even run from cars crashing toward them at high speeds or guns that blazed fire into their 
faces. The identification, however willing a suspension of  disbelief, was also spontaneous 
and damn near total. (148) 
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Thelwell’s representation of  urban Jamaicans’ reaction to film is reminiscent of  colonial authorities’ 
observations in the 1940s and 1950s of  the rural African’s inability to “read” the signifying practices of  the 
film narrative owing to his lack of  familiarity with the formal conventions of  what was to him a strange, 
new medium: “Panning up and down, dollying backwards and forwards, amaze him. Trees seemingly 
running along the far horizon, buildings apparently rising or sinking, static objects seeming to move of  
their own volition, only divert his attention from the scene message to the mystery of  seeming magic” 
(25). The British filmmakers considered West Indian audiences to be considerably more cosmopolitan 
and sophisticated than their African counterparts and thus more literate in the conventions of  cinema.3 
In fact, prior to the advent of  television in the early 1960s, cinema was not an urban phenomenon in 
Jamaica; there were dozens of  movie theatres across the country, with some small rural towns boasting 
several venues. Thelwell’s emphasis on the unwillingness—or inability—of  the “sufferahs” to distinguish 
between reality and illusion denies the capacity for critical agency in their interaction with this modern 
technology and defines the cinema as toxic, a form of  foreign cultural penetration, an expression of  the 
hegemony of  Babylon that placates the masses and keeps them distracted from the material conditions of  
their existence. In the glossary of  Jamaican Terms and Idioms at the end of  the novel, Thelwell defines 
“Babylon” as “westernized Jamaican society, the government and institutions, an oppressive force…”. In 
the novel, the cinema, with its hyperreality and its foreign fare of  violent spectacle, is not merely one of  
the hegemonic institutions of  the westernized society that is Babylon, but it is the preeminent symbol of  
an urban society that is characterized by a disconnection from its stabilizing roots in folk culture.4 

Increasingly, film becomes the lens through which Ivan apprehends the external environment. 
When he is resident at the church mission, he is drawn into a bloody fight with Longah, a fellow resident, 
over an old bicycle that Ivan had painstakingly restored. During the fight he begins to view his action as 
if  he is a character on the screen:

Then suddenly a strange thing happened. His head cleared and he was there but not there. 
In one way he seemed detached and floating above it all, seeing himself  lying on the ground 
with a burly figure crouched above him. He saw himself  rolling quickly out of  Longah’s 
reach, jumping to his feet and whipping out his okapi. He saw Longah stop, look alarmed 
and break off a bottle. It was just like watching the scene in From Here to Eternity where 
Lancaster and Borgnine are in the bar. He heard himself  say, ‘If  it’s a killing you want 
Fatso, it’s a killing you get.’ From a distance he saw himself  balancing on the balls of  his 
feet, knees bent, switching the okapi from hand to hand as Peter Lorre used to do. (256-7)

Thelwell’s description of  the fight reveals a fragmented consciousness: Ivan does not simply role-
play a character from one of  his favourite films in order to perform an act of  violence in the style that 
he has so often seen on the screen. He also experiences a peculiar disembodiment in which he has 
the sensation of  observing his actions from a distance. Michael Dash states that the concern with the 
subject in Caribbean literature is expressed in a system of  imagery whose centre is the body: “[t]he ever 
shifting, unstable relationship between body and non-body, between dis-membering and re-membering, 
is a continuous aesthetic and thematic concern” (20). What the cinema seems to foster in Ivan’s case, 
is alienation from the body. In the most violent of  experiences, Ivan is emotionally detached from the 
horror that the body should convey: the point of  his knife as it rips “through the shirt and stop[s] against 
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something satisfyingly solid but soft”, “the jagged edges of  the bottle” that tear his own flesh, the sight 
of  Longah’s blood bubbling through his fingers (257). It is only after the event, when he vomits violently, 
that Ivan’s body expresses revulsion in a way that breaks through the detachment that cannot be denied. 

When Ivan commits his first murder, a similar visceral reaction occurs that contrasts with a 
consciously adopted pose that is again informed by film. When a policeman attempts to arrest him as he 
is riding into town with a bag of  ganja to trade, Ivan shoots, turning on his motorbike “in one smooth, 
unhurried, Randolph Scott motion” (342) to fire at him. Immediately, however, his body responds in ways 
that undercut the affected pose: “Ivan was sweating and trembling. A wave of  nausea filled his belly. A 
burst of  vomit shot from his mouth, burning his throat hot and bitter…” (342). After he has made his 
escape, Ivan represses the horror and shock that his body automatically registers by resuming the pose of  
the gunslinger: “Yes, he’d played that scene like a star-bwai…. Man on de run to raas. When it came over 
the radio, Pedro and Elsa would understand how cool he had been. He felt alert and invincible, capable 
of  beating all odds. At the same time he felt both peaceful and intensely alive” (343). Later, when the 
“image of  the cop flashed before him…it was sanitized, distanced, purged of  fear or guilt or any sickening 
sense of  destruction. It was pure, abstract motion and power, like something on the screen.” (346). Thus, 
his interaction with film facilitates Ivan’s progressive removal from reality as he becomes more intensely 
invested in maintaining a persona drawn from the fantasy world he has experienced on the screen which 
allows him a sense of  power. After a series of  shootings, Ivan becomes entrenched in his role as star-
bwai. He tells Elsa, “Ivan dead…Rhygin time now” (352). Elsa’s response to this schizophrenic claiming 
of  a persona that he explicitly disassociates from his previous identity, his total disregard of  the moral 
implications of  his actions and his lack of  concern for his personal safety, is dread and fear that Ivan has 
gone mad.

Both Cooper and Meeks point out that Ivan’s descent into violence and the fantasy of  the cinema 
is possible only after he experiences a psychological break from his rural roots. When Ivan goes back 
to the mountain village for the first time since he departed for the city, he discovers that all signs of  his 
connection with the land have been erased. With no one to tend it, Miss Mando’s humble but once carefully 
maintained home has been overtaken by bush: “All signs of  human presence, industry, organization, 
order, were gone without visible trace” (320). Adenike Marie Davidson suggests that it is the absence of  
a spiritual foundation which facilitates Ivan sinking into despair after he discovers his ancestral home in 
ruins. She explains that, “He interprets the abandonment of  the land to mean the erasure of  his ancestral 
history. He does not remember Maas’ Nettie’s (sic) advice that he comes from a great people, meaning 
not only those who were buried in the plot behind his grandmother’s house, but those African ancestors 
who were the subjects of  the stories of  triumph” (87-88). When he discovers that bush has reclaimed 
his ancestral home, Ivan feels that he “no come from nowhe’” (323) and realizes, too late, “just how 
important this sense of  place was to his most fundamental sense of  himself ” (321).

Ivan’s overwhelming sense of  loss seems at odds, however, with his inability to even muster the 
determination and effort to clear a path to the graves that lie beneath the undergrowth and which 
are a permanent symbol of  his history and proud lineage: “What’s de fucken use?” (321) he reasons. 
The paradox suggests another dynamic at work, that his loss is also informed by the collapsing of  an 
entrenched conceptual opposition between town and country that has been his cultural and even moral 
compass since his arrival in the city. For Ivan, the country, home, was conceived as stable and unchanging; 
he discovers not only that it has changed, but also that in changing it has become more like town: a place 
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that is now strange and alienating, rather than defined by its relationship to the past. Tourism has brought 
“development” to the village and has wrought changes that go beyond the transformed landscape and 
the enclosure of  the beach for the tourists’ sole use: the proud river man is now an image of  servility, 
and wears a “mask of  ingratiating, slightly stupid amiability” (319) as he ferries tourists on his raft; naked 
white people with dreadlocks attempt to milk a ram goat in the yard that once belonged to the proud 
Garveyite, Maas’ Nattie. As Ivan watches them, he wonders whether he has been affected by the ganja 
he smoked earlier (322).

This sense of  disbelief  and strangeness is similar to what Ivan experienced when he first came 
into Kington and was greeted with a bewildering spectacle beyond the bus windows: “an unceasing 
stream of  cars, buses, trucks, motorbikes, and animal-drawn conveyances: heavy mule drays, donkey 
carts, handcarts…hundreds of  bicycles in ceaseless and random motion”; there is the shameful garbage 
dump that imperceptibly merges with the shanties of  Dungle; a proud procession of  nyamen on bicycles 
and the “packed, jostling, boisterous river of  black humanity” (121). Thelwell’s description of  Ivan’s 
approach to the city creates a vivid contrast between the two places: country and town, and signals that 
the cohesive consciousness of  the small rural village of  Ivan’s childhood that dominates the earlier part 
of  the novel is giving way to the city’s clamour of  multiple voices and contrasting sensibilities existing in 
tension and conflict. The incredible, varied, changing spectacle that Ivan witnesses is a metaphor of  city 
life, conveying a sense of  the heterogenous social fabric that constitutes the urban space and also the lack 
of  a singular ethos. 

The narration of  the novel also adjusts to reflect the movement to the polyvocal space that is the 
city. In the earlier part of  the novel, the word “version” denotes chapter titles (“Village Bwai Version”, 
“Big Bwai Version”, “Nine Night Version” etc.) in which the point of  view of  the omniscient narrator 
is maintained, but the movement to the city initiates a pattern in which versions/vershanns begin to 
mushroom within chapters. Thus, “Watchman Vershann”; “Daughtah Vershann”; “Shepherd Version”; 
“Rhygin Version”; “Jose Version”; “Babylon Version” and so on, occur and recur as sub-headings in 
the chapters that make up the latter part of  the novel. As the story builds to its climax, the versions are 
no longer inserted in the narrative; they dominate. In some instances, these versions/vershanns are first 
person narratives inserted within the dominant mode of  omniscient narration and reflect the subjective 
points of  view of  a specific character. In other instances, multiple perspectives are expressed within a 
single version, as occurs in the “Babylon Version” (226) which describes Ivan’s trial after he is arrested for 
wounding Longah. This version begins by privileging Ivan’s perspective, but shifts a paragraph later to 
reflect the thoughts of  the judge: 

He felt all eyes on him and his spirit quailed. Old Maas’ Nattie’s advice had been ringing in 
his head for the past week: “Bwai, me say Courthouse is not a nice place, no go deh. Me say 
nuh go deh, yaah”... It wasn’t until he heard a slight commotion at the door and looked up to 
see Bogart and the youths from the ranch that his spirits improved. The younger boys were 
looking at him with big eyes and pointing up in his direction. He bared his teeth in a hard 
grin and brought his manacled fists up in a short salute. Powah.

    ...Deftly [Mr. Justice Allen] extricated a scented hankerchief  (sic) from his sleeve, dabbed 
daintily at his pursed mouth, and checked the docket. Another stabbing, Merciful Heavens, 
these people! (266)
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This extract captures some of  the characteristic features of  Thelwell’s use of  omniscient narration. 
Collapsing the boundaries between the voice of  the omniscient narrator and the direct recording of  the 
interiority of  the characters, Thelwell juxtaposes varied points of  view to create a sense of  the contesting 
voices and perspectives that participate in the event. The movement between these different points of  
consciousness is reflected in the seamless switching between different registers of  speech, which in turn 
reflect the ideological underpinnings of  the various utterances: the Jamaican Creole and practical wisdom 
of  the rural folk that emerges in Maas’ Nattie’s aversion to entanglement in the judicial system; the 
black power-inflected verbal salute of  the rebellious urban youth, and the Anglophile sensibilities of  the 
fastidious judge. Thelwell thus defines the courtroom as a polyvocal space that reflects how history has 
produced difference in the postcolonial society. Babylon in this sense becomes a kind of  babel: a clamour 
of  contesting voices that fail to achieve meaningful and harmonious exchange and communication.

The mushrooming versions/vershanns in the narrative create a constant movement between 
varied points of  view: the first person accounts of  specific characters and multiple perspectives expressed 
through the omniscient narrator, as seen above. This ceaseless shifting reflects a postmodernist sensibility 
that Carolyn Cooper associates with Thelwell’s use of  the problem tale (103). It can also be understood 
as reflecting the novel’s relationship to film, as an attempt to approximate montage, both in the sense 
of  swiftly changing images, as well as the underlying notion of  collision or conflict that informs the use 
of  montage editing. Unlike continuity editing which is invisible and aims to create a narrative that is 
seamless, as well as spatially and temporally coherent, montage editing attempts to create a sense of  
disruption, emphasizing a dialectical process in which shots collide and, in so doing, create new meaning. 
In the novel, the constant juxtaposing of  varied perspectives creates this sense of  collision and conflict 
within the narration as Thelwell exposes how characters—like those in the courtroom—view the same 
event differently. 

As montage in film draws the spectator’s attention to the act of  editing, so too does the frequent 
shifting between perspectives and the recurring sub-headings that indicate yet another version function 
in the novel to draw the reader’s attention to the act of  narration, and beyond that, to the presence of  
the author. In the final pages, after Ivan has been killed, there is a similar switching of  perspectives: the 
omniscient narrator moves between Pedro and Elsa, who grieve Ivan’s tragic end, and a policeman, to 
whom Ivan is merely a smelly “pile of  bloody rags” lying in the boat. The sense of  Ivan as diminished 
hero is contrasted, however, by the tribute of  the playing of  his banned song on the radio and the 
exuberance of  a youngster who claims the persona in play. The childhood game of  “police and tief ” 
has presumably become “Rhygin and police”, as the boy shouts to his playmates: “Mi Ah Rhygin! …Me 
can’ dead!” (392). But the final words—and point of  view—seem to lie with the author, as he declares his 
project of  adaptation at an end: “Ayeh Jamdung./See it deh,/ Book Done./ Selah!” It is significant that 
Thelwell uses the word “book” rather than “story” in his brief  postscript. It seems to call the reader’s 
attention to the book as his vision/version, perhaps an attempt to signal his presence within the swirl of  
texts. It may also be, however, an acknowledgement that while the book is complete, the story of  Rhygin 
and The Harder They Come may yet continue in other versions and other texts.
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Notes
1  Interestingly, writing prior to the advent of  the commercial adaptations of  popular films to 

which Thelwell refers, Bakhtin refers to novelization as a way of  liberating other genres from the 
restrictions which hinder their unique development by dragging them into the zone of  contact 
with reality (39).

 2  Meeks adopts the term “personhood” from Lovelace’s novel where it is described as a “sense of  
miracle and manness, this surviving on nothing and standing up still on your own two feet to be 
counted as somebody in a world where people were people, were human, by the amount of  their 
property” (Lovelace, qtd in Meeks, 94). 

3   See “The West Indies Film Training School, 1950”. Colonial Cinema, 8:3, September 1950, pp. 68-
69.

4   Thelwell’s emphasis on the cinema as an urban phenomenon in Jamaica is not historically accurate. 
Prior to the introduction of  television in Jamaica in 1962, cinemas were an important part of  the 
social life of  many rural towns. After the wide availability of  television, these cinemas started to 
close. Today, Kingston, once home to several cinemas, now only has two cineplexes and Montego 
Bay has one.
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Words Are 
Not Enough
Jean Antoine Dunn

Over the past thirty years, in fact since the publication of  Kamau Brathwaite’s X/Self  
in 1987 and Derek Walcott’s Omeros in 1990, Caribbean writing has become increasingly 
affiliated with the cinematic. There are many reasons for this. There is, in the first instance, 
the need to find a concrete form to excavate submerged memory. This resonates with 
what Wilson Harris has called the vestiges that reside in the subconscious Caribbean 
imagination, and speaks at the same time of  what Édouard Glissant has called “the fissures 
of  history.”1 These fissures and the traces of  the past that reside within them, as Harris has 
stated, demand a new form that rejects a consolidated idea of  personality and ideological 
fixity.2 There is also a desire to create a form of  recording that takes into account the oral 
traditions within which memory resides, as well as the indebtedness to a Western tradition 
of  writing. The use of  film, as form and as philosophy, fulfils these several requirements. 

There are three components to my argument about the importance of  the filmic. 
First, I explore the notion of  vestigial traces as these are left by trauma and its resilience 
in the present. I then examine the concern with space and with mapping as expressions 
of  a desire to make form mimic content and to give architectural shape to the process of  

Source: https://unsplash.com/photos/Ei0V7r0vcoY
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memory. I look finally at cinema’s ability to create thought through the body and as a mechanism for 
creating affect. In keeping with the analyses of  Gilles Deleuze, I examine how selected texts have sought 
and engaged in an aesthetic of  space, time and movement that mimics the dynamic impact of  cinema.  

My essay of  necessity cannot go into the intricacies of  montage theory; suffice to say that film 
montage as a concept and as form sees the fragment as something that can be manipulated to make 
the viewer respond in ways managed by the director. For Sergei Eisenstein this is achieved through 
contrapuntal montage. For him, conflict is at the base of  the shot. Montage theorists see the plasticity 
that leads to the creation of  a tendentious line as a way of  making the viewer respond to a new idea/
image through a direct play on the senses shaped in movement.3

Wilson Harris has identified what he calls the limbo imagination born of  the rupture of  space 
and the residual traces of  the ancestral past. These unconscious memories attain a syncretic power as 
in his description of  the limbo dance. The dance becomes a spatialization of  memory that speaks to 
African, Asian and Christian beliefs and is an unconscious map of  memory. In keeping with this, Harris 
argues that the artist as “lightning rod” must create portals or gateways to enable the movement across 
time of  both memory and the presences that reside in memory. For Harris the unfinished genesis of  the 
imagination is both process and becoming. The literary work of  art achieves an architectural structure 
through the evocation of  explosive images and artistic forms that both generate and release creativity 
and potential.  

Here Harris comes close to the Deleuze’s writings on cinema. Deleuze differentiates between 
“the Movement-Image,” which is an “indirect image of  time” and “the Time-Image,” which is a 
direct image of  time. The movement-image of  Cinema 1 follows a pattern of  cause and effect (and 
I am reminded of  Wilson Harris’s writings on the nineteenth-century novel of  persuasion and its 
consolidation of  character in Tradition, the Writer and Society) while the time-image of  Cinema 2 explores 
the forms that emerge from situations where there are no logical connections or relations. What 
emerges in this post war cinema is a conception of  form and image, accentuated in the body, that 
enables the holes or gaps of  memory left by traumatic events such as war and genocide to be visible. 

Deleuze moves in his writings towards a sense of  relation, societal interaction and resistance to 
hegemonic structures and sees the art of  the time-image as opening up the gateway to revolutionary 
structures and possibilities and as affirmation of  the creative power of  life. He sees the virtual and the 
cinematic as containing in the first instance the possibility of  foregrounding difference and creating 
new ways of  becoming through the manipulation of  time and the capacity of  the image to create an 
intersection of  time in concrete spatial form. For Deleuze, the image itself  does not exist in the present:

What the image “represents” is in the present, but not the image itself. The image 
itself  is an ensemble of  time relations from the present which merely flows, either as a 
common multiple, or as the smallest divisor. Relations of  time are never seen in ordinary 
perception, but they are seen in the image, as long as it is a creative one. The image 
renders time relations—relations that can’t be reduced to the present—sensible and 
visible.4 
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The virtual image also opens up unlimited potential by shaping what Deleuze calls the process 
of  individuation and the enabling of  difference. Individuation is marked in opposition to individuality. 
This occurs through a series of  what Deleuze calls “intensities.” Cinema mirrors these events of  high 
affect and, more importantly, cinema replicates the way the brain operates. The brain is in fact a screen 
and already moves thought.5 As van Dijck explains:

Moving images, first shot and later edited, project the intricate time-movement of  mental 
recollection so characteristic of  the human mind; the mind’s tendency to impact future 
remembrance is implicated in technologies of  memory, particularly the movie camera. 
Deleuze’s philosophical reflections stress the interdependency of  the brain/mind and the 
technology/materiality of  the camera in the act of  memory. 

Since “the brain is the screen”the question becomes, how does a writer put movement into 
thought to achieve the impact of  film? 6

Kamau Brathwaite has invented what he calls the “Sycorax video text format,” which is a way 
of  enabling the past to intersect with the present and also a means of  recording hidden and submerged 
truths in a concrete and visible form. He is also saying that stories carry memories and the way that 
we tell these stories preserves memories for future generations. The method of  the telling is therefore 
important. Through montage writing Brathwaite seeks to make the electronic media have the same 
effect as a storyteller of  old. By using a computer to manipulate font, he creates visual interaction 
between words or pieces of  text on a page, often through dissonance or conflict, and through this font 
manipulation, he creates the illusion of  movement. Through the movement of  the eye, the poet then 
achieves a psychological impact akin to that of  the cinematic.7 The simulation of  sound, noise and tone 
of  voice in movement combines to generate the effects of  (often) catastrophic events that have occurred 
over time.

Repetition or what is called “chiming” in montage theory, that is to say, repetition with slight 
variations, is a key mechanism in the creation of  movement in the work of  both Kamau Brathwaite and 
Derek Walcott. This operates within montage structures to create new ideas and new concepts. This is 
in keeping with classical montage theory that sees chiming not only as a primary vehicle of  structural 
unity but also as a way of  creating a resonance, what Eisenstein called “overtone”. The “overtone” is 
generated by both visual and sound systems. As a term, it describes the echoes and vibrations created 
by a particular rhythmic line. This includes the ushering in of  new images through association. 
This works very much like a form of  therapeutic remembering, in particular in Brathwaite’s use of  
incantation, which is a medium of  calling up of  spirit. These effects are there because of  the way that 
different pieces or fragments are put together within a montage-like structure. Before I look closely at 
Brathwaite’s use of  montage I want to go through some of  the stages of  this conception of  the filmic. 

In the Skin of  the Film, Laura Marks transforms the writings of  Deleuze through an analysis of  
the ways in which diasporic filmmakers, including many from the Caribbean, have sought to use film to 
evoke lost memory. For her, memory is visceral and resides in touch and smell and the sensuous baggage 
that peoples in exile take with them.
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Patricia Powell’s use of  therapeutic practice, for example, elaborates on this idea and allows me 
to better unthread my argument. There is a moment in Powell’s novel, The Fullness of  Everything, when 
Winston, one of  the two main protagonists, goes to a psychotherapist/healer whose physical presence 
reminds him of  his father’s people and he submits to a deep therapeutic massage: 

She looks at him but he had the feeling she was not looking at him at all, but through 
him, that in the moment her entire body had become this one giant sensate organ, listening and 
feeling and tasting and perceiving every pulse inside his body, and when that was done, as if  she 
hadn’t garnered enough, she went even further back, scanning his body for its history and his 
father’s history, looking for wounds and defenses and blocks and all other pieces of  legacy he was 
carrying in his heart through time. (Powell 177)

Powell suggests that the body carries within it the history, the trauma and the psychic blocks that 
carry over in time from one ancestor to the next. In this way, generations build layers of  hurt, pain and 
defences against each other and this seepage is the real cause of  the breakdown in human relationships. 
She identifies the body and the senses as vessels of  stored memory and trauma. This is in keeping with 
concepts articulated by Laura Marks and Gilles Deleuze, and is akin to the work of  writers such as 
Derek Walcott, and Kamau Brathwaite who have sought in their creative application of  film montage’s 
attack on the senses, to invent a form through which these defences may be broken down and the past 
made to flow. These forms create echoes or vibrations that force a reaction and a direct transmission of  
the emotion as in Walcott’s use of  a system of  echoes in Omeros and The Prodigal.8

For Patricia Powell, the body’s stored responses to the past need to be recognized as a form of  
spirit possession. In reality, the houses of  the present are still occupied by their former inhabitants and, 
as in any ghost story, these lingering dead must be set free. Indeed the bodies they inhabit must also 
be freed. She attempts to use these embodied presences as a way of  recognizing that we carry these 
evocations within our skin and even in the physical mannerisms and attitudes that become part of  who 
we are. These evocations also shape responses to individual relationships. 

Powell creates a very finely drawn web of  connections between the events of  the past, and here 
she touches lightly on the African past in the Caribbean. She hints at histories of  successive abuse that 
include incest, paedophilia, abuse of  children, and the physical and psychological abuse of  women and, 
of  course, the whole spiralling effect of  abandonment. Powell reads the question of  rape and the abuse 
enacted on the bodies of  women as having a fundamental effect on the process of  cultural becoming in 
the Caribbean. The successive traumas that she resurrects are mirrored in bodies that are inhabited by 
spirits—the dead sister, Althea, haunts the body of  Rosa who is a present manifestation of  a past that 
must be exorcised before her twin ceases the unending task of  living with and continuously burying 
the dead. The past is also evident through the restless pursuit of  bodies across space (from Jamaica to 
America) and across time. 

What sets Powell’s writings apart is the sense that even though the hauntings of  the past 
represent the residual presence of  pain, the dead are also there to be embraced and welcomed, if  only 
the door could be opened. The novel, The Fullness of  Everything, ends quite specifically on two notes:  
First, that the body is the key to unlocking the door of  the spirit since the body bears the marks of  
history: 
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He smothers her with kisses. Slowly she begins to drink them, slowly she begins to open as 
if  some door inside her has finally unlocked. (Powell 219)

Powell’s novel also suggests that certain individuals enable a spiritual momentum and become 
the hub or the spiritual guide for those around them. In The Fullness of  Everything, Winston, who has 
travelled beyond the borders of  Jamaica, returns to be first guided by Rosa and then to become the 
gateway for others. But there are many other guardians, all of  whom are seen by Rosa, the seer, whose 
presence is the lightning rod for these several manifestations of  protection and guidance. As she says: 

But everybody has somebody. She has the old woman. Septimus brought his own set 
of  seven, little yellow people, no more than four inches tall, with big shaggy heads like 
sunflowers, who lay pranks on each other all day and somersault throughout the house 
and laugh a laugh that sounds to her like bells. (Powell 219)

What indeed are the heart mysteries that Powell uncovers? Perhaps the answer to this question 
lies in Powell’s description of  the grandmother who is Rosa’s guardian: 

But the picture does her no justice at all; there is no light blowing across her face, no song 
singing, no joy unfolding, just an old woman with a sturdy black wig on her head, her face 
frozen in front of  a camera. (Powell 222) 

The key lies in the fixed photograph that Rosa’s mother sends her and the reality that Rosa 
recognizes through her encounter with her ghostly grandmother. There is a sense here of  the body as 
a carrier of  particular kinds of  knowledge and as a vehicle of  spiritual transmission over time. There is 
also opposition between an idea of  fixed meaning or static existence and the fluidity of  spirit. In other 
words, Powell is suggesting that while our bodies exist in a defined and finite space and therefore fixate 
us, an encounter with the world of  spirit enables a particular freedom and a connection with a fluid 
world. 

Writing that explores the existence of  spectres that reside at the interstices of  being, often veers 
towards the cinematic. This type of  literary endeavour also reflects new ideas of  becoming that suggest 
what Gilles Deleuze has called “an immanent ethics” that leads to “becoming imperceptible”. To quote 
Zukaustaite, “an idea of  becoming imperceptible […] is life in terms of  non-personal, and even non-
organic power, which by passing through different intensities and becomings moves towards becoming 
imperceptible” or beyond individuality (Wilmer and Žukauskaite 60). Here Zukaustaite is unthreading 
Deleuze’s idea that philosophy and imaginative creativity must go beyond modernist questions of  
individual selfhood and move instead to ideas of  community.

In yet another exploration of  this idea, Fred D’Aguiar’s “Anansi” uses the vestigial presence of  
Brer Anansi, half  man, half  spider, and a crafty resident of  two parallel universes and smooth slider 
between worlds, to explore how language and stories conjure new dimensions of  being. A ship’s captain 
narrates the story and is both raconteur and guide to children who are voyaging to meet their families. 
The storyteller-guide insinuates that these are children of  the Middle Passage and he uses his power of  



50

language to ensure their absolute attention to his words. The story structure becomes an important part 
of  the guidance or gateway project. It takes on the semblance of  fantasy in its recounting of  Anansi’s 
strange and fabulous adventures, first in crafting a narrative to outwit Sykes, another spider man 
character, and also in highlighting Anansi’s ability to conjure worlds as he slips between the dimensions 
of  humans and the world of  dragons. The most important element in Anansi’s configuration is his 
ability to conjure beings and realities through the force of  his own imagination and by means of  his 
stories. The story as imaginative creation is the true power that Anansi bequeaths to these children. For 
instance, when Anansi finds himself  without a ladder as he tries to escape into the air, he calls on the 
spider world for help:

 in a telegram sent by telepathy, a telepathogram, as only a spider can. His call for help 
fly out at all cardinal points with a fix on his shifting location. Air weave itself  into silk 
strands and they slow Anansi descent and as more strands appear they bring his flailing 
limbs and body to a complete stop in mid air. Anansi turn around in the air supported by 
this weave of  strands in the atmosphere. A giant web support his body. (D’Aguiar 97)

This vast edifice of  web is a reality that emerges from Anansi’s mind. It is a figment shaped 
from both his need to survive and from his imagination. It harks back to Wilson Harris’s discussion 
of  the phantom limb or the limbo imagination, through which the survivors of  the Middle Passage 
both re-member the dismembered limb of  Africa and its rituals, beliefs, and traditions, and reassemble 
those memories on new ground out of  necessity and through performance. The limbo is for Harris a 
mythic structure akin to the story structures of  other significant myths, such as those of  Christianity 
or Hinduism or Orisha or Anansi. The trauma or rupture of  the Middle Passage has led to a new 
conception of  the relation to the past, now conceived imagistically, not as something whole, but in 
images that speak of  the need to constantly remember the trickster function, the function of  survival 
instincts, and the role of  resistance to authority through devious means. Anansi’s function in this story is 
to show that he is a fluid figure and that space and time have fluid boundaries, as in film. 

Anansi rises through these spaces between the parallel worlds of  imagination and a world where 
he fights and outwits dragons. He slides easily through these spaces because he is a chimera shaped by 
traumatic events that have demanded that he assume various disguises and that he survive through wit 
and imagination. His existence is virtual, though he retains the trace of  African presence and belief. 
As virtual image he represents the potency of  difference, as characterized by Deleuze, a potential that 
demands to be seen as a creation or an image that is not identical to an original reality, but crafted out 
of  need, an imaginary construct and fabulation. The gaps between the past and the present demand 
a new structure and a new way of  seeing. Seeing through these gaps via the power of  imaginative 
creation and aesthetic practice ushers in the revolutionary potential to craft new worlds and new 
relationships within society. They beckon to what Deleuze references as “the body without organs” 
and what Harris calls the cross-cultural imagination and the womb of  space. Both ideas suggest that 
Caribbean art is revolutionary. 

For Deleuze, “the body without organs” is a process of  interconnecting flows through which 
social groupings organize themselves. Such organization requires no overarching or transcendent being 
who has authority. The very act of  pursuing intense experiences, as in art and imaginative creation, is a 
way of  becoming or of  opening up to endless potential. 
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The concept of  the “body without organs” allows Deleuze to think about the process of  
becoming, and, for him, film is a mirror of  this process. It contains within it the idea that we are what 
we become through the memories that we encounter at each present moment. These memories flow 
and shape us through particular moments of  intense experience. Harris speaks of  similar processes 
through his writings on the womb of  space. For him, moments of  becoming are marked by artistic 
endeavour. His understanding of  art as a portal through which the artist moves and through which 
he becomes a conduit of  the mutualities of  experience is an expression of  the function of  the artist in 
his active role as transmitter and agent of  becoming. The artist must find a mechanism for forcing the 
body to attend to hidden memories and to gain access to these traces. The idea of  cinema facilitates 
this. Cinema creates a graphic enactment that uses the visual in a manner similar to the sonic, since it 
operates through rhythmic movement and repetition and makes the eye play with lines and movement. 

In her memoir, A Map to the Door of  No Return, Dionne Brand uses cartography in a manner 
that illustrates how this idea functions in terms of  spatial movement. In this work Brand seeks a visual 
graph of  the spiritual journey that she and other Caribbean writers undertake. She suggests that the 
pervasive and resilient belief  in a spiritual force that is seen to be variously embodied over time enables 
Caribbean writers to maintain the sense of  enormous potential within the region. 

For Brand, the body is a map of  historical yearning. Her use of  cartography is akin to the 
movement of  the filmic. Cartography becomes a way of  making visible the trafficking of  human spirit 
that for her is accompanied by a form of  inertia linked to an unattainable and unreachable past that is 
metaphorically, psychologically and imaginatively the door of  no return. This past is equally the door 
or gateway that propels each generation into motion and nomadism. 

This process of  mapping leads to various forms of  recognition: for example the faces and figures 
that she meets recall and refigure the bodies of  the enslaved who yearned for freedom and whose quest 
began hundreds of  years ago. This is exemplified in the runaway slave Kamena who, in Brand’s novel, 
At the Full and Change of  the Moon, “escapes the slave plantation at Mon Chagrin” and remains “searching 
in this novel for a place he will never find” (Brand 203). 

Maps take on psychic and spiritual meaning in the graphing of  these journeys. In the plasticity 
given to both space and time and the use of  fragmentation, as in montage, Brand’s memoir achieves 
the effect of  the filmic. The point of  origin for the mapping in A Map to the Door of  No Return is the map 
of  the royal cartographer in the museum at Fort George. These maps drawn by the eighteenth-century 
royal cartographer point, in their precision and their self  assured intention, to the certainties of  belief  
and the clear sense of  purpose of  the slavers (Brand 202).

Brand focuses our attention on the prose of  the royal cartographer, the certainty of  his language 
and his abiding sense of  his own authority and being. Her writing becomes both an act of  sabotage and 
of  envy. Caribbean writing, she notes, cannot give expression to anything but the constant movement 
and the desire of  the nomadic individual. But it is that very desire that becomes the source of  the 
spiritual continuity that the memoir traces. The mapping of  these lost travellers is in complete contrast 
to the well-formed, well-formulated artistic adventure and trajectory of  “the explorers and adventurers 
who peopled the island anew” (206-208). Brand’s work becomes a fleeing from that intentional mapping 
of   “the works of  18th century cartographers who grew more and more skilled at forgetting as time 
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passed” (206-208) and functions as an act of  dreaming and imagining that calls on the resources of  
belief  systems that, as Harris intuits, lie buried in the unconscious layers of  the Caribbean psyche. 
Brand uses her poetic skill to suggest the opposition between civility and barbarism through the maps 
that she draws. These maps are spirit maps. 

Different kinds of  possessed bodies that include pop stars and footballers are also included 
within her text. Gradually her description of  possession becomes the recognition of  a past that surfaces 
in different forms wherever the writer travels. These epiphanies are the recognition, as she says, in 
“radiant moments” of  the multiple signs of  transference and transfiguration:

To live in the Black Diaspora is I think to live as a fiction—a creation of  empires, and 
also self-creation. It is to be a being living inside and outside of  herself. It is to apprehend 
the sign one makes yet be unable to escape it except in radiant moments of  ordinariness 
made like art. To be a fiction in search of  its most resonant metaphor then is even more 
intriguing. So I am scouring maps of  all kinds, the way that some fictions do, discursively, 
elliptically, trying to locate their own transferred selves. (Brand 18-19)

Her memoir is here quite similar in its method to I Is A Long Memoried Woman by Grace Nichols, 
where the enslaved morph into distinct other bodies throughout time and history. Time becomes 
cyclical, as happens in many magical realist texts. This embodiment of  a continued spirit of  resistance 
and bewilderment transferred to other times and other places is the poetic version of  that intentionality 
which Brand notes as missing in the Caribbean migrant. It is this lack that has given rise to the despair 
and dejection of  the young man in Amsterdam who steps off the kerb, or that reveals itself  in the 
constant need to ask the same question or seek new maps to show the way forward. 

Grace Nichols’s work pinpoints another technique that makes the idea of  spatial movement 
apparent. This is the use of  echoing or chiming, through juxtaposition or conflict. The long memoried 
woman concretizes the image of  a slave woman whose memory is echoed in the bodies of  drifting 
workers navigating their way across Britain and the various other spaces to which migrants from the 
Caribbean travel. This spirit, birthed in pain, perseveres through the ages in the gestures and body 
movements of  woman. These gestures originate in the need to find covert expressions of  resistance 
as exemplified in a poem such as “Hi de Buckras hi!” (40), or “I coming Back” (43), both of  which 
follow the poet’s construction of  herself  as a dreaming presence whose dreaming, as she says, keeps 
“me from the borders of  this darkness.” The “clamouring ghosts” invade the reality of  the present 
“forcing me to drink blood from my father /skull / forcing me to eat dirt”(41). The ghosts who demand 
this submergence into the trauma of  the past are the elders or ancestors, and poetry demands a ritual 
submission into and absorption of  time’s degradation and suffering. 

Woman as enduring presence and resistance figure is not only a dreamer and a seer of  ghosts, 
but she is also a herbalist, a myalist, and the figure of  vengeance through the arts of  magic carried 
in her mind and memory. In the collection, I Is A Long Memoried Woman, Nichols also makes clear 
connections between Amerindian knowledge systems and African/New World cosmologies that connect 
the drifting multitudes that are fused by and infused with spirit.
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The translation into film of  Nichols’ work by Frances-Anne Solomon, a Trinidadian-born 
filmmaker, explores some of  the ways in which Nichols expresses space. The filmmaker acts as 
interpreter, but also extends the poetic work in particular ways. The film seeks, through dance and its 
privileging of  movement in space, to map the trajectory of  the Caribbean diaspora and in particular 
the vicissitudes and triumphs of  the Caribbean female spirit. Dance operates in combination with 
filmic techniques to create a language that echoes. The properties of  film language are here expanded 
and creolized by the use of  dance forms emerging from the Caribbean. The film then creates a cross 
dialogue with Nichols’ poem and demonstrates the importance of  techniques in poetry that allow time 
and space to be manipulated. 

As film-maker, Solomon takes certain key ideas from the words and phrases in the collection, 
such as travel in space, and memory, and spirit, in order to release the potential inherent in the poetry. 
She further intensifies these through the camera’s focus on the black body. This body, as the film 
progresses, takes on a chameleon-like expressive force as it combines with other images and sounds. 
The word “is” as in the creole construction “I is” is accessed for its sense of  embodiment of  all women, 
a kind of  “essence” of  the female spirit that the poem uses in its movement across time as the speaker 
becomes every African Caribbean woman who is the product of  enslavement and enforced exile. 

Solomon uses editing techniques to align this body to earth, sea and the forces of  darkness 
already implicit in the poem’s introductory sequence of  birthing which bleeds “memories in the 
darkness” (5).  The combination of  oppositional shots in the film leads to a powerful image. The 
filmmaker organizes the chosen fragments of  poems so that they become an ensemble with dance as 
the controlling unifying factor. Through the careful selection of  the pieces, the creole language, and the 
Caribbean experience, the film seeks to emit the historic echoes that have accumulated over time.

The filming of  the dance has, from the very beginning of  the work, accrued the power of  
subconscious memory in keeping with Wilson Harris’s theorizing of  the limbo as submerged memory 
of  the Middle Passage. The lines of  the poem emphasize the body as an encapsulation of  history and 
register the continuance of  pain through the material fact of  the female body: 

Bleeding memories in the darkness

How she stumbled onto the shore 

How the metals dragged her down 

How she thirsted (Nichols 5)

The use of  the body as an emerging dark spiritual force is opposed to the more sterile images of  
the baccra, for example. Dance gives expressive force to the vexation and rage of  the black woman not 
simply in terms of  the rigidity of  body, but also in the use of  close-ups that emphasize the contempt 
that the black woman has for those who subjugate her. Even more emotionally powerful is the use of  
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the close-up as a way of  focusing on the rage and growing resentment of  the black woman. The dance 
becomes an accumulative linear force in the montage assemblage of  the whole, knitting a weave of  
images and associations. It is expressive not simply as dance, but because of  the camera movement and 
the inclusion of  song through which an audio-visual line is created.

The dance, as it interprets bodily endurance and constant exile through movement, creates 
an alignment with the blood that flows from the female womb. This black, female body becomes an 
encapsulation of  historic experience by means of  the power of  begetting, a link in the chain of  memory 
written in her flesh and figure. The body as site of  continuity leads to the possibility of  resistance and 
new beginnings. 

The dissonance of  lines across space, whether architectural or figural, draws the viewer into 
the dynamics of  memory as it oscillates between despair and hope. The filmic icons, photographs and 
maps are fragments that are made to withdraw or draw close, to dissolve or create abstract shapes on 
the screen in order to project the psychic turmoil left by a history of  enslavement. Movement on screen 
is here a simulation of  the past, as it remains immanent in the present. The ideational line that links 
these works is the recognition of  recurrent patterns of  atrocity and destructive human acts, and the 
movement of  successive lines of  migration and dispersals. 

Through the language of  cinema, as in the use of  close-up and the dissolve, or the body filmed 
from above or framed at particular angles, or in the use of  lighting effects, we are made to see past 
and present as coexistent. This is apparent for example in the use of  light and shadows which echo 
the mottled skin of  a previous image of  a woman bound and left naked to be eaten by ants. Film thus 
enables the imposition of  memories that occupy the one frame, yet remain separate and apart. 

Similarly, the young girl, Nellie, in Erna Brodber’s  Jane and Louisa Will Soon Come Home also 
moves to a recognition of  community and the presence of  the ancestral past through cinematic means. 
Brodber interlaces past and present and childhood and adulthood by means of  narrating a series of  
intense experiences. These operate as fragments that combine through a principle of  montage unity, 
creating different sequences or scenes that together build an ideational line.

Language becomes multi-layered, and form in the novel marks the breaks and ruptures of  
history. We find a structure that mirrors process and that creates an architectural and concrete shape 
of  the hurt, as in Kamau Brathwaite’s use of  his Sycorax video-text format. Brodber constructs a 
narrative that images the fissures of  time and memory. The stories (romance) fed to the descendants of  
white Uncle Will are emblematized in a  “still shot” and the author juxtaposes this fixed frame to the 
“moving” image that is initially fragmented. Both fixity and fragmentation speak of  conflicts and mis-
directions. The story of  Aunt Becca is one such “misdirection,” as are the adventures of  young Nellie 
in the commune and in her sexual encounters. Baba as priest and as Anansi figure provides one looking 
glass that enables a re-assembling of  the fragments of  a dislocated past so that Nellie can see how her 
present has become fixed in what Brodber calls a “kumbla”, which, as the narrator says, is usually 
“white”. The kumbla story is mediated again through the Anansi folk tales that speak of  the need to 
survive, of  journeys, and of  love of  one’s children, bringing it into convergence with the tale of  Great 
grandmother Tia who “annihilated” herself  to allow her dynasty to become established. 
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Nellie, then, as budding writer and artist, begins to shape these multiple narratives, first to 
fragment the established story by shaking it up and afterwards to put it back together again; as in a 
progressive narrative in which each image, as it reappears, accrues successive layers of  meaning so that 
a story of  mobility, negotiation and process finally evolves. This story first traces a rite of  passage, in 
the sequence entitled  “To Waltz with You” when Nellie acknowledges both her African sensibility and 
Baba as a guiding light. Her fullness of  understanding and unpinning of  cultural and historical memory 
occurs in her witness to the dance where Mass Stanley and other members of  the community perform 
ritual acts of  communal and societal negotiation and bonding. 

Dance here, as in Wilson Harris’s History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas, is memory 
and re-enactment. Its performance asserts the dislocation that has led to a failure of  communication 
and a loss of  home, but also re-members these dismembered traces or vestiges of  culture and belief  
as acknowledged, for example, in the figure of  Anansi, the spider god. Dance, as memory and re-
enactment, functions as an act of  healing. Brodber unveils the layers of  the past in its active and 
creative presence in the body and aesthetic practices of  the Caribbean, and traces these new forms as 
they emerged after rupture from African origins and historic adventures. This survival process has led to 
the various strategies employed in the movement to becoming and to community:

Third figure now and everybody is a soldier and the ladies are waving them off to war. Yes 
now Charlie, let we hear the rhumba box. We hear it. Now send off the men ladies, send 
them off. Let them work. Mass Stanley worked in foreign, served in the war so he knows. 
Right men. Go on by yourselves. Go on. Show off. Hold up your head and smell. Smell 
him. You better than him but is all right. You don’t hold it ‘gainst him. And come back to 
your women now. Send them up to warm up. Let them know each other. Give them their 
chance but show them how. That’s right. Bow to each other. Mannersable. That’s right. 
Decent and gentle. Now smell them. See who have on what but be mannersable. Greet 
them. Let them feel at home but let them know that you are still the best and you know it. 
(Brodber 102)

Dance movement and the play of  sense give architectural shape to the negotiation of  social 
relationships. 

As movement in time and space, the dance speaks to a structuring of  experience. Here one finds 
the dynamic organization through intense experience of  which Deleuze speaks. Aligned to the kumblas 
crafted by Anansi, the dance as concrete enactment of  a vestigial trace represents a new ground of  
potential and of  consciousness beyond the individual self. In other words, the movement that is present 
in a particular artistic expression both binds community together and gives it permission to change and 
renew itself.

Guy Deslauriers, in collaboration with Patrick Chamoiseau, uses a similar image of  the dance 
in the film The Middle Passage, which is also an unearthing or excavation of  hidden histories. We can 
say that Deslauriers is speaking to the idea of  a phantom limb or a limbo aesthetic. For Wilson Harris, 
the uprooting from the ancestral space and the trauma of  this passage have left vestiges that emerge 
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through art and performance as in the limbo dance. The limbo dance is a “re-membering”. Dance 
incorporates the memory of  Africa through this limbo aesthetic. In The Middle Passage, this is perceived 
as something so deeply imbedded in consciousness that the slaves dance to an inner music despite the 
imposition of  a European tradition and despite their enchained state. 

Deslauriers uses classic montage, in particular the use of  dissonance, to create a dark memory 
image of  a time of  trauma. Film allows Deslauriers to render an invisible story through giving 
substance to a ghostly narrative and through the body in movement, as well as the juxtaposition of  
images that give potent form to the atrocity of  a buried history. The need to make visible the secreted 
parts of  history demands a form that allows both the creation of  the new and a capacity to bring pieces 
together so that they reveal their secrets in the gaps or the in-between. Through the play of  conflictual 
lines and fragments, an idea emerges that resonates with the trauma of  the voyage. What is most 
important here is the desire of  the director and the screen writers to force Caribbean representational 
configurations to move beyond static ideas. Movement or the “movies” becomes in and of  itself  a 
powerful idea, or to put it in a Deleuzian way, it puts movement into thought and allows for a process 
of  becoming. What this film suggests is the crossover between literature and film that I have been 
examining in this essay.

If  space is concretized in dance in the work of  Brodber and given historic, mythical and spiritual 
significance and potency in the work of  D’Aguiar, Nichols, Brand and Powell, it is because writers 
such as Walcott and Brathwaite had already evoked this idea. For Brathwaite and Walcott, time and 
space and their manipulation through montage are key elements in the interrogation of  the Caribbean 
psyche. Such artistic manipulation enables the release of  hidden memories and buried potential, and 
facilitates the recognition of  an image of  becoming. I want to show briefly how Brathwaite and Walcott 
use montage as an aesthetic form.

In ConVERSations with Nathaniel Mackey, Brathwaite notes, “the very concept of  writing has alter,” 
and he continues, “the computer gives me that opportunity” not only to return to a form of  writing 
reminiscent of  the Middle Ages, but:

To release the pen fro the fist of  my broeken hand and begin what I call my ‘Video-
style’, in which I tr (y) make the words themselves live off – away from- the ‘page’, so you 
can see – is this true? does this make sense – or does it simply try to mean what I mean? – 
like see their sound – technology taking us ‘back’, I suppose, to the Urals – which is why I 
continue to think of  the MiddleAges.

He then connects this to the “ILLUMINATED MANUSCRIPTS when the written 
word could still hear itself  speak, as it were And beyond that, even to the possibility of  
HIEROGLYPHICS”. (ConVERSations 166-167)

The idea of  hieroglyphs links the creation of  a written language with the thing that it seeks to 
represent and in fact takes us beyond representation. 

Brathwaite’s work post-1987, and in particular, Born to Slow Horses, exemplifies all the elements 
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of  filmic writing discussed above. This work seeks to usher in ghosts through the manipulation of  
space and conflictual lines that enable new ways of  seeing. It uses movement and facilitates the reader’s 
navigation through several intense experiences, including the arrival of  Columbus’s ships and the 
treatment of  the enslaved, by enacting the dynamism of  film montage. We are moved because the text 
moves and, in turn, moves us. 

In this text, Brathwaite rewrites earlier poetry to render sound visible, to create a sense of  
space and to make the eye move through contrasting textures and emphases, in particular size and 
shape. He also includes graphics. Sounds generated in this way create an echo that acts to enable the 
emergence of  the past as reverberations in consciousness. We thus have, for example, the poem “Days 
_ Nights” which is a performance on the page, and re-enacts the drama between Betty and Ann as 
a dramatization of  the idea that a black girl could not at a particular time in history be friends with a 
white girl as debated in Wasafiri. 

The use of  line at times mimics Ann’s frail body and the structuring of  the lines assumes the 
shape of  the conflict between those who have power and those who are victims. Christophine from 
Wide Sargasso Sea is both narrator and observer of  injustice as she records the goings on. The sound of  
Ann’s cry is rendered through the sound systems that simulate a roar of  pain after she is auctioned. The 
line structure at the end simulates both the sound of  wailing and the deep submergence of  rage as an 
interiorization in the psyche:

Nan

Nan

Nan

Anan

Nvr a nam 

gnashlish

.

.

.
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I want to close with Walcott’s Omeros since there is a very overt use of  film in the play of  sound and 
sight and the use of  dissonance in this work. In this poem the superimposition of  historic ideas of  pain 
is evoked through a system of  sound and visual lines moving together with one specific idea: that of  the 
constant return of  enslavement. The very sights and sounds of  the market hold this cycle of  atrocity. 
The noise of  the market acts as a sound track that is more than a memory of  the roar of  pain of  the 
previously enslaved and is in fact a residual memory of  enslavement that acts as the unifying element of  
the following sequence:

Where did it start? The iron roar of  the market

with its crescent moons of  Mohammedan melons,

with hands of  bananas from a Pharaoh’s casket,

lemons gold as the balls of  Etruscan lions,

the dead moon of  a glaring mackerel; it increases 

its pain down the stalls, the curled heads of  cabbages

crammed on a tray to please implacable Caesars,

slaves head-down on a hook, the gutted carcasses

of  crucified rebels, from orange-tiled villas … (Omeros 37)

This travelling shot along a Caribbean market signifies the trans-generational trauma of  
enslavement and its continuing effect in the present of  the Caribbean. Here, in this sequence, the stalls 
retain, as Brathwaite notes in Contradictory Omens, the very look of  an African market.9 Submerged 
memory surfaces as an active agent in the present and not simply as a moment of  recollection: “the 
physical resemblance of  present-day Afro-West Indian peasants, for instance and present-day Ashanti 
and Yoruba, say, is remarkable […] and the organization of  the markets […] are almost exact copies of  
markets in Lagos, Accra, Abomey, Ibadan”.  Brathwaite notes further that the only way to give a sense 
of  this uncanny sameness or resemblance is through “photographic and cinematic/tape recordings 
to illustrate that the rhythms and sound patterns of  West Indian and West African markets are also 
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similar.” The idea is that the market is a return, through its images, of  a deep connection with an 
African past that the ruptures of  time and the Middle Passage have not dissolved. The camera’s lens in 
Walcott’s Omeros both interprets and establishes the image of  the market as an illusion and a memory 
jolted by the semblance of  a “look”. Further, it reinforces the idea that the trauma of  this rupture is still 
an open wound.10

These superimposed memories in Omeros emerge through resemblance and create an illusion in a 
manner similar to that shaped by post-production editing, where through superimposition, one image 
can be co-joined or placed on top of  another to create a distinctly new idea. This editing imposes 
several layers of  history and leads to the idea that the past remains constantly present in the lived 
experiences and daily lives of  Caribbean peoples. The sound or, as Brathwaite suggests, the rhythm, 
is also a unifying factor, and here the “roar” of  the market facilitates the emergence of  a resemblance 
between Africa and the New World. 

Since each fruit and product creates an image/idea derived from the memory of  several histories of  
enslavement, it also gives the effect of  layers of  parallel narratives. It derives its structure from montage. 
The effect is to give a sense of  the Caribbean as a place where layers of  narratives have combined to 
facilitate a new aesthetic and a new way of  being.

Both of  these writers and many within the contemporary time seek to engage readers in a play 
of  affect through which the past becomes immanent in the present. These writers seek to make the 
body an instrument, and art becomes the music. Through this art, they seek to force us to think of  the 
Caribbean as a place of  unending possibilities and of  the generation of  the new.

Notes
1    See Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse.

2  See Harris’s Tradition, the Writer and Society. Critical Essays, published initially in 1967 by New 
Beacon Press, and in particular the essay, “The Question of  Form and Realism in the West 
Indian Artist” in which he argues for a new architecture of  the word that would bring 
“diminished man” into focus. 

3 See the writings of  David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, for example, Film Art: An Introduction. 
For a more complex approach, see Sergei Eisenstein, Collected Works, 4 volumes, general editor 
Richard Taylor and the posthumous work, Nonindifferent Nature, Film and the Structure of  Things. 
See also my edited collection of  essays, The Montage Principle: Eisenstein in New Cultural and Critical 
Contexts. 
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4  See Deleuze interview with Gregory Flaxman in The Brain is the Screen: Deleuze and the Philosophy of  
Cinema edited by Gregory Flaxman, page 371.

5 The Brain is the Screen:  Deleuze and the Philosophy of  Cinema edited by Gregory Flaxman.

6 The Brain is the Screen, 365-373 

7  See Sergei Eisenstein’s writings on psychological effect through movement. In particular, see his 
essay “Laocoön” to be found in Towards a Theory of  Montage: Sergei Eisenstein Selected Works, Volume 
2.  

8  See my essay “Time and Space in Their Indissoluble Connection”(2004). See also Derek Walcott’s 
Love Affair with Film (2017).

9  Contradictory Omens. See pp. 17 & 42 in particular. 

10  See Dominick La Capra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma; Contemporary Approaches 
in Literary Trauma Theory, edited by Michelle Balaev.
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“This thing is very much alive”: 
Louise Bennett on Audio-
Visual Media
Alejandra Bronfman

The Louise Bennett Coverley “Miss Lou” fonds at McMaster University hold 
Bennett’s papers and audiovisual materials from late in her life, amassed mostly after 
she moved to Toronto.1 Unlike the other well-organized folders with correspondence, 
manuscripts, or transcribed interviews, folder 46 is a random collection of  papers. Many 
of  these pieces of  paper are repurposed, so the envelope of  a letter from a friend becomes 
a place for a few notes, or a sheet of  ruminations becomes crowded with shopping lists 
squeezed into the margins. These are the scraps of  everyday life, the remains of  a period 
late in her existence. Notes on pharmaceutical stationery or the back of  an EKG report 
suggest a life slowly being consumed with health concerns, and the inspirational poems 
or frank prayers a search for peace in the face of  old age and death. But the lists of  
proverbs or poems speak to ongoing efforts to catalogue or archive, to continue the work 
of  documenting and celebrating language to which she had dedicated so much time and 
energy. And a list of  Canadian sayings or proverbs indicates, perhaps, an effort to compile 
for Canada what she had spent her life doing for Jamaica. But it is a short list, ending 
after six or seven phrases, cut short for lack of  interest, or time, or material. The quotidian 

Source: http://bit.ly/2AqxGkz
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mixes with the essential: we find “grapefruit, cucumber, nail clippers” jotted among phone numbers, 
versions of  “walk good”, rough drafts of  notes to friends. The other folders constitute an archive of  
her transition to Toronto and her numerous media appearances there.2 This collection, which includes 
audiovisual materials as well as many interviews in which she reflects on her career, allows for a 
consideration of  the relationship between the spoken, the written, and the broadcast word. It speaks to 
a long life of  remediation, of  the moves among media, and of  the repurposing of  words and forms.  

Louise Bennett has received enough scholarly attention that by now, it is possible to assert that 
Mervyn Morris’ injunction to “read Bennett, seriously” has received a response.3 Most of  this attention 
has centered on the texts she produced, and has brought a variety of  analytical perspectives to bear 
on her poetry and use of  language in general.4 Scholars have pointed to her work as decolonizing or 
feminist, and made fascinating and astute observations about the rich archive of  her poetry and career.5 
Others have argued for understanding her work as transnational, or as working through and producing 
the categories of  “folk” and “middle-class” in her use of  language and rhythm.6 Yet while scholars 
acknowledge that she performed on radio and television, they devote little attention to exploring her 
relationship with media and, conversely, the media’s relationship to her work. 

This essay departs methodologically from the important work of  literary criticism with a more 
focused consideration of  the audiovisual media in which Bennett worked. Following Lisa Gitelman, 
I understand media as embedded in social and cultural structures that include “technological forms 
and their associated protocols.”7 Media histories consider the conditions, both material and social, of  
production, the creation of  audiences, and the ways that tuning in to radio and television may have 
shaped quotidian lives. More than a “poet of  utterance”, more than “oral and scribal”, Bennett was 
electronic and audiovisual as well.8 I suggest that she transformed those forms of  media with which 
she interacted. In the Jamaican context, her work in radio and television coincided with moments of  
growth of  those media, and she made them relevant to Jamaican audiences. Thinking about Bennett 
in a trans-media context links her to a broader conversation about the politics of  media infrastructures 
crucial to Jamaica in the decolonizing moment. It also traces a neglected current in her intellectual 
production. As much as the creation of  a “Jamaican folk”, her work engaged and commented on 
audiovisual media as the technologies developed and changed. In her rendition of  modern Jamaica, 
the folk and the media were not imagined as separate. Indeed, in the case of  television, the folk and the 
media were mutually constituted. It’s not just that she broadcast in the media. It’s that the programmes 
were often about the media, with which she had a complicated relationship, both wary of  and familiar 
with its power. If  her career depended on the media, so radio and television grew in popularity because 
of  her presence in them. 

Bennett tells the story of  the beginning of  her career as a complexly mediated series of  events. 
She had performed on stage, written poetry, and had a poem broadcast on the radio. One account 
of  her own growing popularity in the earliest moments of  her career speaks to the flow of  language 
across media and social settings. It was at a dinner party at which she was invited to recite that she met 
Michael de Cordova, managing director of  the Gleaner. He became interested in her work and decided 
to publish some of  her poems in a weekly column. After the publication of  her poems in the Gleaner, 
they took on lives of  their own in the spoken word, as people began to read them out loud and in some 
cases create skits based on them. She received letters requesting her assistance and began to travel 
to villages throughout the island helping people stage plays based on her poems and stories. In those 



65

settings she collected more songs and stories that served as raw material for subsequent work.9 Rather 
than settling into work as a “writer” or “actor”, Bennett followed the words, written or spoken, where 
they led. In the middle-class Jamaican milieu in which she was educated, proper speaking and recitation 
were cultivated alongside powerful writing as essential tools. To be oral and scribal, as Mervyn Morris 
observed, was to take part in a cultural moment in which that was the norm.10 Public speaking took 
place in a variety of  settings: stage, dinner party, school, village square. The mobility of  the written and 
spoken word preceded and created the conditions in which an artist such as Bennett sought to move 
among media of  all kinds, electronic and otherwise. 

Yet Bennett’s arrival to the radio was circuitous, mediated by the politics of  empire, technology 
and language. As is well known, Bennett moved to London in 1945 to attend the Royal Academy of  
Dramatic Arts. While there she began what would become a long engagement with radio, though her 
entrance was not particularly smooth. While she hosted her own programme soon after she arrived, 
she was also an occasional contributor to Caribbean Voices, the BBC programme founded by Una 
Marson and directed during Bennett’s time by Henry Swanzy.11 As Glyne Griffith has argued, Caribbean 
Voices sought to present a particular sound and tone through the poems they chose and the readers 
who presented them. It aimed to represent the Caribbean to itself  through literature written by West 
Indian writers, about the West Indies.12 This was a quintessential imperial programme: produced in 
London, but broadcast to the Caribbean, with writers both on the islands and in the UK. It used the 
medium itself  to create a narrative of  both cosmopolitanism and rootedness, through which listeners 
could imagine that they belonged to an island and an empire simultaneously. Correspondence between 
Swanzy and Gladys Lindo, his contact in Jamaica who solicited and collected submissions before 
sending them to Swanzy in London, illustrates what they meant by “local color” even as they held to 
particular standards. When discussing unsuitable poems, they could get somewhat catty. Swanzy wrote 
to Lindo that his rejects included “patriotic poems, sweetly pretty poems, by what I take to be spinster 
ladies, probably teachers, ditto by gentlemen.”13 In private, they needed only quote the objectionable 
poem, rather than outlining its faults: “One poor lady in Barbados” had poems sent back and then sent 
another, which began “Five little darkies playing in the sand, they are indeed a very happy band.” With 
no need for further explanation Lindo wrote “you will see that I have to cease being tactful and tell her 
the blunt truth.”14 In frequent consensus about their politics and aesthetics, they seemed to agree that 
Bennett’s poetry suited their taste and vision for the programme. But they had a difficult time procuring 
her participation. Rather than waiting for her submissions, they solicited contributions from her in 
1947.15 For whatever reason, Bennett seemed reluctant, only sending poems in 1950, over three years 
after the initial request. In the interim, they incorporated poems clipped from her newspaper column 
into the programme. When she finally sent her poems, her accompanying note reads as distracted, or 
unimpressed: What are we to make of  her brief  message, which contains a misspelling of  one of  the 
most sought after cultural brokers for West Indians in London: “Dear Mr. Swansea, here are the story 
and verses about christmas. If  you need an explanation of  john Cunoo” “Anancy” etc let me know. 
Thanking you.”16

Bennett had returned to Jamaica in 1947 and according to various accounts struggled to make 
a living during that period. She may not have imagined radio, especially in Jamaica, as a particularly 
attractive or lucrative option. In contrast to many other parts of  the world, local radio broadcasting 
in Jamaica had only begun eight years prior, in 1939, and in 1947 not many people had receivers; 
Jamaica’s mountainous terrain and climate interfered with clear reception, and programming was 
in control of  reforming elites, whose well-meaning but dull programming failed to appeal to large 
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numbers of  Jamaican listeners.17 Prior to the 1938 riots, colonial officials had been reluctant to spend 
revenues to build a radio station. After the riots, broadcasting was implemented as part of  a broader 
programme created by the Social Welfare Commission to quell unrest and instill loyalty to the empire. 
Bennett would have encountered a version of  the BBC in Jamaica, but a less well-funded and less 
popular one.18 Perhaps this was the source of  her lack of  interest in contributing to Caribbean Voices 
during this period. 

Meanwhile, however, she used her interest in patois and folk culture to critique the media 
infrastructures themselves, and in particular to explore the relationship between technology and 
veracity. Telephone service was installed in Jamaica in the late nineteenth century, but in 1948 when 
Bennett wrote her poem “De Public an de Phone” she mingled appreciation for its power with 
frustration with its scarcity.

The poem wonders if  truth-telling is in the hands of  technology or ordinary people: “Telephone 
tell dem sey dem lie!” Acknowledging its capacity to control information, she remains skeptical: 

Yes mah, me haffe try

Fe fine out ef  a Public or

A Phone a-tell de lie! 19  

But, in a familiar move, the dilemma is laced with irony, because it is only through access to the 
telephone, for which she has been waiting for several years, that she will ultimately be able to discern its 
capacity: 

Me kean gi Public right or wrong

For me noh got no Phone

Fe two years dem a-promise, an

Fe two years me dah-try

An me kean raise a phone yet, an

Phone kean say dat is lie!20
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As part of  the media infrastructure, the telephone was a potential portal to news and 
information, but for the most part frustratingly unavailable. Telephone and broadcasting service were 
linked in 1950, with the creation of  Radio Jamaica Rediffusion, which involved broadcasting radio 
programmes over telephone lines in the hopes of  getting clearer and more consistent reception.21 

Critiques of  broadcasting media also found their way into another of  Bennett’s productions, 
The Lou and Ranny Show, which ran for many years as a theater production that was simultaneously 
broadcast on the radio. The programme, featuring Bennett and Ranny Williams as several different 
characters, was broadly comic, a frequently hilarious series of  sketches gently satirizing many aspects of  
life in Jamaica and Kingston.22 The role of  media itself  in daily life was subject to scrutiny and critique, 
making the programme a kind of  comment on its own existence and capacity to move audiences. 

Each programme had a nested structure. Episodes begin in the city, in the offices of  the Daily 
Misleader, with Ranny Williams as a reporter. The episodes move to “a small rural village”, a place 
where simple country folk work out the travails of  modern life with a combination of  silliness and 
wisdom. In the city, the Daily Misleader often fields visits from outsiders such as staff from the BBC, 
there to investigate the workings of  the newspaper. In these sections, the sounds of  voices and accents 
become important markers of  status, power, and nation. But the programme upends that hierarchy by 
mocking the speakers of  proper British English. In Episode 399, a gentleman from the BBC visits the 
newsroom of  the Daily Misleader, run by Ranny Williams, editor. Ranny and his staff speak in Jamaican 
English, and in part the humor depends on the contrast between their fast and pun-filled banter and the 
BBC guy’s pompous and stuffy interventions. His attempts to ingratiate himself  miss their mark as he 
repeatedly offers jokes at which no one laughs, with Ranny pointing out both the joke and its failure. He 
is there to ask about the previous year in broadcasting, and the newsroom staff dance in verbal circles 
around him with gags and double-entendres. He asks about programmes that might be “interesting, 
odd, out of  the way” and evinces interest when one of  them mentions The Lou and Ranny Show. In 
a reflexively post-modern moment that adds to his confusion and emphasizes their control over the 
situation, they announce that he is actually taking part in the Lou and Ranny Show at that moment. He 
then demands payment, but it is clear that the demand is futile, as is his interest in bringing the show to 
the BBC. They won’t let him have it and they won’t compensate him for stumbling on to their show.23 

This would have resonated with listeners in Jamaica, whose experience of  early broadcasting 
was one in which programmes failed to generate enthusiasm. Conceived mostly to conform to a 
notion of  broadcasting in the service of  cultural uplift, programmes included classical music, as well 
as agricultural and domestic educational programmes that many would have found condescending.24 
Moreover, since most of  the programmeming originated in England, the use of  British rather than 
Jamaican English would either have grated on listeners, or caused them to tune out, while others 
would have understood it as fitting in with aspirations to respectability. The unfunny British BBC 
representative was a stand-in for everything that was wrong and divisive about radio in Jamaica prior to 
the 1950s. 

Radio receivers were themselves markers of  status. They were expensive, and marketing 
campaigns had rendered them necessary to proper and prosperous households.25 As elegant wooden 
cabinets they would have graced middle-class parlors and been the object of  debate and close scrutiny 
with regards to their aesthetic qualities, apart from their functionality as media. As deliverers of  
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information, however, they often fell short. Anyone who bought a receiver also risked it falling into 
disrepair, as evinced in an episode with a broken receiver, for which Ranny is forced to speak in 
different voices from behind a wall. Radio was an imperfect medium, at once appealing and unreliable, 
sometimes delivering prestige and truthful information, and on other occasions offering false promises 
and static-filled babble.26 Bennett’s work, was, in addition to an argument for the importance of  patois 
and folk culture, a running critique of  the media infrastructure and those who controlled it. 

After 1950, however, her presence boosted its popularity. The structure of  broadcasting changed 
in 1950, as government-controlled radio gave way to a commercial structure.27 In the decade prior to 
independence, Jamaican radio began to find its voice, and Louise Bennett was an important contributor 
to that process.28 With Aunty Roachy and Lou and Ranny, she became a more regular presence on the 
radio, and helped to build a broader audience. This did not happen without resistance, as those who 
worried about the way Jamaicans spoke blamed her for the lack of  attention to proper English and the 
persistence of  patois. She was made part of  the furious debate about education and proper English as 
Jamaica anticipated independence and anxiety about the civilizational capacity of  its citizens prevailed. 
Frederic Cassidy, author of  Dictionary of  Jamaican English, noted Bennett’s use of  patois and its presumed 
influence. In a 1959 Gleaner article, he wrote, “The fear that standard English might somehow lose its 
position of  prestige and that dialect might supersede it has recently been revived by the use of  dialect 
on the radio. Some seem to feel that children are going to refuse to speak anything but dialect as a result 
of  listening to dialect plays or to poems by Louise Bennett.”29

She continued to work across media, using writing, theater, and radio to form different 
audiences, and to speak in different registers. She used patois, but also moved among different forms 
of  English, from British to Jamaican. Her work frequently commented on this multilingual context in 
which most Jamaicans moved, critiquing the linguistic hierarchies that were enforced in education, the 
press, and in workplaces. In this regard, she may have served as one of  a few links between increasingly 
divided reforming elites and the peasant majority.30 Literary scholars have noted the ways that early 
and mid-twentieth century literature moved towards a privileging of  the black peasantry as emblematic 
of  Jamaican nationalism, marginalizing earlier middle-class voices that envisioned national identity 
in different terms.31 Broadcast media offered a way to revisit those debates. Rather than reinforcing 
divisions of  class and colour among Jamaicans, Louise Bennett’s performances on both radio and 
television bridged them, moving between distinct social groups with her voice.32 Her Aunty Roachy 
monologues for example, are nested texts in which she begins with the voice of  an urban bourgeois 
woman, and then quotes Aunty Roachy, changing voices and shifting classes as she speaks for her. She 
is the bridge between the urban and rural, and between classes, as she holds Aunty Roachy up as the 
voice of  wisdom. When Aunty Roachy speaks one of  her classically decolonizing phrases (“Jamaica 
no corrupt, Jamaica derive”), she does so with the full endorsement of  the well-educated Miss Louise 
Bennett. 

On TV

 Television broadcasting and independence coincided in Jamaica. When Norman Manley 
founded the Jamaican Broadcasting Corporation in 1959 he envisioned broadcasting with national 
content, much like the British BBC and the Canadian CBC. Initially a radio broadcasting enterprise, 
the JBC opened a television station in 1963, to coincide with the first anniversary of  independence 
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and explicitly aimed at developing local programming and strengthening nationalist sentiment. The 
JBC received a monopoly license, so it was the only television station, and it was placed under the 
auspices of  the Ministry of  Development and Welfare.33 Since broadcasting was expensive, it relied on a 
combination of  commercial advertising and government support. 

In some ways, the programming was an instantiation of  the utopic proposals for television in its 
early years. Educational programmes were developed for teachers to show during school hours. Local 
news and programmes featuring discussions of  political issues demonstrated that television could serve 
serious, citizenship-building purposes. At the same time, because it was more expensive to produce local 
programmes, the content also included imported television programmes, mostly from the United States. 
Jamaicans watched a combination of  local programming, state-sponsored news and instructional shows, 
and American or British serials, soap operas, and variety shows.34 And on Saturday mornings, between 
1968 and 1980, they watched Ring Ding, hosted by Louise Bennett. 

Ring Ding featured children, as actors and as the audience. Children’s television was just emerging 
during this period, not just in Jamaica but globally. Sesame Street, which eventually followed Ring Ding on 
Saturday mornings, had its first broadcast in 1969. Zoom, another television programme that featured 
children, began in 1972. In all of  these, television viewing and acting expanded to include children. 
As an audience, children have come under scrutiny by educators, television executives, psychologists 
and scholars. For many observers, television presents a quandary: on one hand, it is imagined as a 
useful educational tool. On the other hand, precisely because children seem so attracted to it, their 
vulnerabilities to advertising, representations of  violence and of  systemic racialized or gendered 
inequalities are magnified. Children’s television has the capacity to inculcate future citizens, as they 
watch themselves and their peers on TV.35  How Jamaican children’s television fits into these debates is 
an open question that would benefit from further inquiry. Here, I’m interested in what Louise Bennett 
and Ring Ding can reveal about the politics and culture of  media in Jamaica. 

Bennett presided over the programme, sharing songs and folk tales with children, as they sang 
with her. Each week, dozens of  children arrived either to be on the show or watch it. Filmed live, it 
was an enactment of  what Bennett aimed to do with the material she had gathered over the years. 
The programme demonstrated its appeal, and ensured its own longevity through instruction and 
performance. Ring Ding coincided with the growth of  television audiences and an increase in numbers 
of  households with televisions. According to John Lent, in 1968, there were 52,000 television sets 
in Jamaica; two years later Jamaica had 70,000. Writing in 1975, he cited a prediction that forecast 
137,000 television sets in Jamaica.36 Mervyn Morris understood the significance of  television to 
Bennett’s career: “because of  the power of  television, Ring Ding reached more Jamaicans, probably, 
than any other aspect of  Louise Bennett’s career.”37 Yet there is remarkably little written about this 
programme. Jamaican scholars witnessing the emergence of  what was then called “mass media” 
have debated the implications of  media ownership, traced the obstacles to regional broadcasting, and 
recounted the enmeshed relationship between party politics and the broadcasting media. Critics decried 
the imperialist dimensions of  American television especially, and the ways it privileged consumerism 
and individualism.38 On the other hand, some argue that the JBC was a mouthpiece for government 
propaganda. Yet others argued that while the media was important, claims about its powers of  
persuasion were exaggerated.39 While these usefully trace the politicized and rapidly changing context 
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of  Jamaican media in the 1970s, they don’t tend to focus on individual programmes. By the same token, 
while much has been written about Bennett, Ring Ding has not received sustained attention. 

With regards to the social structure in which Ring Ding was embedded, it is useful here to 
turn to Raymond Williams, the literary scholar who held a job as a television critic during the same 
period that Bennett spent her Saturdays rehearsing and coaxing children in a television studio. As a 
result of  this experience he wrote his 1974 book, Television: Technology and Cultural Form, which aims to 
examine and explain what Morris referred to as “the power of  television.”40 As a newly introduced 
medium, Jamaican television occupied a politicized space in which nation and power were negotiated 
and performed. As such, Williams’ interest in the social and political contexts of  media production is 
relevant. As he argues, both radio and television were conceived as empty vessels, “systems primarily 
devised for transmission and reception as abstract processes, with little or no definition of  preceding 
content.”41 In this sense, Williams’ text stresses the way media, and in particular television, is best 
understood as “at once an intention and an effect of  a particular social order.”42 Williams argues that 
it is key to think carefully about the processes by which media are adopted, and their relationship to 
capital and to the state as they vary across space and time. He focuses particularly on broadcasting 
understood as a cultural practice, in which production is centralized (as in British television), and 
consumption is privatized, or domesticated. This was the model for Jamaican broadcasting in the early 
years.  Williams argues that that configuration shaped the ways states and corporations communicated; 
the idea of  communicating to large groups of  people simultaneously was supported with this 
centralized/privatized model.43 

Television: Technology and Cultural Form introduces the notion of  flow to think about the ways that 
watching television is different from going to a concert or a film, or reading a book or a newspaper.44 
Rather than offering a discrete item for consumption, television offers a block of  time during which a 
viewer takes in a variety of  genres. It is the sequence of  different kinds of  media events, all emanating 
from a single source, that Williams argues distinguishes radio and television broadcasting from other 
forms of  entertainment or news-gathering.45 News, advertising, serials, sports events roll by in the course 
of  a few hours, and people adopt the habit of  “watching television” rather than watching discrete 
events.46 Williams argues that this notion of  flow was instilled in radio listeners, and that television 
programming adopted a similar format.47 This is evident in Jamaican broadcasting; especially in the 
ways it mingled content with advertising. In The Lou and Ranny Show, for example, Louise Bennett would 
step out of  character to tout the advantages of  “Spred Satin Paint” before stepping back into character. 
Moreover, as I have argued elsewhere, broadcasting organized time around notions of  bourgeois 
domesticity. The mornings were dedicated to women’s shows, the early afternoons were for news and 
sports, for men returning from work, and the evenings were for families, with music or special features.48 
Media became intrinsic to family time, and shaped it. 

Williams can be useful in thinking through Jamaican television as a cultural form. It is an 
extreme example of  monopolized production, as JBC television was the only television station on the 
island for many years. After the election of  Michael Manley in 1976, it became even more univocal, as 
increased government funding and a deliberate focus on fostering a national identity resulted in more 
Jamaican programming including news, documentaries and the first televised local soap opera, Lime 
Tree Lane.49 Within this framework, it becomes evident that Bennett’s work in Ring Ding, founded in 1968 
before Manley’s election, and continuing until Edward Seaga’s election in 1980, when it was abruptly 
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pulled from the air, took place during a period when the stakes were high for television as government 
officials imagined it as a unifying source. Ring Ding may seem distant from the partisan struggles that 
characterized the 1970s, especially in their most violent stages surrounding the election in 1980. And 
indeed, its survival through different administrations suggests that, for a time, it floated above the fray. 
At the same time, however, the entire media apparatus was an ongoing site of  contention as the battle 
for the state included the sources of  broadcasting. Structurally then, even a programme as benign as 
Ring Ding was never outside of  politics. 

The programme itself  was part of  the flow of  Saturday morning television. By the 1970s, the 
Saturday morning time slot was dedicated to children’s programming in many parts of  the world. 
Jamaican children took part in the nationalizing project of  Ring Ding, but they were also part of  the 
audience for the US-based Sesame Street. The Saturday morning experience was transnational, and some 
would argue that it was shaped by the imperialist dissemination of  American cultural production. 

The differences between Ring Ding and Sesame Street are significant. In the Jamaican programme, 
the actors and the audience were interchangeable. Everyone and anyone might have an opportunity 
to participate. These were ordinary children, rather than specially selected child actors. By generating 
audience and actors each week, Ring Ding gave all participants an investment in the show and 
distributed that investment widely. In addition to the children actually on the programme, their friends, 
parents and relatives would have a relationship, perhaps a sense of  ownership to a certain extent, to the 
show. Bennett was building a public from the ground up. The implication was that television was for 
everyone. Moreover, race seemed irrelevant. At a time when US television had so few black children on 
the air, they came to define children’s television in Jamaica. 

Although the archive for this programme is scant, the documentation that does exist allows for 
analysis of  some visual and procedural elements.50 One surviving short film, “Behind the Scenes at 
Ring Ding with Miss Lou”, explores the process of  putting the show together.51 We see Bennett and 
dozens of  children, and we see them practicing songs and her instructing them on when to enter and 
exit. We see camera people and crew, preparing for filming. There is a British-accented narrator who 
insists that the scenes are full of  chaos and that Bennett makes order out of  chaos every week. In fact, 
as one of  the YouTube comments on the broadcast points out, there is not much chaos. The children 
all seem obedient and well-behaved, and it all looks quite orderly. But there are a lot of  them. The 
programme includes and visually represents a nation of  Jamaican children. Given the emphasis on 
representing local children, the content might seem incidental. But the content is very much part of  the 
show, and it is consistent with Bennett’s life’s work. The songs and stories of  the Jamaican folk, as she 
would have described them, are animated through children’s performances. She literally rejuvenates 
“the folk” with their voices. As a way to demonstrate the vitality and generational continuity of  this 
material, it was a brilliant strategy. What gets defined as Jamaican is not an abstract notion of  folklore, 
but rather the experience of  people celebrating and performing it for audiences. And in that sense, Ring 
Ding was a television programme about the power of  television. 

It was also good television. It was likely less expensive to produce than a serial or variety show 
with adult performers. Jamaican broadcasting struggled to keep costs down, and in that sense this 
programme may have suited their needs.52 The production values didn’t need to be high, and the 
children likely received small sums, if  anything, as payment. The audience was captive, the star was 



72

charismatic, and the content appealing. That the programme lasted for twelve years attests to its success. 
Much like the way her use of  patois on the radio gave life to a faltering medium, Bennett’s continual 
stream of  folk songs and stories solidified the place of  television in Jamaica, so that in independence, 
the folk and communications technologies mutually constituted one another as part of  what it meant to 
participate in an independent Jamaica. 

But this was a double-edged sword. Ring Ding celebrated and gave voice to performances of  the 
folk, and in so doing it generated audiences for itself  and for Jamaica. But what are we to make of  the 
sounding of  the folk through the voices of  women and children? It would be easy to agree with Belinda 
Edmondson that this was Bennett cast in a “soft maternal light rather than one of  a serious national 
writer.”53 Was this a way of  simultaneously including and marginalizing the cultural production of  
generations of  Jamaican peasants, whose accumulated knowledge and claims to Jamaican-ness likely 
extended beyond a series of  charming songs and stories? The struggles and hardships, the violence 
and dispossession, the political exclusion and condescension by reforming elites were not part of  the 
programme, or part of  its narrative. At the same time it is possible to interpret Bennett’s “maternal” 
persona in Ring Ding as exploiting the spaces available to her. Bennett’s work had a deeply political edge, 
but she was also brilliant at gauging her audiences and delivering what was expected. I am not arguing 
that she intended to depoliticize or defang her views. But it was the structure of  the programmeming 
itself  that made children’s television a principal outlet for her work and that, in turn, contained and 
tamed it and made it palatable within the range of  possible expressions even as it managed to critique 
the media’s Eurocentrism and privileging of  whiteness. 

There is something poignant about imagining groups of  Jamaican children arriving at the 
television studio week after week, during the transformative years of  the 1970s when the idealism of  
Michael Manley’s socialist policies slowly gave way to disillusionment and violence.54 Louise Bennett 
moved away from Jamaica shortly after her programme was cancelled, first to Florida, and later to 
Toronto where she lived out her final years. She created a legacy of  a stream of  children moving in and 
out of  a television studio and sharing in her project of  remediating the songs and stories she proffered 
as central to Jamaican modernity. They are not unlike the bundle of  papers in folder 46, a bundle of  
emerging thoughts and ideas, half-formed but striving towards something. The papers, her own, her co-
stars and the children’s voices, radios and televisions, all of  these were the media through which Louise 
Bennett articulated her project of  seeking out and amplifying the ways that ordinary Jamaican people 
spoke and sang. With a complex understanding of  what these forms of  media could and could not do, 
she moved among them and made them speak, and the sounds are still ringing in our ears. 
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GREAT ADAPTATIONS: 
Green Days by the River 
Moves to Screen
Patricia Mohammed

Introduction: Creative genres in dialogue

The first question that perhaps occurs to the viewer is why did the filmmaker choose 
the novel Green Days by the River to adapt? Like most film projects, this one had its usual 
extended and uncertain gestation period. Dawn Cumberbatch had written the script and 
sent it to the filmmaker Michael Mooleedhar a full five years before the production was 
realized. He completed the film he was then working on The Cool Boys, but the continuity 
of  the theme with Cool Boys—young men realizing their masculinity and its challenges, 
appealed to him in the script of  Green Days. The author’s agreement for the purchase of  
rights to the book and the film were also crucial factors in its being eventually realized on 
screen.  

Why Mooleedhar as an up and coming young Trinidadian filmmaker chose to 
adapt this novel is raised in the title of  this essay. It takes its literary cue from Dickens’ 

Green Days by the River movie poster, courtesy Michael Mooleedhar
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novel, Great Expectations, rather than a preoccupation with adaptation theory, the latter a body of  work 
that is still unformed without a “presiding poetics”.1 As a filmmaker whose repertoire has thus far 
consisted of  experimental and commissioned documentaries and a single short fictional self  authored 
script, Mooleedhar was interested in transcribing on screen a novel that had already found its place 
in the literary sensibility of  the society and  wanted to use this as a vehicle to show off the people and 
landscape and to continue filling a gap in the local  and regional film industry: 

I was looking at the landscape of  films being made in Trinidad and the Caribbean for that 
matter and I felt there was nothing that was nice and pure. I identified with Shell’s story, 
coming of  age, whether he wanted to leave Mayaro, as I wanted to leave Trinidad, ideas 
of  falling in love.  I liked the idea of  doing a first feature film where the narrative appears 
simple, yet there is such complexity in the text. I also wanted a film with a message, a love 
letter to Trinidad; we still living green days by the river but in modern times, I wanted a 
reminder of  life before cell phones. I wanted to tell stories to young school children about 
how our parents went to school dances, about dances like the fox trot.2 

In other words, he has great expectations of  this adaptation for encouraging further adaptations 
of  classic novels of  the region, and second, for making his mark in an industry that cannot avoid the 
influence of  Hollywood success through fast action blockbusters, rather than telling the local stories 
well. Green Days by the River is Mooledhar’s  first full length feature film. As a filmmaker/director, 
Mooleedhar is better known for his directing or editing of  shorter productions, among these the 
documentary films Queens of  Curepe (2008), Coolie Pink and Green (2009), Seventeen Colours and a Sitar (2010), 
City on a Hill (2015) and a self-authored fictional narrative The Cool Boys (2012). 

The connoisseur of  books and films is undoubtedly aware that novels and films are different 
vehicles  for telling stories, but it bears  repetition that the two genres should not be compared or 
measured against each other as a milestone of  success. “Books are books; films neither improve 
them nor are the contents of  the novel mysteriously changed by the alchemy of  a movie adaptation, 
successful or catastrophic” says director Anthony Minghella. “Books are on hand, on bookshelves to be 
read. And reading remains the most poignant, personal and important of  activities.”3 Ingmar Bergman 
insisted that the “character and  substance of  the two forms are generally in conflict.”4  I argue in this 
essay that rather than being in conflict in this instance, at this still formative stage where local and 
regional filmmakers are exploring different scripts for audience reception, the two genres may well serve 
to nourish each other. The success of  this adaptation may serve the purpose of   encouraging a film 
industry to envisage a closer marriage between the literary production of  the region and the cinema. 

Documentary and feature film making are themselves distinct genres. In this essay, I bring 
an understanding from the perspective of  a filmmaker who has had more experience in  directing 
experimental documentary and who has worked in partnership with this director on several  
productions.5  Green Days by the River was published in 1967  by  Trinidadian writer, Michael Anthony.  
The film Green Days by the River was directed by Mooleedhar, produced by Christian James and shot 
entirely on location in Trinidad using local actors and crew. It is also edited by Mooleedhar and James, 
another departure from extensively resourced film productions where editing teams or indendent 
editors allow for a more collectively determined final product. In this essay, I rely on my own reading  
and rereading of  the book, and viewing of  different edited versions during production to understand 
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this process of  adaptation. I also draw on an interview carried out with the director who shared 
challenges that were encountered on set that led to certain cinematic and pragmatic choices for the film. 
Despite the  progress in technology and support that have been won through a budding film industry in 
the Caribbean in general, and in Trinidad in particular, the making of  a feature film is still an ambitious 
undertaking for a small film company in this society. For example, to create a period film that takes 
the viewer into the 1950s, there are no musea or organized storehouses of  props or gadgets popularly 
used during these years; it is difficult to find locations without electricity or telephone wires hanging 
overhead; and there is a limited body of  skilled personnel to draw from for film production crews. The 
kind of  networks and resources that are available in other centres of  filmmaking are almost completely 
absent. The local filmmaker has to rely on limited funding and rudimentary production supports while 
attempting to make a product that can stand  up to global scrutiny. 

In a society where actors have been trained for the proscenium stage rather than for cinema, I 
am also interested in how this film continues to invent a film language and what might be termed an 
authenticity of   voice: accent, mannerisms, location and cultural detail, lighting and colour from the 
region’s tropical perspective. Yao Ramesar’s theorizing and treatment as a director offers guidance 
in the analysis of  Caribbean film. In his 1996 article, “Caribbeing: Cultural Imperatives and the 
Technology of  Motion Picture Production,” Ramesar argues that  the development of  technology in 
motion pictures by Western culture has presented challenges to Caribbean filmmakers: 

Ramesar supports his argument with an account of  the ineffectiveness of  early 
cinematic technology in capturing the skin tones of  people of  colour, and even in functioning 
in the tropical outdoor locations of  the Caribbean. For a start, he calls for filmmakers to free 
themselves from technological limitations by recognizing that they can use natural lighting. He 
ends with a hopeful call for the development of  technology built for Caribbean characters and 
settings.6

Poster for the film Green Days by the River.
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One of  the remarkable visual features of  the film Green Days by the River is the use of  natural 
light as called for by film theorist and filmmaker Yao Ramesar. Most of  the film was shot in natural 
light. A brief  conversation between Mr. Gidharee and Shellie walking to the garden takes account of  
the watery sun, puddled roads and the representation on screen of  an overcast day. Rain had fallen 
the night before, but the day has cleared up. The film allows for natural changes in weather and thus 
light to percolate and the breeze to cast shadows where they normally would. In large productions, 
the changes in sunlight and breeze can affect the shadows cast on a scene being shot. Thus artificial 
lighting is introduced to control changes in the light as these affect the camera’s capacity to pick up 
lights on a face, or subtle changes in mood as reflected in the expression of  an actor or even the scenery. 
For example, an overcast day yields less distinct shadows than a very sunny day. As Mr. Gidharee and 
Shellie take a path into the forested area of  Cedar Grove, the denseness of  a tropical forest is unrelieved 
by artificial lighting. One can almost feel the dampness of  the leaves underfoot and experience the 
natural patches of  light that have filtered through the branches, the lush ferns and climbing vines that 
fill the undergrowth around trees, all of  which, without artificial lighting aids, convey the dangerous 
beauty of  untamed land. There is a very realistic feel in the scenes where the protagonists pick mangos, 
oranges or cocoa, or walk through woods and grassy patches, bend under bamboos and splash in river 
waters muddied by the greens above and the stained brown earth below. 

In selecting this novel, Mooleedhar joins only a small company of   filmmakers who have adapted 
films from Caribbean novels. In one case, the film itself  generated the published work of  fiction. Perry 
Henzell’s  dramatic Jamaican film The Harder They Come (1972), though undoubtedly a classic, was first 
a film script and was later published as a novel by Michael Thelwell (1980) [see Rachel Moseley Wood’s 
essay on The Harder They Come in this issue of  JWIL]. Smile Orange (1976) another Jamaican production, 
was based on the stage play of  the same name written by Trevor Rhone. Another impressive  
adaptation is Euzhan Palcy’s La Rue Case Negres (Black Shack Alley) (1983). Palcy is Martiniquan, making 
her feature film debut based on a novel by fellow Martiniquan, author Joseph Zobel. The story is about 
a young man born into poverty,  making his way in life in the setting of  colonial plantation labour. In 
setting out this coming of   age story of  two young boys in straitened circumstances in two different 
Caribbean islands, there is some similarity between the efforts of  Palcy and Mooleedhar.  Jean Rhys’s 
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) was made into a cinematic film by Australian director John Duigan (1993) and 
adapted for a television film in 2006 by British director Brendan Maher. There have been no other 
screen adaptations of  Trinidadian novels apart from V.S. Naipaul’s The Mystic Masseur (1957) and 
this by global filmmakers Ismail Merchant and James Ivory in 2001. The screenplay  for The Mystic 
Masseur was written by Kittitian/British writer Caryl Phillips and the production had a star-studded 
international cast. Caryl Phillips thought the film contributed to the depth of  vision of  the country 
itself  and of  Trinidad: “Caribbean life has been underrepresented in the cinema, and the islands have 
often been used as little more than an exotic backdrop for stories of  people whose lives are not invested 
in the region. Ismail Merchant appeared to be ready to address this problem.”7  Trinidadian Journalist 
Ira Mathur thought that the film version of  The Mystic Masseur by an international film producer and 
director team would bring fame to both the author and to the society:

Now we will see ourselves and the world will see us - in the mirror of  the big, glossy screen 
in October 2001. Trinidad’s rural and urban landscape will be made famous beyond 
our wildest imagination. Our unique wit and dialogue, our riposte and foibles, will be 
displayed to the world under the spreading damask of  the renowned Merchant and Ivory 
partnership.8
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In a context where few classic themes are taken up by filmmakers, there are great expectations 
from filmed versions of  novels authored by Caribbean writers.  Local audiences in particular expect 
films to convey an authenticity of  the region, and the accents of  a language as spoken by the people 
themselves. Keith Warner  argues that films that have become associated with the Caribbean islands 
have presented stereotypical images of  beautiful beaches, rhythmic music and a laissez-faire people 
who forever have fun in the sun. Such images seemed fixed in the mind of  the  Hollywood filmmaker 
and he suggests that local filmmakers are more attuned to the task of  showing the reality of  life in the 
islands.9 In selecting Green Days by the River for adaptation, one can say that Mooleedhar is attempting to 
disrupt the Hollywood representation of  the region’s aesthetic and present instead a locally informed 
representation on the canvas of  the screen. 

The Novel

Green Days by the River is the third novel written by Michael Anthony.10  It was published in 1967 
but is set in 1950s, pre- independence Trinidad. Michael Anthony draws us unselfconsciously into the 
mind of  Shellie Lammy, a fifteen-year-old boy whose family moves at a crucial time in his life. His 
father is terminally ill, his adolescence is burdened with sadness and fear of  loss, and he is forced to 
grow into manhood in a relatively short time. Yet he is still a teenager, at the age of  sexual awakening 
and carnal desire, and he must learn the consequences of  his actions and emotional choices. He is first 
attracted to Rosalie, the daughter of  Mr. Gidharee, an affluent landowner in the village. The village is 
near the sea, and school dances, walks on the village road, and meeting under the cashew tree, or a visit 
to the small parlour cum rum shop owned by Freddie, are the main distractions for the boys. Through 
an introduction at a village fete, Shellie becomes entangled in a budding relationship with Joan who is 
visiting the village from the small town of  Sangre Grande. The meandering pace of  life in Trinidad in 
the 1950s and the routines that constituted the day-to-day features of  work and pleasure from dawn to 
dusk are welcome and insightful reminders of  a now forgotten past. For a reader of  a certain age, this 
austerity and the relatively innocent activities of  the young echo as nostalgic references,  along with the 
imagery depicted by the author of  a pristine countryside with green foliage and running streams, all 
uncluttered by electricity lines and the constant hum of  traffic. 

The romantic twists and turns of  the plot find resolution through heightened tension in the last 
third of  the novel as a result of  a premeditated act of  violence by Mr. Gidharee who sets his angry 
dogs on Shellie one day in the garden. This  comes as a surprise to the reader. Perhaps this viciousness, 
after the subtle coercion practiced by Mr. Gidharee until this time in the seeming placidity of  the 
countryside, is itself  what gives the novel its originality and internal integrity. Mr. Gidharee (as he is 
always referred to by the narrator) proves himself  to be far more devious than he first appears when he 
is courting the young man and ostensibly supplementing Shellie’s family’s low income by asking him to 
help out in his garden in exchange for free agricultural produce. Mr. Gidharee’s character is, from the 
inception, powerful and larger than life; he speaks loudly, he curses effortlessly and endlessly, and he is  
almost always armed with weapons, his dogs, his cutlass, and later, his gun. He likes “creole” people and 
has decided that Shellie is a suitable boy for his daughter Rosalie. He has married a “creole” woman 
and is not against such a match for his offspring. Shellie however, though availing himself  of  the garden 
produce and providing occasional labour to Mr. Gidharee in his fields, has found that he is increasingly 
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attracted to Joan whom he first danced with at the Discovery Day fete and thereafter met up with in 
Sangre Grande. He invites Joan for a short visit with his family, a sure sign of  serious intention, and this 
does not go unnoticed by Rosalie and her father. 

The dark twist to the tale, in retrospect, is implicit in the title “green days”.  To be “green” as 
a person is to be inexperienced and innocent of  the ways of  the world, but it is also to be vulnerable 
and open to the wiles of  others.  Mr. Gidharee brutally turns against Shellie, when he finds out that 
the young man has “interfered” with his daughter Rosalie while romancing  Joan. Mr. Lammy dies 
and the breadwinning role Shellie has already taken up, instead of  returning to school, has accelerated 
his maturation. In a somewhat rapid turn about at the end of  the novel, we see a very resolute Shellie 
taking charge and becoming a man, accepting Mr Gidharee’s offer of  land and his daughter’s hand in 
marriage.

The position was that I could not escape...Mr Gidharee had come and we 
had talked privately and he’d put his cards on the table. He had made it plain I could 
not back pedal on Rosalie. So there was only one choice left for me—short of  fleeing 
Mayaro. And if  I left Mayaro it would mean leaving my mother behind. I had come to 
make a deal with him and as far as I was concerned it was settled and sealed.11

The conflicted emotions of  the young Shellie as told in the first person, the repartee and 
subtle rivalry, the unequivocal patriarchal control served up with a twist of  benevolent nurturing of  
masculinity between young and old men, are all  compelling themes of  the narrative. These are not 
unusual themes, as many of  the Anglophone Caribbean novels written in this period are coming of  
age stories of  boys and girls coming to grips with the challenges of  poverty and class position, and 
contending with racial slights.12  This is also one of  the early post war novels to have introduced the 
element of  a mixed marriage, signalling the different religious belief  systems co-existing in the island of  
Trinidad. Only one reference at the very end of  the novel gives an awareness of  this multiculturalism. 

‘Mr. Gid.’

‘Yes.’

‘Something I have to tell you.’

‘Aha.’ He looked at me.

‘You know that thing—this ceremony business – I feeling a little scared.’

‘Well you don’t look a little scared – you look scared like hell.’



88

 I said. ‘Serious now, I mean I don’t know about all this kind of  thing. I mean 
the things to do, I don’t know if  I’ll do it right.’ 

‘You don’t have to worry about that. We’ll show you everything. A Hindu 
engagement ain’t nothing, boy.’13

The contemporary reader is perhaps far more aware of  other sub-texts or themes in the novel 
that were consciously or unconsciously taken up by the author. One of  these is the representation of  
mixed race identities. While miscegenation has always been negotiated in the construction of  race and 
gender relations, its conflicting impact on cultural identities entered academic and social debates with 
more intensity in the latter half  of  the twentieth century.14  When Shellie meets up with the boys again 
under the cashew tree, they heckle each other with young men’s ribaldry and Shellie becomes the butt 
of  their jokes, because of  his inexperience and newness to the village:

I walked round to the other side of  the tree and there was the cashew, still quivering from 
the blow. I was amazed at this, and forgetting that I did not even know the boys, I said, 
‘That’s because it still green.’

‘That’s a ripe cashew,’ the pelter said, ‘Jesus Christ! you can’t see that cashew ripe?’ 

…’Len, hear this man!’ The pelter said. ‘He looking at that rosy cashew and calling that 
green!’

The one called Len came and looked again. He said, ‘That’s a nice ripe, sweet darling. 
But it hard.  Like your girlfriend. Nice and sweet but no easy picking.’

I started laughing. Len, seeing I was amused, came up to me and said, ‘This man have a 
nice little Jane, boy, dougla and ting, and living just over there, and she always talking to 
him and laughing and all, man, but he scared to tell her he like her.’

...‘That bastard too hard.’

‘Like Rosalie,’ Len said.15

The definition of  Rosalie as “dougla” and references to creole and dougla are constant in the 
book, primarily as signifiers of  racial difference without any undertones of  value judgement. When 
Shellie’s father teases him about the dougla girl, this is in recognition of  another aesthetic of  features 
and beauty rather than any deprecatory reference.  Nonetheless, Len’s sleight of  hand repartee 
above, “Like Rosalie” in response to the word “bastard” echoes the contradictory perceptions within 
the culture regarding mixed relationships and the by-products of  African-Trinidadian and Indian-
Trinidadian mixing. The novel nonetheless presents a refreshingly innocent period of  race relations 
in early pre-independence Trinidad. The burdens of  race and skin colour have yet to intrude into the 
everyday and conscious sizing up of  each other in the rural setting. I can relate easily to this depiction 
of  Trinidadian village life, growing up myself  in the 1950s in a small village in south Trinidad where 
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racial divisions were not marked by antagonisms of  any kind, although there was always an awareness 
of  difference. There were less prescriptive perceptions from the political and academic marketplace for 
naming, valuing or degrading racial difference. What is left unsaid by the author, and perhaps this is 
an accurate reflection both of  the period and of  some rural settings in Trinidad, is that intermarriages 
or relationships between Afro- and Indo-Trinidadians were viewed as natural in the social evolution of  
people living together in the same community, rather than aberrant of  some cultural norm. 

The second subtext of  the passage quoted above is the reference to “green”. In its deceptively 
simple dialogue, clean yet unsophisticated phrasing and linear narrative, the multi-layered meanings 
of  the title Green Days by the River is inserted into the reader’s perception as a message of  the virginity 
of  place and  its lush vegetation, and a metaphor for the ripening youthfulness of  the boy Shellie. 
The young men he encounters for the first time recognize this, hence their gentle mockery. They 
are, however, not unkind young men, and they collude in providing him with experience in handling 
femininity as well as the masculine pursuits of  drinking. As he gains more knowledge of  the village, and 
adult challenges encroach, the language and imagery become more terse and shadowy, developing into 
darker shades of  green, as the dark twist of  the tale evolves: 

We walked in silence under the canopy of  green and with the birds singing madly in the 
trees. We walked past our plantation and past our new piece of  cocoa land and through 
the trees I could see the Ortoire – brown and lazy – sliding along. I had never been this 
far into Cedar Grove and the place was very strange with the forest looking denser and 
seeming to encroach upon the road.16 

Screen shot from Green Days by the River, courtesy Michael Mooleedhar
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Critical reviews of  the book have been few, with one reviewer noting that it is “Loose at the 
beginning and understated throughout… It’s island life by an islander.”17 This reviewer also speaks 
about the “omissions” in the book, the passages in which the author is silent about either actions 
or human emotions. These “omissions” or lack of  authorial intrusion or commentary on human 
behaviour leaves the reader with only description and mood. This is reflected in numerous short reviews 
by readers themselves, many of  them nostalgic references to reading the book as a classroom text and 
delighting in the scenery of  Trinidad and the exploits of  a young boy coming of  age in the countryside.   
This is not an easy novel to translate into a film script. The plot ambles along at an almost uneventful 
pace until the pathos that Shellie’s father invites adds emotional depth and the plot line becomes active 
through Mr. Gidharie’s violent retribution for his daughter’s honour. 

Does the film have a life of  its own apart from the novel from which it was adapted, and if  so, 
what  emerges as original or unique from the hands of  the director? The next sections begin to explore 
these questions based on the director’s interview and from my own critical viewing of  the film. 

Insights from the Director

Mooleedhar is not just interested in the remembrance of  things past, the nostalgia that many 
of  the readers allude to in their review of  the novel, but in documenting the identity of  a society in the 
making, locating the many parts that accumulate in the collective identity of  the Trinidadian nation. Set 
before Independence in 1962, Green Days by the River presented Mooleedhar with a message that fit his 
philosophy: 

I think I am one of  those people who fall into the category that we could have a great 
nation and I am doing my part to build this and if  everyone else would do this, we would 
have a more harmonious country. Race is such a touchy subject, I just felt that once you 
represented it, people will come up with the rest, the mix was there already and the rest 
will happen.  … an island has to create its own multicultural success, the place is so small, 
everyone has to get along, everyone is a villager and we are all struggling, our options 
are the land or the sea, and that has nothing to do with race or wealth; this is what was 
offered to us.18 

He confirmed in discussions with the author that in Mayaro during the period in which the 
story is told, there were no problems in the way people lived in relative harmony with each other. 
As the product of  a mixed race marriage himself, and as a child of  the late twentieth century, post 
independence generation, the novel offered possibilities to this director of  what he refers to as the 
“nice and pure”. “We need to reduce the self  indulgence and importance of  race as a problem – this 
generation has moved away from the polarization of  the last decades – there is a different sense of  
race now.” “Intelligence and creativity is what counts,” he says, “and this is restricted to no one race.”19 
He has another purpose and strives for another market for this film, hoping that it will be used for 
educational purposes, to bring students back to the book via the movie.
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Where he has created scenes that were not represented in the novel, or where conversations are 
changed in the script, the purpose was to heighten the pathos of  the story as told on film and to lead 
the viewer to the plot’s denouement. For example, Mooleedhar has added the brief  funeral scene where 
Ma Lammy and Shellie and Mr. Gidharee and Rosalie pay their respects; the two women are dressed 
in shades of  purple, the colours of  mourning then observed. And here Mooleedhar also adds a minor 
touch that was inspired by City on the Hill where in the cemetery on the grounds of  the Lady of  Fatima 
Church in Laventille, Port of  Spain, there was one grave on which a man’s hat was left, a poignant 
reminder of  the living. In Green Days, Shellie takes off his hat as he leaves his father’s grave and hangs it 
on the little wooden cross that marks the plot. He is wearing long trousers now and having made manly 
decisions, walks away purposefully from the grave like a man, not the boy he once was.

Screen shot from Green Days by the River, courtesy Michael Mooleedhar

There were scenes the director envisaged adding to the film that were not possible as a result 
of  the usual budget overspending and time extensions, and one of  those that was not realized was 
a wedding ceremony at the end. He wanted to have a grand ending with a Hindu wedding ritual 
appropriate to the period. The author infers that Shellie and Rosalie would be married according to 
Hindu rites although the actual event does not take place in the novel. As a sound and colour filled 
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cinematic ending, however, and also because films record and restore traditions in social memory, this 
would have been a good opportunity for the director to locate time, place, and cultural gesture.

Mooleedhar was trying to “make a film with a recognizable Trinidad signature.” What exactly 
did he mean by this? “The land was a significant character in the film so I wanted to get the location 
of  Trinidad right, the authenticity of  lush, overgrown, bushy tropics located near equatorial heat and 
vegetation.”20 His actors are also all local, so accents do not have to be groomed for verisimilitude 
in intonations, glances, idiomatic utterances, pauses, the movement of  head and hands when one is 
greeting, walking, dancing, talking, or laughing—all of  which are equivalent to communication genes 
built into the cultural DNA of  every society, manifestations of  cultural performance learned from 
childhood. 

Like most directors with a limited budget (and as every filmmaker will tell you, the budget is 
never sufficient), he worked alongside his cinematographer to invent creative ways of  making the best 
use of  camera time:  

We changed over to the dolly because we did not have a steady cam operator… We 
getting smart and making every shot count and finding ways to make a feature film 
without a big budget. We shot half  the movie, instead of  shooting a wide, medium and 
close-up. Sometimes I play with shots that are not close up or hold the performance on 
one shot and learnt to put a lot of  movement in front of  the camera – I had to make 
immediate choices. The style and sensibility of  cinematography in this film is different, it 
is stylistically not the norm – more complicated and hard for the camera and direction. 
But the actors don’t get as exhausted and we can shoot more scenes on one day. I was 
making the days work for me and this way trying to keep within budget. It saves a lot of  
time by not shooting all three shots and adapting different solutions, but what it means is 
that we don’t have the range of  shots and less options in the editing room.21 

Here experience helps, however, and Mooleedhar admits that his previous productions allowed 
him to anticipate the editing even while making camera decisions in the shoot. “Coolie Pink and Green 
changed editing for me. From the influence of  Coolie Pink, I learnt cross dissolves and how to visually 
grip the viewer and how to work with a tighter range of  shots and this helped with the edit.”22 In the 
editing room, where the film was co-edited with producer Christian James, they found that the film, in 
their view, did not suffer from economy decisions on the number of  exposures. “These are things you 
stumble upon rather than plan. In fact it forced the film to have a voice – we were creating a production 
style suited to small budget films and a film language and it was important that both the director 
and producer who were part of  the production be involved in the editing. We were building our own 
cinematic language – not a Hollywood language.” 23

As director and producer respectively, Mooleedhar and James worked on the many different 
layers of  the film that brought the product together, from costuming to visual to music, constantly 
connecting experience with creativity, and always mindful of  the spectre of  financial limitations that 
hung over the production’s head. Both were trained and were some of  the first graduates of  the 
University of  the West Indies Film Studies Programme and they have worked together on various 



93

projects, building a film company and investing their time and energy on contributing to the genre of  
classic Trinidadian film. 

Filmic Interpretation

The film adaptation of  a well known novel can and usually does attempt to capture essential 
elements of  the novel’s formal elements—its theme, characterization, style, tone, and plot. But film uses 
a visual and acoustic rather than textual grammar to persuade the viewer to identify with the characters 
or to locate geography, history and mood. The constituents of  film language include darkness, light, 
colour, sound and movement, visual props and period details.  While the dialogue is central (in some 
films more than others), it is the visual and the aural that hold the viewer’s interest, imperceptibly 
building the mnenomic triggers that drive the storyline or argument and that also establish visual 
memory for the production. 

The adaptation by Michael Mooleedhar is close to the main narrative line of  the novel. Young 
village boy comes of  age. Boy likes girl, boy meets and falls in love with another girl, but circumstances, 
some of  his own making, corner him into having no alternatives in choice. His arranged marriage and 
entry into adulthood is a foregone conclusion once he has been selected by the dominant patriarchal 
figure as a bridegroom. Mooleedhar says he has tried to be faithful to the book Green Days by the River 

Screen shot from Green Days by the River, courtesy Michael Mooleedhar
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while also taking cinematic licence. Of  the part that maintains fidelity to the novel, he has tried to enter 
Shellie’s mind, the boy’s excitement about the landscape itself, his meanderings as he discovers laden 
fruit trees. Therefore, for example, Shelley does not pelt the mango because he wants the fruit; he just 
likes pelting, or when, for example, he encounters the river or the sea, and then there is, of  course, his 
sexual awakening. 

Unlike the opening passage of  the book which begins with Mr. Gidharee coming down the 
road with leashes straining to control four barking dogs, the opening shot of  the film is an intricately 
interwoven montage, perhaps a self  indulgent one, beginning with mangrove roots, the darkness etched 
in between limbs that are submerged in murky water. The camera then moves slowly through a river, 
its water reflecting a dark forest green with a sliver of  light down the centre, the riverbank is crowded 
on both sides with overhanging trees. Shots of  two black scavenging birds on the beach and flocks of  
scarlet ibis circling overhead until they come home to roost, men pulling in the seine to catch fish—
the opening is an interplay of  land and water, flora and fauna, the raw beauty of  the scenery and the 
natural order of  things. A boy walks through a field of  leafy green and peeps out through the bamboos 
at a beautiful young girl self-consciously bathing in the river. We are not quite sure if  she is aware of  
being observed and is playing to her audience of  one. A menacing soundtrack at the start gives way to a 
fluted melody that serenades the uneven encounter of  boy and girl at the riverside. Then the pounding 
of  drums begins again as Mr. Gidharee makes his appearance with the unruly dogs coming down 
the village road. Snapping dogs and their master in the near distance interrupt the sound of  a caged 
bird whistling and Shellie’s delight at the twittering bird. Man and boy meet, and the first encounter 
between the two primary male protagonists is a subtle, interrogative one, establishing the relationship of  
uneven power that will define the story. Mr. Gidharee even determines what he will call the boy. “What 
kinda name is that?” he laughs, and decides he will call him Shell. Shellie considers it for a second and 
then, like a child, agrees that he likes the abbreviation. The die is cast. 

A filmmaker has to make decisions about what drives the story line and how characters are 
established. According to Minghella, what the screenplay writer and director must do is “boil off all 
the flesh of  the narrative”and then lay out a story that has continuity and easy recognition for the film 
going audience.24 Thus, we are introduced very early in the opening sequence to Shellie and Rosalie 
whose lives are being planned by Mr Gidharee. The filmmaker must establish signposts to the main 
characters and the narrative line as early as possible or else lose the audience’s grip on the story he or 
she wants to tell. The film needs immediately to establish clues to the plot for the viewer and also lay 
down tracks for its tension and later resolution. Some of  what is in the novel and left out of  the film 
was based on budget decisions. Had these details been included in the film they might have added 
colour, but would have extended the screening time and would likely have compromised the tension in 
the storyline without necessarily driving plot advancement or character development. Both Rosalie’s 
“creole” mother and sister Dolly never make an appearance. Similarly, Joan links up with Shellie in 
Port of  Spain when he goes to see his father at the colonial hospital rather than during the extensive 
visit he makes to her hometown of  Sangre Grande where he meets her family. Shifting locations in the 
narrative to facilitate the maintenance of  production crews and actors in one location saves production 
time and budget expenditure.

Despite the excising of  a few characters and peripheral scenes as presented in the novel, and 
shifting around some details, for example, the cashew tree in the novel is replaced by the mango tree 
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in the film because cashews were not in season during the period of  filming, the plot of  the novel and 
the characterization are largely retained. Yet, the film takes on its own life, sometimes through dialogue 
inserted to elaborate on characterization and plot, but more so in terms of  its three dimensional 
presentation of  characters and its tactile animation of  location and details that are described only in 
passing in the novel. For example, there are references to the houses in which the Lammys and the 
Gidharees live, and to Freddie’s shop. “Formerly we used the picture pages of  magazines… I had 
stripped down the old magazine pages for her”says Shellie, looking at his mother’s happiness at being 
able to paper the wall with store bought wallpaper after he had earned money and had given her 
some of  it.25 In doing so, the author recalls the practice of  papering walls with old magazines as a 
substitute for paint and wall paper, luxuries that rural folk of  the period could ill afford. How space is 
interpreted by the set designer and filmed, the positioning of  Mr. Lammy on the living room settee/
bed, the respectable lace white curtains contrasted with blocks of  partially painted walls, the umber 
tones of  wooden partitions and the faces of  the characters, are all made visible to the camera through 
filtered squares of  light coming through the open windows. The play of  light and dark establishes the 

homely comforts despite poverty and creates a warm circle around the Lammy family and highlights 
their protectiveness of  the young Shellie. This visual feel for place and time, and its capacity to blend 
with and enhance the characterization of  players in the film is a subtle but extremely useful technique 
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deliberately employed by the director throughout. Nothing is left to chance. The interpretation of  
details from the director does not interrupt or compete with the imagery evoked by the author’s prose. 
If  anything, the film enriches this layer of  the novel and adds to the viewer’s comprehension of  period 
and geography. 

Movies derived from novels are also often perceived by readers as a degradation of  the 
metonymical quality of  the text that in film is rendered largely in prosaic or literal conjunctions.26 In the 
novel Green Days by the River, the main protagonist Shellie Lammy contemplates his emotions while trying 
to relieve a cashew tree of  its fruit. He stands under the tree pelting the fruit with stones to get the nuts 
as a gift for Rosalie. His mind wanders in many directions as he repeats his pelting action: 

I started pelting again. As I pelted I was thinking of  lots of  things and I was not really 
caring for the cashew. I was thinking about Joe and Rosalie and I wondered if  I should 
ask her about Joe. I thought I’d better not. I thought of  Lennard and how she had reacted 
about him, and then other things came to mind. Then all of  a sudden that big poster on 
the shop down the hill came to mind and it was about the Discovery Day fair. It was stuck 
against the shop and it said in fancy lettering: Grand Discovery Fayre and Dance. This 
had stirred me mainly because of  the quaintness of  the writing and because Rosalie and 
Lennard had talked about the fair. I turned to Rosalie and found her looking at me.27

Screen shot from Green Days by the River, courtesy Michael Mooleedhar
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Where the author can employ interior monologue to sift through the character’s twisting 
thought process, how might the director transfer this period of  relative inactivity to film, especially if  
such a moment in the novel drives the logic of  the plot? The filmmaker, unless he or she wishes to be 
deliberately abstract or esoteric must shred this scene down to its bare bones and decide what needs to 
be derived from it and what can be omitted. The film audience can interpret the thoughts and emotions 
of  an actor up to a point, but early on, when the character is not yet properly established, they will 
have fewer cues to guide their response. The director therefore has to know if  an actor can deliver the 
appropriate range of  emotion on screen before he or she attempts such complicated gestural strokes for 
the audience to interpret. 

The filmmaker commented that he likes visuals that drive the movie, rather than having to 
depend primarily on dialogue. There was no electricity supply in Mayaro during the period in which 
this story is set and, in addition, as the director has underscored, “the land is a character in the film.” 
Therefore, both the boy and the land represent virgin, undeveloped potential and territory, a pristine 
freshness that the director attempted to capture. How light presents itself  during the day, and how it 
transitions from day to night in a pre-electricity period poses a problem for a filmmaker who wants to 
remain faithful to the mood of  that period. Stanley Kubrick was faced with a similar conundrum in 
shooting Barry Lyndon, a period piece set in 1844 in the United Kingdom. Kubrick, with the help of  
his cinematographer John Alcott, shot as many sequences as possible with natural light and for interior 
scenes he used candlelight. This is not as simple a solution as it might seem, and to achieve the pre-
electric feel of  light and shadows requires fast lenses with wide apertures and fixed focal lengths.28

Several scenes vindicate the filmmaker’s decisions to allow the visual to drive pathos in the film. 
For example, the drunken Shellie is brought staggering back to his home as the fair continues into 
the evening. By the time his friends get him back, the evening has drawn in and he finds his mother 
waiting next to the ambulance, its headlights on, and he discovers that his father is being taken back 
to the hospital. The use of  the light at dusk to shoot this scene without reflectors, and the sound track 
that shifts from the big band and calypso sounds of  the fairground to more ominous beats, create the 

Screen shot from Green Days 
by the River, courtesy Michael 
Mooleedhar
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portentous feeling that this moments signals. Similarly, while the visuals edited to the synchronous 
sound of  the cocoa picking and cocoa dancing scene are indulgent and heavily stylized, they perform 
the necessary function of  establishing Shell’s growth from boyhood into wage earner, as well as 
demonstrate his increasing awareness of  female sensuality as he stops work to look at the women 
“dance the cocoa beans”.  Not unlike the practice of  dancing on grapes to release the liquid, dancing 
on the harvested cocoa beans was part of  the process of  preparing the beans for final production. After 
fermentation, women and men danced or walked on the cocoa beans distributed across the floor of  
the cocoa house, a floor that was designed to be wheeled out from under the roof  of  the house so that 
the trampled beans could dry in the sun. The trampling polished the beans and allowed them to dry 
evenly.29 This intermezzo in the film, and its literal reference to the ritual, is consistent with the novel’s 
depiction of  the relationship between the boy’s rhythm of  growth and his proximity to nature. 

Both the book and the film present the point of  view of  the young boy and a dominant 
masculine voice. The book and film are largely presented from a masculine vantage point with the 
foregrounding of  male gender responsibilities, expected behaviours and the desires of  men and boys. 
The patriarchal bargains are implicitly understood and enacted throughout the story by all the boys 
and men. The three or four key female characters in the novel are, however, not to be dismissed as 
negligible. In the novel we are not privy to their thoughts other than through a few occurrences of  
sparse dialogue. In the film, however, while the female dialogue is also not extensive, the director has 
demonstrated understanding and a rare sensibility about the power relations between masculinity and 
femininity. Mrs. Lammy typifies the experienced woman who gives way, but cannot be easily fooled. 
When one first encounters Rosalie in the river scene where she is unobtrusively being observed by 
Shellie, we are never quite certain whether she is playing to an audience of  one or self  indulgently 
acting out her own desirability. At fourteen going on fifteen, slightly younger than Shellie who is 
approaching sixteen, she is the more mature of  the two and from her interactions with Joe, Lennard 
and Shellie, she demonstrates all the wiles of  a teenage flirt coupled with the no-nonsense approach of  
a mature woman. Rosalie is not presented as a frivolous character; she is a chip off the old Gidharee 
block and seems to know what she wants. A telling moment between Rosalie and Joan, when Shellie 
is carried away inebriated from the dancehall at the Discovery Day fair, already alerts us to the classic 
triangle that will evolve in the ensuing plot—the director manages to capture this when both young 
women walk onto the verandah to observe Shellie’s exit. There is an almost proprietorial sensibility 
exhibited by Rosalie who places her hand on her hip in a womanly stance as she watches the departing 
backs of  the boys. Obliquely across the room, Joan throws a brief  but baleful knowing glance at Rosalie 
before she also observes their withdrawal. Rosalie’s subtle pursuit of  Shellie at Christmas time, slipping 
into the river as he is bathing there, her gift of  wine, her arrangement of  an assignation during the 
festive season, and her collusion in the act of  “fooling around” suggests a considerable degree of  female 
agency. The scripted conversations between Joan and Shellie, and the representation of  her character’s 
playful yet assertive nature suggest a more than subtle understanding of  femininity on the part of  the 
film’s director. One would expect no less, as his films, particularly Queens of  Curepe, The S Factor and 
Coolie Pink and Green have dealt with very textured constructions of  male and female sexuality and with 
theoretical ideas in the currency of  feminist thought.30



99

The Camera Can Manage Its Own Poetry31

The director’s constancy in employing flora and fauna, land and water to establish the film’s 
mood, tension and main signifiers is perhaps the most compelling feature that distinguishes the film and 
adds cinematic depth to the work of  the novel. The final result provides film critics with something to 
chew on. Although I have not extensively explored the soundtrack, along with dialogue, the film’s use 
of  nondiegetic sound (sound that the audience can hear but the characters on screen cannot) and post-
synchronous music (adding sound to a scene after it is filmed) not only contributes to the varied moods 
of  characters and occasions, but also drives the tension of  the film when necessary. 

The film relies on a range of  signifiers. There is the recurrence of  birds: black corbeau 
(scavengers), red flamingos and the twittering caged bird; at various points these signify freedom or loss 

Screen shot from Green Days 
by the River, courtesy Michael 
Mooleedhar
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of  freedom. The dogs have names and personalities. When they catch an iguana which Mr. Gidharee 
beheads unconscionably and gleefully, a sight that upsets Shellie no end, and later when they attack 
Shellie at the behest of  their master, they become the dark and demonic side of  Mr. Gidharee. The sea, 
when it is introduced, echoes wide open spaces and a youthfulness that Shellie yearns to preserve. Joan 
is associated with the sea and Rosalie with the river. She and Shellie meet at the river and are associated 
with the river. The river, although calm on the surface, has “alligators like peas” according to Mr. 
Gidharee. Visually, throughout the film, the shots and scenes of  the river appear as sites of  romantic 
interludes, or when it grows darker, as the fearful symmetry of  its duality. This deliberate visual 
rendering of  the river as moving between light and dark, a distinctly Manichean feature of  the film, is 
not in Green Days where, in its classic metaphorical sense, the river is rendered as supportive of  culture, 
the place where all waters meet. Mooleedhar’s river is more akin to Joseph Conrad’s river in Heart of  
Darkness and to the waterway in one of  its filmic interpretations, Apocalypse Now (1979) where the journey 
takes Captain Willard down the river, deeper into a morass where he meets his nemesis, Kurtz.

In a particularly poignant and moving scene, perhaps one of  the most accomplished in the 
movie, Mr. Lammy prays with his family before he is taken away, for what we already know is the final 
time, to the Colonial hospital where he dies. Mr. Gidharee invites Shell to Cedar Grove, but this time 
he sets the dogs on him and leaves him mercilessly to the pain and to the ravages of  the weather. He is 
cunning in this move, drawing Shell incontrovertibly tighter into his circle, just as the men with the seine 
in the opening sequence pull the fish into their nets. Three lone flamingos fly overhead, and the film 
ends with a tableau of  Mr. Gidharee and Shell and Rosalie just engaged, under Hindu rites. Rosalie 
looks neither smug nor self-satisfied. She is not particularly elated, but there is a sense of  purpose in her 
eyes and in her furrowed eyebrows. Mr. Gidharee stands at the back of  the couple, elevated above them, 
benevolent, in control and aware of  his power over both. Shell looks bewildered and vulnerable. 

Conclusion: What film likes is visual rather than narrative rhyme32

How have the decisions made by the director in cinematography contributed to the style and 
feel of  the movie that makes it a period piece with the authenticity of  the Trinidad landscape, culture 
and peoples? To make judgements here requires a reminder and references to the ways in which a 
film language has been created for other settings by a range of  filmmakers. For instance, a European 
sensibility of  place and time is unmistakeable in period films such as those based on Jane Austen’s 
novels. We are similarly transported into the life of  the wealthy and leisure classes in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
Tender is the Night (1962) and film versions of  The Great Gatsby (1974, 2012). There is an unmistakeable 
feel for New York City in the many films that position this city as central in its plot, with its iconic 
landmarks and bridges and its expected hub of  activity.  

In creating a mood and location for his film, Mooleedhar has transported us into an era and 
time that the film holds consistent. There are large, full screen close ups of  faces that frame emotional 
responses, suggestive of  the director’s attempt to flavour and capture the emotional intensity of  
the pace. In addition, we are continuously viewing people interacting with the landscape and their 
surroundings. The vegetation is untamed and so greenery grows wild: the grassy verge of  the unpaved 
village roads spills over into the thoroughfare, the bamboos lean higgedly-piggedly on the river side, and 
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the path that Shellie takes to the beach is winding and long. Here, people do a lot of  walking. The only 
vehicles that make an appearance are the bus and the ambulance. This is an island with small rivers and 
there are many locations that have a proximity to the sea. A comforting sense of  ordinariness obtains 
and the minutiae that occupies daily life in the village is played out—the quiet dramas in people’s lives 
as they face illness, death, poverty, and the race and gender relations that are being negotiated. The 
meandering pace of  the film establishes village time in much the same manner that Kubrick’s lighting 
by candlelight established the feel of  nightlight before electricity. Mooleedhar’s rendition of  Green Days 
contributes visually to the expression of  an iconography of  place and time, both for the historical 
imagination and for future productions that will reference this film for its detail. For instance, there is 
the detailed rendering of  the way in which photographs are attached with wooden pegs to the hung line 
stretched across the room where Mr. Lammy sleeps, or the faithful rendering of  the 1950s dress and 
hairstyles of  the young girls and boys attending the village fete. 

Equally important is the use of  light and dark as metaphorically suggestive of  individual states of  
psychological and emotional being. Romantic or playful interludes are expressed in open air with lighter 
shades of  natural sunlight or under mildly overcast skies with natural light changes. The proximity to 
the sea and the river water creates a lush scenery of  mixed vegetation that allows for dappled sunlight 
through the forest and the mossy green of  waters overshadowed by trees. The land is presented as virgin 
territory still waiting to be tilled, just as the boy, is in his formative years, is being groomed for his future.  
The messages of  racial harmony on the one hand, co-existing with the archetypal stereotyping of  race 
and gender on the other, introduce a dynamic to the film that is already resident in the book, but which 
will hopefully allow for further constructive conversations about the unsettled racial politics of  this 
multicultural, twin island state. The female lead Rosalie may or may not represent the phenotype of  the 
dougla, but this, too, might be the subject of  further conversation. 

The character Shellie has been fleshed out by Mooleedhar with the director’s image of  what 
this young boy represents. In our interview, he said that he was pleased with his interpretation of  this 

Screen shot from Green Days 
by the River, courtesy Michael 
Mooleedhar
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character, placing the boy’s youthfulness and “greenness” as central to the plot. The actor selected for 
the role of  Shellie has a fresh-faced, open youthfulness, and his vulnerability is apparent. He appears 
unselfconscious and brimming with an internal joy as he plays with the caged bird or ambles his way 
around the village. In creating a prototype of  a young black man whose father is a good role model, 
and who, as a son, is well loved by his parents and is confident of  his own masculinity even in the face 
of  adolescent challenges, Mooleedhar has visualized for us, through film, a socially commendable type. 
Just as some of  our novels have represented archetypal characters that might serve as classic references 
for moral instruction, for example, Bogart, or Man Man, or Eddoes in V.S Naipaul’s Miguel Street, so too, 
Mooleedhar’s rendering of  Mr. Gidharee offers us a noteworthy image of  the Indian father in Trinidad 
and Tobago society. 

The artistic imagination offers us many worlds, and local and regional film production can open 
up new vistas for memory, identity creation, and for further cultural dialogue. Michael Anthony, the 
author of  Green Days by The River, is, according to the director, excited to have this film made based on 
his novel. He sees it as having extended his novel’s shelf  life and potentially enhancing his legacy as a 
writer. But the proof  of  the pudding is in the eating, and whether or not the film becomes a classic, as is 
true of  the novel, remains to be seen. My own view is that it has a very good chance of  doing so. 

Notes
1  Thomas M. Leitch. “Twelve Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation Theory”. Criticism 45.2, 

2003, pp. 149-171. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/51224/summary

2  This quote and other references to the comments of  the filmmaker were taken from an interview 
with the director carried out on 22 June 2017 in Trinidad.

3  Timothy Bricknell, editor, Minghella on Minghella, Faber and Faber, 2005, Ch. Adaptations, p. 28. 
Anthony Minghella (1954-2008) was a British film director, playwright and screenwriter. He was 
chairman of  the board of  Governors at the British Film Institute between 2003 and 2007. He 
won the Academy Award for Best Director for The English Patient (1996) and is also well know for 
such films as The Talented Mr. Ripley and Cold Mountain.

4  Ibid p. 28. Ingmar Bergman (1918-2007) was a Swedish director who directed over 60 films and 
documentaries for cinema and television, most of  which he also wrote.

5  These include Becoming Elsa (2008), Coolie Pink and Green (2009), Seventeen Colours and a Sitar (2010), 
The S Factor (2010), City on a Hill (2015), and Advancing Knowledge: Impacting Lives (2015)

https://muse.jhu.edu/results?section1=author&search1=Thomas%20M.%20Leitch
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6  Quoted in Kafi Kareem, June 2011. http://sensesofcinema.com/2011/feature-articles/
trinbagonianness-in-film-national-identity-in-trinidad-and-tobago-cinema/ Accessed 19 July 
2017.

7  http://nepalitimes.com/news.php?id=7384#.WW8quzOZPaY. Accessed 19 July 2017. 

8  http://nepalitimes.com/news.php?id=7384#.WW8quzOZPaY. Accessed 19 July 2017.

9  Keith Warner. On Location: Cinema and Film in the Anglophone Caribbean. Warwick 
University Caribbean Studies, Macmillan Caribbean, 2000.

10 Michael Anthony’s first novel, The Games Were Coming (1963), is the story of  the young cyclist 
Leon, who neglects the annual carnival in order to train for an upcoming race. The second, The 
Year in San Fernando (1965) is  the story of  a young man, coming of  age. The protagonist moves 
from Mayaro to the urban San Fernando to work as a companion, encounters the difference of  
the urban space and is unsettled by the city.

11 Green Days, p. 185

12 See for example Geoffrey Drayton’s Christopher (Guyana); Merle Hodge’s  Crick Crack Monkey and 
Samuel Selvon’s A Brighter Sun (Trinidad); Jamaica Kincaid, Annie John (Antigua). Each of  these 
evoke a geography of  place and a history of  class and social relations through the eyes of  the 
young or inexperienced 

13 Green Days, p.190

14 See for example Rhoda Reddock “Jahaji Bhai: The emergence of  a Dougla poetics in Trinidad 
and Tobago”, pp. 569-601. Published online, 4 May 2010 http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
abs/10.1080/1070289X.1999.9962630?journalCode=gide20; Jennifer Rahim, “Dougla, Half-
doogla, Travesao, and the Limits of  Hybridity”,  Anthurium: A Caribbean Studies Journal, vol. 7, issue 
1, The Asian Experience in the Caribbean: Article 14 http://scholarlyrepository.miami.edu/
cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1202&context=anthurium Accessed 20 July 2017.
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16 Green Days p.191. 

17 https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/michael-anthony-3/green-days-by-the-river-2. 
Accessed 16 October 2017.

18 Interview with the Director, 22 June 2017.

19 Interview with the Director, 22 June 2017.

20 Interview with the Director, 22 June 2017.

21 Interview with the Director, 22 June 2017.

22 Interview with the Director, 22 June 2017.
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27 Michael Anthony, Green Days by the River. Andre Deutsch, 1967, p. 27.
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28 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/films/2016/07/27/kubrick-by-candlelight-how-barry-lyndon-
became-a-gorgeous-period. Accessed 22 July 2017.

29 See for example, http://caribbean-beat.com/issue-98/grenadas-brown-gold#axzz4oPnezs5Z.

30 Queens of  Curepe dealt with the transgender population of  prostitutes in Curepe, The S Factor (17 
mins) dealt with the dangers of  prostitution and sexual rights of  prostitutes in Port of  Spain, 
Trinidad. Coolie Pink and Green introduces the idea of  arranged marriages for Indian girls and 
their growing capacity to make choices outside of  their race. The director also studied Cinema 
and Gender as part of  his undergraduate film studies programme at the University of  the West 
Indies.

31 Minghella on Minghella p. 30.

32 Minghella on Minghella p. 39.
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Austin Clarke and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation: An Interview with 
Austin Clarke 
Michael Bucknor

The interview with Barbadian/Canadian author Austin Clarke was conducted by 
Michael Bucknor on 13 July 2011. This section of  the interview deals with Clarke’s early 
phase as a writer and considers the role the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation played in 
his writing life.

Michael Bucknor: So, I’m interested in how writing took over as your main kind 
of  focus instead of  the focus on economics. Now, I understand how you got to economics, 
because you were really initially on a track to do English, to read for English, but how 
did writing take over your life? I mean, somehow it seems like the academic pursuit of  
economics was put on hold and you went into writing. You want to tell me a little bit about 
that? 

Source: Austin Clarke featured in quillandquire.com
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Austin Clarke: It must have been percolating in the back of  my mind all these years, because the 
second year I was at Trinity College doing economics and political science,1 the Trinity Literary Review 
posted a notice on the board requesting things: poems, short stories, literary things, and I followed this, 
and this would have been I think five years after I had written this self-published collection Pensamientos 
and I said, “Well, I have nothing to lose,” so I submitted two pages and “lo and behold” I won. I was 
courting the woman I married, and Trinity College is just one street south of  Bloor Street, and there 
was a liquor store on Bloor Street in those days and the price was $5 Canadian. So, I went over and 
bought the hugest bottle of  gin that I could afford, and a huge bottle of  tonic water, and a big box of  
potato chips and held my party, [my] engagement party in the room. John Gooden, [a] Jamaican who 
was doing economics, Ivan McFarlane who was doing history, Colin Worrell, [a] Barbadian who was 
doing economics, and one other chap, [were] in my room; that was it. I didn’t do anything about that, 
in other words, that did not say to me, you should be a writer. But then I left the University, and…. 

MB: And is it the marriage that somehow necessitated your going, or influenced that (decision to 
leave the university)?

AC: I think I realized then that I should not have done economics. I should have done English. 
Then of  course, the marriage was getting a bit fragile. But when I left, I continued to write poetry, and 
then I got hooked on narrative poetry and I would get the odd copy of  Bim and of  course the English 
magazines in those days would publish poetry and all that sort of  thing, and then I became a beatnik;2 
hanging out with other beatniks, and I thought that I was going to be a poet because I was writing 
more poetry than prose, and then a very funny thing happened. I got a job at CBC as a stagehand and 
I was making more money with overtime than I thought possible. We were living in Rosedale which is 
the “hoity toity” district, in a basement apartment. But the point is, to live in Rosedale in a basement 
apartment was excusable, because the basement apartment was in Rosedale. 

MB: Yes, a very good address. 

AC: That sort of  thing. And being a stagehand was nice because they put me on the nightshift 
and I could work during the daytime. And there was overtime. And that put me in contact with 
Tamarack Review because the man who was in charge of Tamarack Review was to a large extent a 
duplication of  Frank Collymore.3  He had that interest, and Tamarack Review, which was the literary 
bastion in Canada until it decided to stop….

MB: I had a question here, I need to find out the relationship with Tamarack Review and the CBC. 
From my archival work, I could see that there must be some relationship between them. And who was 
this, this was not Boyle...

AC: No, this was Robert Weaver. 
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MB: Weaver, Weaver. 

AC: Robert Weaver. Okay, living in Rosedale which is a very complicated district to walk out of  
and to get into... [and] there is a document that you will see that explains my difficulty with punctuality 
and...

MB: [laughter] Yes, yes, I saw that. 

AC: And when I look at that document, I was not so late...

MB: No, a few minutes. 

AC: A few minutes. 

MB: Yes! 

AC: But they were out to get me, so they fired me. And the reasons for being late...the CBC is 
on Jarvis, so Jarvis is up there and you walk, Jarvis, Dundas, College, two blocks and that was the CBC 
at the time. It is now the School of  Ballet. And so when I was in Rosedale living, it’s a very intricate 
place, the roads and all that so you could walk around. And it was around Christmas, and we used to 
set up this set, each shift was from seven o’clock ‘till seven in the morning, and you had to set up the 
stage because TV was live in those days. And after a while, when the crew chief  came in and got the 
sketch, he would tear the sketch in four and divide it among [us]. And we had to be very good at that, 
and we could put it up in an hour. It was winter and there is a difference walking streets in the winter 
and walking streets in the summer. The snow was thicker and higher in those days, so I got lost. I wasn’t 
going through the front road; I was going through the back road and I found myself  in Lawrence, and 
I was lost, and I walked back down and eventually found the place, and I think that was the camel that 
broke the camel’s back and they fired me. The week following, for some reason, I was picked as an 
actor. 

MB: And who would have chosen you? The same people who fired you were the same people 
who chose you? 

AC: Somebody in the office must have seen me because if  you are walking around the studio, 
you could walk in front of  a camera and it’s live… so that is how I got this thing. Now, the other 
influence, Tamarack Review, I started to submit poetry and I have a letter of  rejection from the editor of  
Tamarack suggesting that I have no future in poetry and perhaps none in literature, and I was wasting 
my time and I should continue in acting. Now that was a very devastating thing, and as I became 
successful, whenever I saw this man, and he was functioning—even when he retired from the CBC—he 
was functioning as editor of  Tamarack Review, and I would say to him publicly, “Robert, you know, you 
are responsible for Canada not having a brilliant poet named Austin Clarke, after the Irishman, because 
you rejected [him]…” He would laugh. So, and there’s a parallel in the relationships, myself  and Frank 
Collymore, myself  and Robert Weaver. Taking his advice in a very ironical way, I started to write short 
stories. Of  course, the first of  which were not accepted. But I persisted, and I think, I can’t remember 
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what is the first story that Tamarack published, but Tamarack was the imprimatur to success. Because 
if  you got a story in Tamarack, which was the only prestigious magazine in the country, you were on 
the way. And if  your story got featured, you were more on your way. And then you were regarded 
differently by Robert Weaver. For instance, your first story, he would call you and congratulate you. The 
second story, he would call you and invite you to coffee. The third story, he would call you and invite 
you to lunch, and the lunch would be [a] sandwich and coffee. The fourth story, he’d invite you to lunch 
where you would sit in a dining room and of  course the place we had lunch was just across the street 
from the CBC in a hotel. And then the next elevation was dinner at night. And everybody knew that 
you were on the way up. I was looking at something; I wonder if  Eddie [Baugh] has any of  that in Frank 
Collymore: A Biography.4 Do you remember if  he had ...

MB: I can’t remember. I know I had paid attention to his references to you and it’s just this 
morning I said I needed to go back and re-read that. I read that book when it just came out, reading 
that for [its references to you]…. but not for this. But I think that part of  the story is in here too. I think 
I can find them by going back to Tamarack Review which is one of  the trails that I wanted to continue to 
follow…. I clearly saw that Weaver had a significant role to play in your publication and your role at 
CBC as well, your later role. 

AC: Collymore and Weaver….

MB: Collymore and Weaver and the Tamarack Review as a place that would give prominence to 
your work. 

AC: And I just found this upstairs; this is a plaque for having won the short story for the 
national—

MB: Yes, yes. December 1965.

AC: That means that my first novel had been published.5 

MB: Published in 1964. But you might have submitted this around the time that book was 
coming out. Because usually before submission…. there were letters there, I will find the specifics of  
it. When it was submitted and so on. So, the ceremony was December 1965. It was also published in 
Saturday Night. Is that a journal?

AC: Saturday Night is a journal, yes.6

MB: And how much did you get for this [prize]?

AC: One thousand. 

MB: I did not, I could not through the archives, see as much on The Survivors of  the Crossing as I 
saw about your second novel, Among Thistles and Thorns.7 The reviews I found left, right and centre on 
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Among Thistles and Thorns meant that by the time the second book came out, you were known. There 
were reviews throughout England, and I am not just talking about London. There were reviews 
throughout the length and breadth of  Canada on Among Thistles and Thorns. There were reviews in the 
States. And to me that suggested that this was a writer people had come to know, whether through the 
Tamarack Review or through the Saturday Night award. And everyone who talked about Among Thistles 
and Thorns mentioned that you had published the well-received The Survivors of  the Crossing in 1964. 
So, with the picture given, I am trying to figure out some of  the factors that went into making you a 
name. Clearly you just explained that the Tamarack Review led to your publishing. And tell me about The 
Survivors of  the Crossing, that first publication.

AC:  Well, The Survivors of  the Crossing I think, and have always thought, was ignored because 
of  the newness of  the thing. Something that I have never mentioned before is that I had a difficult 
time thinking about what to write about. The second thing is the certain lyricism in the titles of  the 
early books. The Survivors of  the Crossing could easily have been called Survivors or The Crossing. I couldn’t 
think about what to write about and the first-time thing that came to my mind was this black heroic 
character—Bigger Thomas, or James Baldwin’s character, Rufus [in Another Country], and I looked 
around and of  course my influences were, strangely enough at the time, Richard Wright and Baldwin, 
with some other writers and, of  course, [George] Lamming. And I was looking for a tragic hero and 
couldn’t think of  any, and I decided that the tragedy could be portrayed by Rufus, a cane cutter. I was 
never satisfied with the story and it had always occurred to me that I was stretching realism a bit too 
much. And I suppose, since I myself  do not attribute much importance to that first novel, I probably 
have done nothing to stir up the interest in it. The second novel, though equally lyrical, was more 
appealing because of  the confidence I got having written a previous novel. Plus, it is amazing for me 
to hear you say, that the second novel got all this publicity and I haven’t seen some of  the things you’ve 
talked about. Because in those days it was more difficult to track down reviews that had been written 
outside of  Canada.

MB: But it seems the archives did it. But they had these little tags on it that suggested they 
requested it from certain kinds of  publications. And when you put it together you saw what happened. 
Even if  it was a little note in a newspaper in their review section, and if  they had only three books they 
reviewed, yours was included. And I will map it out, but I could see that whether it was in Scotland 
or in England, there were references to the book on its arrival. And that says something, whether it 
was the publisher...whoever did that first edition of  it. Either they had great marketing and they were 
sending books for review, or a combination of  the fact that your name had become significant. I keep 
wondering and thinking about how it is that in that time in the 1960s, as a black Canadian from the 
Caribbean, people took note of  your work, and that’s why I am thinking when I look back on the CBC 
records from your time as a journalist, people were paying attention to you, whether it was about race 
issues or other matters. You seemed to have emerged as a kind of  spokesperson, if  not yourself  being 
interviewed, that you were interviewing significant figures and making them available to a Canadian 
audience, because the CBC is a Canada-wide avenue for publication. So, I kept wondering if  it was a 
fact of  a number of  things as a journalist, your face on TV, and your voice on radio, in terms of  your 
own work, your winning the prize, your appearance in the Tamarack Review and having a good deal 
with McClelland & Stewart who seems to have marketed the book, that somehow it came together to 
get some kind of  attention. I mean, you look back, critical attention was not great, but in terms of  the 
everyday reader, people were taking note that your work had been out there. And so, I want to a talk a 
little bit more about your work at the CBC, maybe we will use that as our last segment for today. Talk 
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about CBC and then I will come back to something else. At the CBC you were a stagehand. You have 
already told us about that; then you were an actor, but beyond that you were doing other things.  

AC: Well, when the acting didn’t work out, I had already made acquaintances with a programme 
that used to be called Project and I got to know the supervisor of  that programme, Harry J. Boyle, a 
novelist, and it was the time when James Baldwin was the Word, if  not the Gospel. And I thought that 
I could interview Baldwin, so I went to Harry and told him I’d like to interview Baldwin. And he said, 
“I’m sorry Mr. Clarke, but we already have about 50 hours of  Baldwin and there is no need.” So I 
said something which I have since considered to be preposterous. I said “I could do a better job,” so he 
looked at me, and said “Why?” and I said, “because I am black.” Well, I’ve always said, and have said 
many times since then, that if  I were in his shoes, I’d ask this upstart, and ask him politely, to leave my 
office because I had no experience in interviewing, but always thought I could interview. And Harry 
said “I’ll tell you what, you go to New York on your own and I will even give you use of  our facilities 
on Sixth Avenue. You interview Baldwin; you could send the interview tapes back to our studios and 
we will transcribe them or send them [for transcription]. And if  we like what you have done, we will 
give you the same fee we gave each freelance broadcaster, pay your accommodation in a hotel for the 
length of  time you would stay, with receipts of  course, pay for your plane ticket return, and pay for your 
daily meals and all that sort of  thing.” But I interviewed...I went down and found out where Baldwin 
used to hang out in Harlem, the Red Rooster, a bar. And I went there and I was asking for Baldwin. I 
would go there every day and then I became known as the Canadian chap who was looking for Jimmy, 
not knowing anything about Jimmy’s sexual...thing. Afterwards I realized something was happening, 
because they were teasing me. [They’d say] “Here be the cat looking for Jimmy” and they’d start 
laughing — “Jimmy’s gone, man”. Jimmy was in Greece. I think that was when he was writing Giovanni’s 
Room. So they had pity on me… [and said] “You can’t waste your time going after Jimmy; Jimmy ain’t 
coming back. Why not interview Malcolm X?” I said, “You’ve got to be kidding me, me interview 
Malcolm X?” He was a frightening figure back in those days, powerful ... So I tracked Malcolm down 
and went into every place I knew Malcolm would be, including the Muslim restaurant in Harlem ... 
and found him. And there’s one thing about Malcolm; I left so many messages that they probably got 
fed up or a bit terrified— why was I looking for Malcolm? Every place Malcolm went, I left a message 
and he would be told, so he probably got fed up. And I was staying with some friends in the Bronx. And 
one Friday night the phone rang and I answered it and the voice said “We understand you are looking 
for Brother Malcolm.” I said, “Yes,” they said, “Why?” and I said, “Well, I am Canadian and we want 
to give him a fair interview and all that,” and the voice said “We will call you back tomorrow at nine 
o’clock” and on the dot the phone rang and the voice said “This is Malcolm X.” It was the same voice 
that had spoken to me the night before. I got very nervous and my host, a painter whom I’d met, he 
used to come to Canada every summer and I was staying in his basement and he lived upstairs with 
his wife and two sons. They heard, because he shouted up and they came down, and they said “Man, 
now you have to smoke some shit”. And I still didn’t know what “shit” was. I used to smoke a pipe in 
those days and I said “I don’t need shit; I get my high off the pipe”. So they decided that we should 
celebrate, so they had taken me to hear some rhythm and blues at the Five Circle or something like 
that. And unknown to me, the older brother sneaked some marijuana in my tobacco. In those days you 
could smoke in bars, and I’m there and I am cool, rocking, then all of  a sudden the face of  the singer 
to whom I am listening appears on a record going around slowly and then the next thing I know, they 
rush me outside. I’m puking on the street and they revive me by feeding me raw oysters. That’s the first 
time I ... on the side of  the street there were these carts. On the Monday morning, I sober up … oh, 
during that conversation, the same conversation, Malcolm said, “Can you come up to Harlem?” and I 
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understood the implication, the subtlety, and I said, “Yeah man, I think, cool,” so I started talking like 
a brother. I felt he wanted to know if  I was white. I was very nervous of  course. I contacted the office, 
alerted the manager that I had this assignment and I got her to choose the best technicians, alerted 
the secretary or the receptionist that Malcolm X was going to be coming to be interviewed. She said 
“Malcolm X? You!” 

I didn’t want him to wait; I knew enough about him [to know] that he was very punctual, etc. 
He said ten o’clock, so nine-thirty comes and I am in the studio sweating, checking that the technician 
had put on the tape the right way and went out again to check with the receptionist. Quarter past came. 
[He is] fifteen minutes late now and I was thinking the worst, because he had said, “I could give you 
ten minutes but I have to be at Life Magazine to approve some photographs they took of  me when I was 
in Mecca.” So, I said “I just need ten minutes,” but then I knew if  I had him for ten minutes, I could 
have him for twenty. So then I got fed up and went outside and there is Malcolm sitting beside the 
receptionist and his bodyguard is beside him. It took me a while and then I realized that Malcolm was 
so sensitive, he didn’t want to alert the secretary or disturb her by saying who he was. So, when I went 
out and saw him, I said “Oh, Brother Malcolm,” and she almost panicked. She went to the bathroom 
immediately, so he went in and I did the interview and sent it back because I was already there, so I just 
signed it and came back. This is a Monday. By the Wednesday I heard from Harry Boyle and he said, 
“Friends come in immediately.”

MB: And they broadcast it? 

AC: They broadcast it. I can’t remember the term for this, but they took out pieces and played 
them as advertising and then, since he was the supervisor for the section of  documentaries, he sold it. 
I mean he allowed other producers to use a little bit and they would have paid me, that sort of  thing. 
So, I would say it was a combination of  that, and politics, and the short stories, and the novel [that] 
must be responsible for my success, my literary success. I had stopped doing interviews. The name of  
the programme was Project and the particular year was 67- 68. When the papers talked about me, they 
began to say “Malcolm X, a friend of  Austin Clark” and I thought that could backfire. And I was a 
friend of  Malcolm X because I interviewed him in New York, and then a year later, or a year-and-a-
half, he had split with Elijah Muhammad and was invited to “Muslim Affairs” and I was still working at 
CBC as a freelance broadcaster. A friend of  mine who was a technician in TV came over and asked me 
if  I would object to having Malcolm wait at my house until he was finished working overtime, money he 
needed because he had had a kid recently and all that. So I said “Are you kidding? Anytime man!” So, 
Malcolm came over. Malcolm’s meeting must have been at eight o’clock or nine o’clock. So I was now 
living on Ascot Avenue, and we talked and talked and talked, and I had forgotten completely to turn 
my tape recorder on because that was more a social interview. I could remember everything we talked 
about but then to have had the nuances from the original voice, that would have been more interesting 
because I was more relaxed. We had things in common. He was married to Betty and my wife’s name 
was Betty, a nurse. He had, at the time, still has, two daughters. He liked Miles [Davis] and [John] 
Coltrane, but I think we liked the same baseball team, things like that.

MB: You had a lot in common. 
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Notes

1  Trinity College, University of  Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

2  Bim literary magazine, was founded in Barbados in 1942 by E.L. Jimmy Cozier, Frank 
Collymore, and W. Therold Barnes. For more than three decades after its establishment it 
remained one of  the most important regular print outlets for literary aspirants across the 
English-speaking Caribbean, thanks to the indefatigable creative spirit of  its longest serving 
editor, Frank Appleton Collymore.

  
3  Tamarack Review, a Canadian literary magazine headquartered in Toronto, was published from 

1956 through 1982 and its longest serving editor was Robert Weaver.

  
4  See Edward Baugh. Frank Collymore: A Biography. Kingston and Miami: Ian Randle Publishers, 

2009. 

5  Austin Clarke’s first novel, The Survivors of  the Crossing, was published in Toronto by McClelland & 
Stewart in 1964.

6   Saturday Night, a Canadian general interest magazine was founded in Toronto, Canada in 1887 
and had the distinction of  being Canada’s oldest such publication. The final issue was published 
in late 2005.

7  Among Thistles and Thorns is Clarke’s second novel. It was also published by McClelland & Stewart 
in 1965. 
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Peelin Orange: The 
Collected Poems of  
Mervyn Morris

It is always good to have a poet’s Collected Poems for various reasons, but such 
collections tend to serve mostly as reference works; for instance, when one isn’t sure in 
which of  the poet’s books a particular poem first appeared, or for convenience when a critic 
wishes to cite poems from a range of  the poet’s books. If  someone who wants to become 
acquainted with the poet’s work asks for advice as to where to begin, one might most likely 
say, “Begin with this or that one of  his books,” rather than say, “Get the Collected Poems and 
dip into it.”  

A noteworthy feature of  Peelin Orange: The Collected poems of  Mervyn Morris, one that 
invites scrutiny, has to do with how the poems are arranged, how Morris’ successive books 
of  poetry have been put together to make the Collected Poems. Just by looking at the Table of  
Contents, or by flipping through the pages, we note an arresting departure from the way 
in which books of  “collected poems” are normally compiled. Such a collection is usually 
put together book-by-book, in chronological order, from the earliest to the most recent. 
The usual way of  compiling collected poems may also seem to imply a critical view about 
progression, development and importance; a view that may not necessarily be valid.

The way in which Morris has arranged, or re-ordered the poems in Peelin Orange 
negates the kinds of  uses just mentioned for collected poems, and complicates the probable 
use of  it for references in a critical work on the poet. The re-ordering of  the poems is likely 
to shed new light on some of  them, to make us see new possibilities in them, make them 
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speak to one another in ways that, hitherto, were not immediately obvious. Of  course, this re-ordering 
is not schematic or conclusive; from the nature of  poetry, it could hardly be. We will always be able to 
make other revealing juxtapositions of  poems across the section groupings.

Morris has collated the poems into four broad subject-groups, titled “Draw Near,” “Love Is,” 
“On Holy Week,” and “Time Come.” The very first poem, “Walk Good,” one of  his most popular, 
very short, sharp poems, was, appropriately, the last poem in his fourth book of  poems, Examination 
Centre. As its title—a popular Jamaican expression—implies, it is a poem of  parting. The speaker is 
sending a friend on his or her way, with a word of  advice: “Teck time / walk good // Yu buck yu foot / 
an memory ketch yu // like a springe”. So how then does it now become a poem fittingly placed at the 
beginning of  a collection? Well, it remains a poem of  sending one on one’s way, but as a beginning to a 
journey, and “memory” is a crucial word in its and the poem’s shift of  application. The opening section 
of  the book, “Draw Near,” which is largely about poetry and the poet’s dealings with it, is an invitation 
to readers to enter the book and walk through it, but carefully. The poems may awaken memories 
that pull them up short and entrap them. Many of  the poems, naturally, are themselves provoked by 
memory. What is more, many of  Morris’s poems have a way of  catching us unexpectedly, taking us off 
guard, like a springe. And while we’re on this little springe of  a poem, we may note how very culture-
rooted and culture-vibrant it is.  First, there is the Jamaican speech, alive with its own creativity. We 
could translate the poem accurately enough into Standard English, but, in an essential sense, it wouldn’t 
be the same poem. It would not convey the way of  life, the way of  seeing and being that “Walk Good” 
conveys.  

In the opening section of  the collection, we also see how the re-arranging of  the poems may give 
them hitherto unapparent meaning. The book’s title poem, “Peelin Orange,” is in the opening section, 
“Draw Near,” although it is one of  the new poems in his most recently published book, I been there, sort 
of: New & Selected Poems.  Now “Peelin Orange” is preceded by “At a Poetry Reading,” and followed 
by “Journey into the Interior,” both poems, in their different ways about the act of   writing poetry. If  
we hadn’t thought so before, we may now read “Peelin Orange” as being about the poet’s inescapable 
commitment to his poetic craft. If  so, we will take it as another of  Morris’s wryly self-deflating winks 
at his own contending with poetry. Although, he may be saying he never achieved perfection, he is, at 
the same time, inescapably committed to pursuing his trade, his dream, of  the perfect orange peel, the 
perfect poem. This, curiously, becomes a cause for admiration, not just laughter. Like the gardener in 
“Gardening” the poet keeps on planting seeds for flowers, but only “flower weeds” grow, so: 

  despairing

  of  the strangled flower

  he let the dull weed grow

  its awkward  power

The power may be awkward, but it is real. 
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The second section of  the book, “Love Is,” deals, as the title suggests, with love.  Morris’s re-
arranging of  the poems for the book reminds us, or may make us aware, not by way of  effusiveness, 
or confessional, or complaint, of  how much “mind-full” attention he has given to this theme. The 
title poem of  the section is a definitive litany of  love, recognizing, in its clear-eyed Morrisian way the 
pains and problems of  love alongside its strengthening gift, and ending with a poignant affirmation of  
gratitude:

LOVE IS 

a giving

& a measured taking

amputation

re-creating

everlasting

interface

a prison

and an open space

a teasing glimpse

of  holy grail

  

a generator
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that can fail

the naked jugular

the knife

the torsion

balance in my life

When we get to the end of  the poem and go back to the title, we may realize, more clearly than 
we may have done before, that it is both an unfinished sentence, subject awaiting its predicate, and a 
complete, definitive sentence: “Love is.”

Then, to name one or two more examples, there is the quietly touching “For a Son,” a poem 
of  familial love (husband-wife-newborn son, and the “cord” of  love that the child’s coming-into-being 
tightens between the parents), a poem all the more outstanding because of  the rarity of  its kind. Or 
take the subtly oblique contending with separation of  the lovers in “Why, This Is Hull,” the title playing 
with whimsical ruefulness on Marlowe’s line from Doctor Faustus: “Why, this is hell, nor am I out of  it.” 
Here love, with full awareness of  the constraints to which it may be subject, reaches across distance 
and climate. The poem may be simply a poem about a Jamaican in cold, grey England, separated from 
the sunshine of  his island and all that it figures; but now it is also a love poem. And, alongside these 
“springe” poems—the aphoristic Mervynisms with a sharp catch in the tail—we have, for instance, the 
quiet, un-ironical “amen” of  “Give T’anks”:

Anodda year of  love.

Give t’anks.  An’ pray

dat God-Above

will seh to time, No way,

No way:

de word is love.

“Give T’anks” makes a fitting segue to the third section of  Peelin Orange: The Collected Poems Of  
Mervyn Morris. This section is devoted to the religious side of  the poet, but not in any maudlin, preachy 
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way. As indicated by the title “On Holy Week,” this section comprises only of  poems from Morris’s 
popular little book by the same name, On Holy Week. Morris’s artistry with the placement of  19 of  these 
much-published dramatic monologues about the Easter story is characteristic of  the artistry that runs 
through the collection. It is worthy of  note that the book’s admirable cover image is a reproduction of  
a Barrington Watson painting of  the Chapel on the Mona Campus, University of  the West Indies, a 
place where Morris has worshipped for decades. 

The fourth and last section of  the book, “Time Come,” moves towards concluding with poems 
about ending and departure of  one kind or another, but not before “checking out” other subject-areas. 
First, there are poems on religion and Christianity, which extend the thematic focus of  “On Holy 
Week.” Then there is a hymn, titled “A Conference Hymn,” composed “for [the] Anglican Consultative 
Council Meeting [of] May 2009.” Then there are a few poems about schooldays, which lead flexibly 
into a few poems with a university source and setting. There is even a poem “For Queen Elizabeth II”, 
which, while it sounds as if  the Poet Laureate is at “official” work, has a truth and honesty about it that 
take it beyond being merely an occasional poem.

In the meantime, we have also been drawn into poems of  socio-historical comment. The 
thoroughness of  Morris’s exploration of  this theme, as evidenced by the number of  poems included in 
this section, brings us to the realization of  the appreciable attention he has given to the socio-historical. 
Jamaican issues of  class, colour and politics, and these in their historical contexts, especially the 1970s, 
are treated with Morris’s unforgettable good sense. Here is “Jamaica 1979”:

 A stone’s throw

 from the revolutionary

 slogans on the wall

 an old black woman

 scavenging

 in ruins

 Cars idle

 at the traffic lights

 waiting for green
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Just a brief  description of  a street scene, but so loaded. Our imaginations are sparked by the 
double meanings, some underscored by the line-breaks. “A stone’s throw” denotes both distance and 
action. We read “A stone’s throw / from the revolutionary / slogans,” but also “a stone’s throw / 
from [i.e. by] the revolutionary.” In other words, stone-throwers are revolutionaries, and vice versa. 
The colour of  the old woman makes a statement on race and socio-economics in Jamaica. She is 
“scavenging / in ruins,” “ruins” also denoting garbage, but she herself  is “in ruins.” We know the 
literal meaning of  “cars [idling] / at the traffic lights,” but the point is that the persons in the cars can 
afford the luxury of  idling. It is they who are “waiting for green,” and that closing phrase identifies the 
historical-political moment. We smile.

Speaking of  good sense, I welcome the poems that commend the courage of  holding and not 
throwing oneself  easily into some partisan totality. We think, for instance, of  “Advisory” and “To the 
Unknown Non-Combatant,” the title ironically echoing “To the Unknown Soldier.”

Then we come, finally, to an arresting variety of  poems about finality, departure, and death; 
again delineated by Morris’s calm, careful eye and the well-modulated voice. There are brief  elegies 
of  a kind to persons of  public standing and high achievement—Elsa Goveia, Walter Rodney, Nita 
Barrow—as well as touching memories of  the dying of  lesser known persons. In “Terminal” the 
speaker recalls, with wryly touching self-scrutiny, “the hopeful / [bedside] ritual” performed by friends 
and relatives of  a terminally ill woman:

we bring

  

fresh fruit

we prattle

and we pray

for hours

 

Her room

is heavy



123

with the scent

of  flowers

Given the line-break after “scent,” we think also, more “heavily,” of  the scent of  death.

But then we have the lyrical, uplifting, yet still clear-eyed “A Chant Against Death”:

  say family

    say friends

  say wife

    say love

          say life

  say learning

    laughter

   sunlight

     rain

  say cycle

    circle

  music

    memory

  say night & day

   say sun & moon

        say

     see you soon



124

I have had the pleasure of  a ring-side seat at the development of  Mervyn Morris’s poetic career, 
and now I have the privilege of  sharing in this moment of  fulfillment. I could have said much more, 
followed other paths of  inquiry, but always “time come”; one has to check out. I leave Peelin Orange: The 
Collected Poems of  Mervyn Morris to speak for itself. It is a great opportunity to re-discover the poetry of  
Morris, or to discover it, as the case may be. 
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Philip Nanton, 
Frontiers of  the 
Caribbean. 

Born in St Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG) and Barbados-based, Philip Nanton 
is a poet, social scientist, literary scholar and all-round multi-media practitioner. His earlier 
book, Island Voices from St Christopher & The Barracudas (2014), is a witty, affectionate and 
often laugh-out-loud funny collection of  dialogues and sketches about life in SVG (lightly 
disguised in the book’s title). Nanton’s new book, Frontiers of  the Caribbean, is a more academic 
book but it is a highly original and unconventional study of  SVG, past and present. It 
reflects Nanton’s personal journey away from formal social scientific methods to the use 
of  forms of  creative expression for social analysis as is the case in Island Voices; some of  
Nanton’s poems appear in the Frontiers of  the Caribbean, as well as one by the Vincentian jazz 
musician and poet, Shake Keane. 

Drawing on history, geography, biography, literary studies, as well as social and 
cultural analysis, Frontiers of  the Caribbean is very much a multi-disciplinary study. Using the 
idea of  “frontier society” as his framework, Nanton closely examines SVG, “an under-
researched multi-island Caribbean society”. (He is right, of  course, that the smaller 
Caribbean islands have received much less scholarly attention than larger islands such as 
Jamaica or Trinidad.)

By “frontier” Nanton means a society on the edge, at the meeting place between 
what is seen as “civilized” (order, calm, control) and what is seen as “wild” (disorder, 
anarchy). The frontier advances, extending the reach of  the “civilized” at the expense of  
the “wild”. He argues that the frontier process never ended in the Caribbean, and has left 
significant traces in present-day SVG society. In his view, the concept can help us to re-
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imagine the Caribbean and how its trajectory can contribute to debates on the impact and meaning of  
globalization. It might help the shift away from “nationalist” history and analysis, and also challenge the 
notion, so strong in postcolonial theory, that everything that happens in the Caribbean is speaking back 
to the Empire. 

Though complex, this is a short book, so I can only give a couple of  illustrations of  how Nanton 
seeks to link SVG society to his frontier idea. He examines a few contemporary SVG residents whose 
lives, he thinks, reflect this tension between order and disorder. One is Junior Cottle, SVG’s marijuana 
pioneer, a “contemporary frontiersman”. A former convicted criminal, ganja farmer, businessman, 
lobbyist for the legalization of  the weed, and liaison between growers and government agencies, Cottle 
exemplifies for Nanton a man who moves freely over the “frontier” between the legal and official, and 
the illegal and “wild”.

For Nanton, SVG’s Spiritual Baptists, also known as Shakers, are an indigenous group which 
has crossed the frontier in recent years. In colonial times they were seen as “wild”, uncivilized, too 
“African”, lower-class, rural, hard to control—hence the 1912 Prohibition Ordinance, the model for the 
one passed in Trinidad and Tobago a few years later. But after the 1960s the sect gradually won wide 
acceptance, membership increased, and Spiritual Baptists entered mainstream SVG society. They came 
to “town”, they crossed the frontier, while retaining their unique forms of  belief  and worship which had 
been seen as “uncivilized”.

Another theme is what has happened to some of  the Grenadines—SVG has 32 islands, many 
uninhabited. In the recent past, these little, neglected islands were a true “frontier”; the people were left 
to their own devices, largely self-sufficient (farming, fishing, seafaring). Canouan, for instance, had no 
electricity to the early 1990s. But over the last 15 years, massive foreign investment has turned Canouan 
into a high-end resort island. As Nanton puts it, in just a few years Canouan has moved from being 
a remote, neglected frontier in the traditional sense (periphery of  a periphery) to a state of  “frontier 
exclusivity and exoticism”. Private developers are permitted, indeed encouraged, “to exploit the notion 
of  the exotic frontier”; “wild nature” is made into a carefully managed commodity for wealthy visitors.

One of  Nanton’s many hats is that of  the literary scholar, and for him, it is just as important to 
probe the SVG of  the imagination (literature, the arts) as the “real” country (history, geography, the 
social sciences). Chapter 5, “Writing the St Vincent Frontier”, examines an eclectic mix of  writings (he 
rejects any notion of  a canon), journals, novels and memoirs. (Sadly, Desha Osborne’s edition of  H. 
N. Huggins’ epic poem, Hiroona: An Historical Romance in Poetic Form, apparently came out too late to be 
included; Nanton’s take on this remarkable epic poem about the Black Caribs of  St Vincent, written 
between 1878 and 1895, would have been interesting.)

Nanton considers how SVG has been represented by outsiders: a journal kept by a Scottish 
magistrate who worked there in the 1830s, and Bodily Harm, the little-known novel by the famous 
Canadian writer Margaret Atwood that is set in St. Vincent.  He also explores how SVG is represented 
by insiders: a novel by G. C. H. Thomas—Ruler in Hiroona: A West Indian Novel—which is a fictionalized 
biography of  Ebenezer Joshua, SVG’s labour leader and Independence era politician, and two 
published memoirs by James Mitchell and Ralph Gonsalves, a former and the current prime minister 
of  the nation. Though these two politicians were, and are, very different personalities with very different 
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political ideologies, Nanton makes the case that the rhetoric of  their self-representation has much 
in common: each is self-constructed as a twentieth-century frontiersman of  SVG, a grand pioneer, a 
charismatic hero, struggling to implement his version of  “civilization” against the forces of  wildness, 
opposition and disorder; each is the all-powerful champion of  a small state against the Goliaths of  the 
world.

Nanton’s interesting and often provocative book provides new ways of  thinking about the 
Caribbean, and about how a micro-state like SVG can be a metaphor for globalization itself. By 
combining different genres of  writing and seeing, Frontiers of  the Caribbean is a multi-disciplinary study 
that incorporates both the “real” and the “imagined” worlds of  SVG. Through his use of  the frontier 
concept, Nanton moves beyond nationalist island studies and complicates conventional postcolonial 
theory, which tends to interpret everything happening in former colonies as part of  a dialogue with the 
former metropolitan power. As he concludes: “A frontier perspective that alters and enlarges the frame 
of  analysis to include history, literature and culture extends the ground of  the debate and increases the 
visibility of  otherwise relatively insignificant island states.”
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Rhonda Cobham-
Sander, I and I: 
Epitaphs for the Self  
in the Work of  V.S. 
Naipaul, Kamau 
Brathwaite, and Derek 
Walcott. 

When Derek Walcott died on 17 March 2017, the world lost one of  its major writers, 
and the Caribbean one of  its most talented individuals. The afterlife of  great Caribbean 
writers is one of  the central concerns of  Rhonda Cobham-Sander’s I and I: Epitaphs for the 
Self  in the Work of  V.S. Naipaul, Kamau Brathwaite, and Derek Walcott. Walcott was a writer who 
saw himself  always striving for and in a struggle with posterity, who imagined and wrote 
about his own mortality while pondering the possible immortality of  his art. Cobham-
Sander’s book highlights and engages with this project, not only in Walcott’s work but 
in that of  V.S. Naipaul and Kamau Brathwaite, at the twilight—to use one of  Walcott’s 
favorite metaphors—of  these authors’ monumental careers. 

I and I is therefore first and foremost about three of  the most important Caribbean 
authors, providing virtuoso readings of  all three. But in addition to being carefully engaged 
with these authors, who Cobham-Sander calls “the kid brothers within the fraternity of  
postwar West Indian writers” (8), it is also about Caribbean literature in a more general way: 
what it meant for the 1950s generation of  writers to see themselves as pioneers creating a 
new tradition; what subsequent generations have made of  those writers; how those writers 
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have had to adapt and recast themselves in light of  these generational changes. In other words, it is a 
book about literary tradition and cultural history and nation-building, as well as postcolonial identity 
and how we construct narratives of  ourselves. 

I say “we” as if  that pronoun is uncomplicated, but in this context it can mean many things: 
how we as human beings construct narratives of  ourselves; how the process is undertaken by writers, 
by Caribbean people, by colonial and postcolonial subjects, by readers and critics. I am attentive to 
these different possibilities in the pronoun because the close readings offered in Cobham-Sander’s book 
remind us to pay this kind attention to language.

The book’s introduction foregrounds these issues with a discussion of  the implications for 
subjectivity of  the Rastafarian “I and I” that gives her book its title: on the one hand, with this 
formulation, “Rastafarians announced their subjectivity in language that circumvented the limited 
linguistic choices available to them” (5); at the same time, for the Caribbean writer, the question 
becomes “never merely ‘Who am I?’ or even ‘What is an ‘I’’, but more crucially, ‘What can ‘I’ 
represent—and to whom?’” This attention to the (inter)subjectivities created by pronoun use opens 
up new ways for Cobham-Sander to read Walcott’s poetry. For example, as part of  a discussion of  a 
number of  poems, including “Love after Love,” Another Life, “Early Pompeian,” and “Exile,” Cobham-
Sander observes: 

Walcott’s signature use of  the second-person pronoun thus exploits the ways in which the 
Standard English pronoun resembles the uninflected first-person pronouns mi and moi 
in English and French Creoles respectively. Like these Creole first-person pronouns, you 
blurs the distinction between subject and object…Walcott’s recourse to the uninflected you 
in both Creole and Standard English contexts, especially his reliance on the syntactical 
functions as indefinite third-person pronoun or self-reflexive first person, opens up fresh 
options for representing the subject. It destabilizes the boundaries between self  and other, 
creating infinitely proliferating degrees of  intimacy among Walcott’s poetic subject, his 
readers and his authorial self. (207) 

This analysis engages with Walcott’s poetry at a granular level, offering deep insight into his 
poetic technique and the ideas about identity and empathy that it reflects. At the same time, the reading 
helps us understand how Caribbean language itself  responds to its sociohistorical context and produces 
particular forms of  subjectivity. 

The readings of  Naipaul and Brathwaite are equally impressive. Much of  the analysis of  Walcott 
focuses on Omeros; the chapters on Naipaul and Brathwaite also centre on one of  their later works, in 
Naipaul’s case A Way in the World, in Brathwaite’s Barabajan Poems. Cobham-Sander sees in each of  these 
books the writers’ return to earlier moments in their careers, reflecting on their own accomplishments, 
and drawing on the Caribbean literary archive that they themselves helped to create. 

In her reading of  A Way in the World, Cobham-Sander shows how the generically-hybrid text 
creates dialogues with C.L.R. James and George Lamming, but also with Naipaul’s own mappings of  
the Caribbean and Britain in The Mimic Men or The Enigma of  Arrival. In particular, Cobham-Sander 
argues that “the epitaphs [Naipaul] writes” for the characters Lebrun (as fictionalized version of  James) 
and Blair can be seen “to embody the achievements that Naipaul wants to claim for himself ” (29). 
Readings of  these two characters allow Cobham-Sander to ask: “what are the implications for our 
understanding of  Naipaul’s literary project if  we accept…that Naipaul’s fantasy of  his ideal reader—
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the reader of  his posterity, the one by whom he most hoped and feared he would be (mis)understood 
when he wrote A Way in the World—is a black Trinidadian?” (60). She responds that we therefore see 
Naipaul’s writing as a meditation on identification, a paradoxical relationship where “to imagine 
oneself  occupying a space occupied by another is to fantasize both that one is unified with the other and 
that one has obliterated the other” (65). A Way in the World shows Naipaul’s awareness that his literary 
legacy remains inseparable from the Afro-Caribbean culture against which he has sought to define 
himself.

If  A Way in the World is “an unabashed exercise in self-plagiarism” (22), and if  Walcott’s poetry 
creates “a rich repertoire of  images to represent [the poet’s] world” (231) which it can then continue 
to draw on to the extent of  “cit[ing] itself ” (228), then Brathwaite’s later poetry similarly returns to his 
earlier work as a primary archive. There is a risk of  solipsism here, as with “the transcendent I and I of  
Dread Talk, which, in its uncompromising appropriation of  all subject positions, negates the possibility 
of  object/interlocutor, and therefore of  dialogue” (81). Cobham-Sander shows how Brathwaite 
counters this potential dead-end by juxtaposing his autobiographical reflections with the voices of  
others contained in his poetry: especially important among these voices are women like Esse, who 
“will not fit into the careful shade and race hierarchies of  Brathwaite’s plantation iconography” (91) 
and thus can “bring into Brathwaite’s first-person reverie elements of  the community that he claims to 
represent but is forced to concede that his text does not fully control” (93). Cobham-Sander’s attention 
to these others—in addition to Esse, is the Oedipal father who appears in Barabajan Poems not only as 
the elder Edward Brathwaite but also as the colonial “Man Who Possesses us all” as well as the poet’s 
mentor, BIM editor Frank Collymore—shows the complicated ways Brathwaite’s poetry navigates its 
relationship to both the Caribbean folk and the English literary traditions.

In this brief  review, I have provided a few representative insights that this study makes possible 
through its rigorous close readings and command of  theory. The book contains many other fascinating 
insights—the archival reconstruction of  the opening pages of  Omeros, the teasing out of  the implications 
of  Brathwaite’s “video style,” the unpacking of  Way in the World’s metafictional reflections on Walter 
Raleigh and Francisco de Miranda—that cannot be done justice in a review. I and I: Epitaphs for the 
Self  in the Work of  V.S. Naipaul, Kamau Brathwaite, and Derek Walcott is a rich and rewarding exploration of  
three Caribbean writers and what their projects can teach us about Caribbean subjectivity and literary 
development.
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Green Days 
by the River

One can view a film adaptation in a number of  ways. One can look for fidelity to 
detail or intent or idea or even culture. One can also quite simply see the film as a separate 
entity without reference to its origin, other than its formal acknowledgement of  its source. 
The book and the film may have different cultural underpinnings, intentions and even 
ideological features. Green Days by the River, the movie, seeks to remain faithful to its source in 
many ways, but here I am proposing that its source is its own cinematic project or idea. 

The strengths in this work are its commitment to, and its success in creating an 
artistic product; and its unequivocal positioning of  this film as Trinidadian. So much so that 
the film begins with beautiful shots of  Caroni with the scarlet ibis soaring and nesting in 
the branches at the river’s edge. This use of  the national bird is obviously a signature move 
and immediately states that these are icons of  Trinidad and that this film has Trinidad at its 
centre. 

The flight of  the scarlet ibis shapes an oppositional image that operates symbolically 
to generate a sense of  the conflict between the burgeoning freedom of  young Shell and 
the forces of  responsibility and manhood that ensnare him. The tangled roots of  the 
mangrove provide an early image of  entrapment through these moving shots of  Caroni 
and immediately announce the idea of  film’s capacity to project at several levels through 
imagistic means. The tangled mangrove begins the process of  creating a resonating image 
of  entrapment throughout the work. The roots of  the mangrove are semi-circular and 
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create a chime, or repetition with difference, that harkens towards the image of  a cage that later 
climaxes at the moment of  Shell’s recognition that he is caught in Gidharee’s plan to ensure that he 
marries his daughter. That opposition between a desire for freedom as youth develops and the snares 
of  responsibility is at the heart of  this bildungsroman. The mangrove also sets up a number of  parallel 
shapes that burgeon into a labyrinth that becomes an invitation to enter into a quite private and 
intimate world.

However, the opening does have one disadvantage, in that a Trinidadian audience immediately 
recognizes that this is not Mayaro, but Caroni. The same may be said, for example, about the bridge 
that appears in one of  the initial scenes between Mr Gidharee and Shell. Is this not in Blanchisseuse? I 
asked the producer and his answer was simple. They filmed scenes all over Trinidad, including Arima 
and St Augustine. 

The use of  symbolism takes this production out of  the ordinary. It demonstrates a desire to see 
film as poetry and moves the whole experience of  the film into a different realm. Some moments do 
need to be tweaked as for example when Gidharee slits the neck of  the alligator and holds it in a near 
freeze-frame with blood dripping from its wound and this dissolves to a dripping red syrup covered 
snow cone. Perhaps the editing should have linked this sequence to the later attack by the dogs and 
Gidharee’s warning that a false suitor should be chopped up into small pieces like an alligator. But that 
aside, the production is beautiful. There are superb moments, in particular the dance hall scene where 
the use of  the camera, its movement and the rhythm of  the shots, including that montage of  faces 
juxtaposed with dance movement, register the transition from exuberance to muted disgust. Disgust 
is first mirrored in Freddie’s face and transferred to Rosalie as Shell falls victim to alcohol abuse. This 
scene, in its entirety, chronicles precisely what I imagine might have occurred in the early 1950s. This 
sense of  a past lifestyle and mind-set is validated through the careful sourcing of  costume, public 
transportation and an ambulance.

The director uses lessons learnt from classical overtonal montage to generate an idea of  ongoing 
tension and change; and builds a line that furthers both idea and emotional impact. This process 
includes attention to the composition of  the mise en scène, for example in the positioning of  Rosalie and 
Joan on opposite sides of  the room as Shell is helped from the dance hall. This reinforces the idea of  
the choices and the emotional conflicts that are part of  the experience of  growing into manhood at this 
moment in time in rural Trinidad. The hand of  the director here is sure and certain. The attention to 
composition and technique that is so much part of  this production lends itself  to a sense of  nostalgia. It 
establishes the action and its situation in time and place. To this end, the filmmakers use slow motion in 
several instances. This technique also creates emotional resonance. For example, the use of  slow motion 
at the introduction of  the ferocious Tobago dogs engenders fear and ferocity. 

There are occasions when the use of  elongated time, in particular in its choreographed 
movement, appears a little stylized. However, movement as rhythmic enactment is an important part 
of  this production. The dance of  the cocoa that is so gracefully executed and filmed with just the right 
timing, concretizes the sense of  freedom and of  an idyllic life in rural Trinidad. This use of  the body 
to reinforce both theme and emotion is an important element in both the novel and this film. The 
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movement of  the body evokes conflict, experience and desire. When Shell dances, his dance acts as a 
counterpoint to the possibility of  fulfilment in the city suggested by his father and Joan and serves as a 
sign of  recognition of  his own contentment with what the land offers. 

For me the most intriguing aspect of  the film is this use of  the rhythms of  the body, not simply in 
dance but in movement as a whole. This works in unison with music and in particular the sonic image 
that recurs at those times when Shell is most exuberant and joyful as in his walk to the river and the 
syncopated walk in Port of  Spain with Joan. It demonstrates an intuition that Caribbean film will come 
of  age in recognition of  its difference and its rhythms. 

It must be said however, that there are instances of  awkwardness in the dialogue.  Whereas the 
spoken word should give fluency to emotion, this is not naturally conveyed in some scenes, for instance, 
when the boys are pelting mangoes and talking about sex. But generally, the acting is beautifully 
rendered. Che Rodriguez as the “old man” of  the stage and indeed of  screen (he appeared in Bim in 
1974) is superb. As the frail yet dominant father who insists on smoking even as he is dying of  a lung-
related disease and whose querulous eyebrows speak more than words, Rodriguez is the master of  the 
action. The casting is in fact almost flawless and of  special note is the actor, Kernell Alexander, who 
plays Joe, and the mother, played by Dara Healy. 

This is a wonderful first feature. It speaks of  great promise and, above all else, it captures the 
attention of  the audience. There are, naturally, birthing pains. But, the producer and the director are 
willing to experiment. They are determined to use both knowledge and imagination to create a work 
of  art. This striving for something unique and “affective” leads to stylization and a desire to create 
an aesthetic of  sound and visual. In the producing and directing of  Green Days by the River, Christian 
James and Michael Mooleedhar have demonstrated that they are two of  a well-schooled and ambitious 
generation of  filmmakers in the Anglophone Caribbean. 
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Gabrielle Jamela 
Hosein and Lisa 
Outar, Indo-
Caribbean Feminist 
Thought: Genealogies, 
Theories, Enactments.

Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought: Genealogies, Theories, Enactments seems duly informed 
by the idea that “Indo-Caribbean femininity is burdened with numerous connotations” 
(Mohammed 2) even as its copious and varied grammatical use of  “Indo-Caribbean”, and 
its myriad cognates and theoretical concepts stake a spirited claim to identity. Each chapter’s 
emphasis on the question of  identity is indeed reminiscent of  extra-Caribbean feminist 
reclamations of  identity in works like Linda Martín Alcoff’s Reclaiming Identity: Realist Theory 
and the Predicament of  Postmodernism. To borrow Alcoff’s apt phrasing, one anticipates therefore 
that Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought too will seek to awaken a “positional consciousness” and 
an awareness of  identity as contingent: on national, socio-cultural, historical, “political 
[and other] contestations” (Alcoff 340). This certainly seems promised in the emphasized 
“recognition of  the privilege or burden than comes from occupying certain bodies . . . [and 
of] the ways in which black bodies are policed and criminalized in relation to Indian and 
other non-black bodies as well as the . . . demonizing [of] Indianness as another site of  anti-
black sentiment” (4).  

We are happily shown that this recognition emerges from a very long conversation. 
We are told moreover that this was preceded by a far longer and ongoing conversation as 
series editor and contributor, Shalini Puri, avers in the Afterword: “I joined the conversation 
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on Indo-Caribbean feminisms about twenty-five years ago” (320).  The immediate conversation 
begun in 2012 in Caribbean Review of  Gender Studies was followed by a roundtable, “Reflections on 
Indo-Caribbean Feminisms,” at the Caribbean Studies Association conference (CSA) in Grenada in 
2013, a two-day symposium on “Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought: Beyond Gender Negotiations,” 
in November 2015, at the Institute for Gender and Development Studies (IGDS) at the University 
of  the West Indies, St. Augustine (v) and then a double panel, in 2016, “Transnational, Feminist and 
Interdisciplinary: New Areas of  Inquiry in Indo-Caribbean Studies,” at the CSA in Haiti (viii). The 
making of  the book clearly involved great expenditure of  labour, time and their exchange commodity, 
money, as indicated in the sources of  financial support. 

The condensation of  the conversation in the book makes an enormous contribution to the 
literary/cultural archive. In a relatively recent reconsideration of  the roles of  criticism in the twenty-
first century, Richard Klein reminds us that literature “depends for its existence exclusively on the 
preservation of  the archive. . . .  It follows,” he notes, “that our principal, our principial duty as literary 
critics is to preserve the archive” (920). Heeding seriously the “injunction that we look to Caribbean 
literature and popular culture as a vital repository of  information” expressed by one of  the Caribbean’s 
first and foremost feminists and gender studies scholars, Rhoda Reddock, to whom the text rightly 
refers as one of  the “foundational scholars in the field” (17), all contributors to Indo-Caribbean Feminist 
Thought reference such works.       

Therefore, if  we “approach this project with a spirit of  generosity and openness” that the text 
asks of  us (17), and if  we agree with Klein, then we would surely contend that Indo-Caribbean Feminist 
Thought does much not only to preserve but also more importantly, given its subject and location, to 
establish a feminist archive of  “knowledge production by Indo-Caribbean women” and about them 
(13). This includes works of  Ramabai Espinet, Shalini Seereeram, Peggy Mohan, Shani Mootoo, 
Danielle Boodoo-Fortuné, Nyla Singh, Shivanee Ramlochan, Gaiutra Bahadur, Rajkumari Singh, 
Mahadai Das, Ryhaan Shah. In contributions by Lisa Outar which exemplify the call of  another 
“foundational scholar(s) in the field,” Patricia Mohammed, for “comparative histories of  feminist 
consciousness” (10) the text also archives Indo-Mauritian writers, Ananda Devi and Nathacha Appanah 
and Indo-Guadeloupean artist Kelly Sinnapah Mary. 

Moreover, while many contributions do reference work by scholars such as Puri, Mariam 
Pirbhai, and Brinda Mehta, Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought declares its independence, as for example, 
in the expressed intention of  “dislodging India from being central in the considerations of  the forms 
that Indo-Caribbean feminist thought and praxis have taken” (9). The subject of  Indo-Caribbean 
masculinities is also given a significant amount of  “feminist attention” (17) by Reddock and Michael 
Niblett, for example, as is goddess worship (263-320). The text also addresses charges made against 
scholarship on the subject such as that articulated 13 years ago by Brinda Mehta regarding “a serious 
pedagogical and scholarly flaw” and “a wide theoretical and literary gap in the analysis of  Indian 
constructions of  female identity in Guyana and Trinidad and its determining impact on issues of  race, 
class, gender and nationhood” (3). Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought cites, builds on and extends earlier 
work like Mehta’s, listing them all up front, in fact (6). 

This archival and other work that the text performs, makes Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought 
a required text on lists of  secondary readings: for courses in Caribbean Literature and intellectual 
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traditions; for lists of  recommended readings for under and postgraduate students; and in 
bibliographies for Caribbean research as a whole. Finally, however, on a more personal note, regardless 
of  how much I might wish it were otherwise, I am interpellated by the discourses on Indo-Caribbean, 
Feminism, (its seems rude not to continue capitalizing) Literature and Culture. Personally and 
professionally therefore the book makes an intervention in my life and work and Klein’s following 
remarks, albeit made in an entirely different context, resonate strongly: “readers of  a text have no 
access to what it dissimulates if  they are not willing to risk injecting something of  themselves, to add 
their thread to those of  the woven texture of  the text” (922). In contributors’ references to aesthetic 
objects over which I have been pondering a long time, I could and perhaps will interweave many 
strands in future. With regard to the anticipations raised in relation to other feminist identitarian work, 
“something of  myself ” takes the shape of  a few concerns.   

Within the limits of  this review they are posed as brief, hopefully pointing-forward type 
questions. These questions are not about “spirits” whether of  the “generosity and openness” or 
other kinds but about two major related issues: systems of  classification and bibliographic awareness. 
These questions are questions, as Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought rightly states, ones about “knowledge 
production.” How is knowledge produced? For what purpose(s) is produced? Why and by whom is it 
being produced? In short: What is its point? 

These questions are provoked by the assertion of  supposedly Indo-Caribbean feminist concepts, 
including   “dougla poetics,” “kala pani poetics,” “bhowji feminism,” a “jahaji bhain principle,” 
“matikor,” and “bindi . . .”, “carnival feminism,” “coolitude,” juxtaposed to seemingly contrary 
assertions in: (a) “we press on with a goal of  continuing the conversation about Indian feminisms in the 
Caribbean, meaning feminist consciousness that is also conscious of  an Indian history and presence in 
Caribbean gender relations”; and (b) “we remain cautious of  theorizing that positions Indian women’s 
sexuality, politics, and epistemological production as a tool for various political projects and agendas” 
(4). Does this not imply a questionable conflation of  India and Indo-Caribbean especially in light of  the 
declaration of  divorce from Indian feminism?

Equally importantly: What does the bibliography of  the Caribbean studies scholar comprise? 
It is momentarily convenient to continue to borrow from Klein who usefully remarks that “to make 
a difference one has to command the bibliography” (921). This seems pertinent when, evoking the 
Cartesian reasoning subject of  modernizing and civilizing mission projects, the text declares its interest 
in and affirmation “of  feminist ideals of  equality, choice, individual aspirations, and personal fulfilment” 
(9). Does this conceptualization of  the individual speak to a lack of  awareness of  its evocation and the 
debates in which it is embedded? Does this concept of  the subject as non-ideologically interpellated 
and fully transparent to itself  underwrite the unexplained and non-rationalized use of  case study and 
sometimes autobiographical research methodologies? 

Finally, for the moment: does the text’s preoccupation with dougla and douglarization reveal its 
unspoken political conscious—a desire for vindication? As Tate and Law remind us: “the Caribbean 
predominantly looks to Africa as the origin of  its culture and existence [in]…celebrating hybridity 
and ‘douglarization’” (90). “Vindicationism” as David Scott argues is, “at once a practice of  providing 
evidence to refute a disagreeable or incorrect claim and a practice of  reclamation, and indeed, or 
redemption of  what has been denied” (83). Is Indo-Caribbean Feminist Thought establishing a vindicationist 
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discourse? Does this, to use Ralph Premdas’s words, re-iterate another note in the “invidious racial strife 
among Caribbean peoples”? 

I hope the answers to the above are in the negative but the text itself  does not make that clear.
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