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Marta Fernández Campa

Editorial Preface

The last few decades have been marked by an increasing turn to the archive globally, 
with particular attention in Caribbean studies, both in the region and its diasporic locations. 
This is especially important as the process of  colonization relied heavily on record keeping 
as a means of  control and self-legitimization for the European imperial powers. Engagement 
with history in Caribbean literature is long and goes back to early texts including the 
narratives of  Mary Prince and James Williams, who documented their experiences during 
enslavement in their record of  that history. Despite the regulatory constrictions on their own 
self-expression imposed by the editorial control and censorship of  the abolitionist movement, 
various editors and amanuenses, Prince and Williams enact their voice in these records in 
ways that underscore a counternarrative around life on the plantation. As Sandra Pouchet 
Paquet notes in her analysis of  The History of  Mary Prince, “As a slave narrative, her history 
brings together in a collective agenda the two dimensions of  personal narrative and historical 
project” (30). This intersection between the personal and the historical account is present in 
much Caribbean writing across all linguistic areas of  the region and the role of  literature in 
documenting history has been (and continues to be) vital. 

In addition to the extensive and growing body of  Caribbean scholarship that draws 
on various historical and literary archives, events such as the 2016 West Indian Literature 
Conference in Jamaica, dedicated to Caribbean archives, made manifest the rich engagement 
in the field. The impressive variety of  papers presented at that conference demonstrates the 
breadth of  approaches to the research and critical discussion of  archives that is also present 
in this special issue. The ten articles and two book reviews included here offer a wide range of  
approaches to archives. They propose different considerations around their value, findings and 
possibilities. At times, they stretch the boundaries of  more conventional notions of  the archive 
in their exploration of  oral histories and folklore, as well as of  literary works as vital records of  
Caribbean culture and historical knowledge. Jarula M. I. Wegner and Amanda T. McIntyre’s 
interview with Trinidadian educator and folklorist Al Ramsawack offers a rich exploration of  
the ways in which a syncretic folklore of  the Caribbean has been both recorded and refigured 
through storytelling. It also sheds light on how folklore reflects social and historical processes 
and how, in the past, it was used to both adapt to and condition life in plantation and post-
plantation societies. The notion of  cultural forms as key to archiving processes is also present 
in Rachel Douglas’s essay, in which she discusses the role in Haitian literature of  notebooks 
that deal with the devastating 2010 earthquake and its aftershocks. Through the notion of  the 
Haitian rasanblaj, a form of  re/assembling explored by anthropologist-artist Gina Athena 
Ulysse, Douglas analyses literary texts and films where the poetics of  the rasanblaj in these 
artistic forms of  expression connects with the Haitian style of  storytelling known as lodyans. 



9

Extending the lens to consider the multilayered ways in which literary texts are engaging with 
historical records, articles by Maria del Pilar Kaladeen and Stanley H. Griffin address a number of  
Indo-Caribbean literary texts and the works of  Samuel Selvon, respectively, as enacting an archive that 
responds to some of  the stereotypes and distortions of  history embedded in colonial records. Griffin and 
Kaladeen propose the popular and familial archives as records that expand histories. Such records also 
figure in the work of  Caribbean visual artists, including Roshini Kempadoo, whose digital photography 
from the series Future Belonging (2000) is featured on this issue´s cover. By centering the family album within 
the frame, Kempadoo´s artwork evokes its power as both personal and historical record.

In the holdings of  literary archives are clues to many aspects of  a writer’s (or group of  writers’) 
pathway to oeuvre and career. These pathways can illuminate the social and literary history of  their time 
and allow further analysis and reconsideration of  some of  the established narratives, as seen in Jennifer F. 
McDerra’s article on the correspondence between Gladys Lindo and Henry Swanzy. McDerra’s archival 
research, with an emphasis on the exchange of  letters that shaped the editorial decisions and content of  
the landmark BBC radio programme Caribbean Voices, reveals the greater role played by Gladys Lindo (not 
just her husband Cedric) as the BBC literary representative(s) of  the programme in Jamaica. The Lindos’ 
role has been less acknowledged than Swanzy’s, and this article suggests that fresh attention to Gladys 
Lindo’s contribution moves us towards an understanding of  the agency on both sides of  this important 
transnational exchange. Similarly, with an emphasis on less known archival records—this time in the 
collection of  widely acclaimed writer Caryl Phillips held at the Beinecke Library, Bénédicte Ledent’s 
article on Phillips’s radio play Hotel Cristobel demonstrates the influence of  his early radio plays in later 
novels. 

Adding to the dynamic technical perspectives on archives that are captured in this special issue, 
Lorraine Nero offers a unique insight into the decisions behind the structure and form of  archives, 
proposing novel considerations that can bring researchers and archivists closer together through a 
productive dialogue with each other and for the benefit of  collections and their use and dissemination. 
My essay in this issue, which draws on research interviews with acclaimed authors Karen Lord, M. 
NourbeSe Philip and Sharon Millar, interrogates the interests that move writers to archive their papers, 
how those practices can influence creative processes (and vice versa) and the challenges and possibilities 
that digital media and technology offer for the archives of  the future. 

Sue Thomas’s article, which discusses the writing and self-fashioning of  William Beckford (and 
his portrayal by his contemporaries), demonstrates some of  the problematic fictions embedded in the 
tropicalized picturesque constructions of  Caribbean plantation life. Thomas also provides a bibliography 
of  Beckford’s writing. In contrast, through a focus on a creative refiguring of  the politics of  the picturesque, 
Jocelyn Fenton Stitt identifies in the life writing of  Erna Brodber and Lorna Goodison a rearticulation 
of  the relationship to land by the descendants of  enslaved peoples in the Caribbean, while challenging 
picturesque representations conveyed in the colonial archives.

Finally, two book reviews complete the issue with examinations of  literature very much concerned 
with memory and the literary archive. Keja Valens’s review of  the 2019 edition of  Patricia Powell’s 1993 
novel Me Dying Trial highlights the text as a pioneering referent of  Caribbean queer literature shaping a 
literary body of  work to which other writers, including Thomas Glave, Nicole Dennis-Benn and Marlon 
James, have later contributed. Denise deCaires Narain reviews Lissa Paul’s Eliza Fenwick: Early Modern 
Feminist and argues for the centrality of  writers’ literary papers in the creation of  their biography. As 
Narain argues, Paul’s biography challenges existing gaps in knowledge about past writing and addresses 
these through contextualization and informed speculation.
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The genesis for this special issue emerges from some of  the questions around Caribbean literary 
archives that the Caribbean Literary Heritage research project, funded by the Leverhulme Trust and led 
by Alison Donnell, has been exploring. 

I would like to thank Evelyn O’Callaghan, with whom I´ve worked on this issue, for her collaboration 
and input selecting and editing these articles. This special issue has been in the works during what we 
now popularly refer to as an unprecedented time in history, the COVID-19 pandemic that has brought 
much grief  worldwide and many moments of  personal and political reckoning. The pandemic has also 
generated significant challenges to our daily lives and work, and I appreciate and am deeply grateful to 
the efforts, collaboration and understanding of  all contributors, authors, peer reviewers and the editorial 
team of  the Journal of  West Indian Literature in the process of  bringing this issue to you. Kind thanks also to 
artists Nadia Huggins, Roshini Kempadoo, and writer Pilar Caballero, for the permission to reproduce 
images from their work in this issue.

The brutal killings of  George Floyd and Breonna Taylor at the hands of  the police sparked a series 
of  Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests in the United States and globally. In the midst of  the pandemic, 
the protests gave force to intense activism and organizing.This moment has (re)initiated conversations 
in the private and public sphere around racism, its historical provenance and ongoing oppression and 
inequality. It has also brought to the forefront the social responsibility and ethical demand not only to 
make (and engage with) archival records of  history, particularly through the arts and critical discourse, 
but also to actively shake it. The act of  bringing down public monuments of  colonizers and enslavers 
during this time of  protests was cathartic to many. The image of  protesters throwing the sculpture of  
enslaver Edward Colston into the Thames in Bristol crystallized a powerful moment that is now in itself  a 
significant historical record. The empty plinth of  the statue today (momentarily occupied by the sculpture 
of  Jen Reid, activist and BLM protester) equally marks a space to reflect on processes of  marking history, 
memorializing and the responsibility of  archives.
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