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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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“There was no book to tell 
you anything about this”: 
Al Ramsawack and the 
Oral Archives of  Caribbean 
Folklore
Jarula M. I. Wegner and Amanda T. McIntyre

Introduction

In any study of  Caribbean literary archives, it is necessary to consider the history 
of  folklore. Comprised of  folk knowledge and folk narratives, it developed independently 
of  but also in relation to written and printed archives. Shared among people in oral form, 
performed bodily and presented to the community as extraordinary knowledge, it developed 
dynamically with diverse local and historical characteristics, representing the times, people 

Source: Photo by Jeff Finley on Unsplash
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and their challenges. In the Caribbean, folklore extends and complements the study and research of  
literary archives by adding knowledge and stories of  Indigenous, European, African and Asian Caribbean 
folk, their culture and creativity. 

However, this folklore is simultaneously excluded from and included in Caribbean literary archives. 
In the colonial period, Caribbean folklore was not considered within the realm of  literary archives, because 
it was not considered a relevant literature or even a literary archive in its own right. More specifically, 
it was excluded from literary archives due to its form of  transmission, social-class origin and racial bias. 
Folklore is largely oral literature, while the archive was for the longest time dedicated to the written word 
(Schneider 100). Also, folklore is mostly shared in folk communities, whereas the archive was reserved for 
what was considered the literary elite (Derrida 2). Furthermore, while multiple groups contributed to the 
folklore of  the Caribbean, the contributions of  Indigenous, African and Asian folk were devalued, as the 
literary archive was controlled by and dedicated to European upper- and middle-class writers (Brathwaite 
8). For at least these three reasons, then, Caribbean folklore was excluded from literary archives, except 
for the occasional mention in the notes of  European travel writers and researchers. Although this changed 
with independence, its after-effects were visible in libraries, school books and bookstores throughout the 
islands in the twentieth century and until today.

Against this history of  exclusion, folklore should in fact be at the centre of  Caribbean literary 
archives. Etymologically, the word ‘archive,’ Jacques Derrida writes, derives from “the originary, the first, 
the principal, the primitive, in short to the commencement” (2). In other words, the archive is that which 
enables the recollection of  the past and the establishment of  history. V. S. Naipaul, of  course, infamously 
surmised, “History is built around achievement and creation; and nothing was created in the West Indies” 
(25). Edward Kamau Brathwaite in contrast said in History of  the Voice, “I don’t need to remind you that 
oral literature is our oldest form of  literature” (14). According to Brathwaite, therefore, a history of  the 
Caribbean can be found in oral literature that includes folklore. Yet, notwithstanding their divergent 
views, Derrida, Naipaul and even Brathwaite privileged the written word. Considering the etymology of  
the word ‘archive’ and Brathwaite’s assessment, a beginning of  Caribbean literature must also be sought 
in folklore.

The most fundamental question of  the archive is what is kept outside of  the archive and what is 
allowed inside (Derrida 8). To begin with, something that is invariably present does not need preservation, 
but that which is soon forgotten deserves identification, intervention and preservation. Like the Guyanese 
author, collector and broadcaster Peter Kempadoo (1926–2019), the Trinidadian educator, painter and 
writer Al Ramsawack has been collecting, collating and publishing Caribbean folklore for over fifty years. 
Today, Ramsawack insists, this old and substantial tradition is quickly fading away, as it has become “a 
dying culture” (175). If  the Caribbean literary archive is dedicated to that which deserves preservation, 
then by necessity it should also be concerned with preserving the wide and varied traditions of  Caribbean 
folklore.

The fundamental question of  the archive inevitably establishes a hierarchy: that which has to 
remain outside of  the archive is dismissed as dispensable, while that which is welcomed inside is considered 
important to preserve. Derrida therefore believed that the question of  the archive “is a question of  the 
future, the question of  the future itself, the question of  a response, of  a promise and of  a responsibility 
for tomorrow” (36). If  the archive bears a responsibility for the future, then this responsibility includes the 
transmission of  the archive to future generations. Expressed differently, the archive poses the fundamental 
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question: What do we want to tell our children? In this regard, Ramsawack has published hundreds of  
newspaper articles, books and radio and television features to pass on folklore stories to future generations. 
Through his publications and features, generations of  Trinidadians and Tobagonians have learned and 
are still learning about the Caribbean’s folklore, folk stories and its rich natural heritage. As a school 
teacher, he taught not only the standard curriculum but also the dynamic, diverse and rich folklore of  the 
Caribbean. In this way, for more than fifty years he has given back the knowledge, narratives and heritage 
of  the Caribbean to its people.

Opening up the archive for folklore also includes, we believe, opening the literary text to oral 
forms, such as storytelling, conversations and interviews. Since the 1970s, Ramsawack began travelling 
through the country, interviewing villagers in rural communities, visiting wakes and attending nightly 
dances in order to collect folklore. Ramsawack pursued this work not only across the whole of  Trinidad 
but also in parts of  Grenada. He is now nearing ninety years, not dissimilar to the people whose stories 
he documented throughout his career. We met Ramsawack in his picturesque house off the main road in 
Roussilac, a small community in south-west Trinidad in late August 2019.

In this interview, Ramsawack recollects how he came to research folklore, his search for answers 
and the difficulty of  differentiating fact from fiction in the testimonies of  the people whose stories he 
documented. During the interview, it became even clearer that his life-long engagement with folk tales 
also makes him an excellent storyteller whose intelligence, experience and humour guides his audience 
along a thin line between history and his story. In any case, he offers important insights into the wide, 
diverse and rich living archives of  Caribbean oral literatures.

Fig. 1. Al Ramsawack © Dion Samsoondar 
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The Interview

JARULA M. I. WEGNER (JMIW): Al Ramsawack, you have been referred to as a writer, artist 
and folklorist. You are a retired teacher and a broadcaster. But these descriptions are the product of  
an impressive record of  accomplishments. We would like to begin with an earlier and less well-known 
moment in your life. Would you like to tell us where you were born and how you spent your childhood?

AL RAMSAWACK (AR): Well, I was born in—you could consider it as a village at that time—
during World War II, in 1932, in Sangre Grande, bordering on a cocoa estate in Sangre Chiquito. My 
first storytellers were the cocoa workers of  that estate. The name of  that estate was Santa Estella Estate. 
It was one of  the biggest and most productive cocoa and coffee estates in Trinidad and, most people say, 
in the Caribbean. I think I was influenced by those early storytellers. There were barracks in which these 
people were living, the labourers of  the estate. Now, in one of  these barrack yards, which was just a stone’s 
throw away, just a few houses, I would visit there because of  these old guys who would sit on these logs of  
wood and thing, because there was a sawmill close by. And they would tell me stories about long ago and 
La Diablesse and Lagahoo and Soucouyant. 

In those days, folklore was a way of  life. It was a culture. It was a control. Right? So, it controlled 
the villagers in several ways. For instance, they kept the men inside, because out there’s a La Diablesse 
who would lure you into nice conversations. She’ll be smelling nice, well dressed, and she will lead you to 
a precipice in the forest and throw you over there and your soul will go to the devil in the silk-cotton tree. 
And they will get more powers to overcome other men. There were also the Douens to keep us away from 
the forest and the cocoa estate. The Douens were supposed to be little people who were born, and they 
died before the age of  reason, according to the Roman Catholic religion, into which I grew, even though 
I was of  a Hindu stock. I grew up with people around me who were of  all different religions. And finally, 
because of  the school I went to and later on at Presentation College, which is Roman Catholic, I was 
converted. So, I am a Hindu-Catholic.

But these stories that these guys told me encouraged me in later life. I went around after having 
moved from place to place: I left Sangre Grande at the age of  eleven and then we lived in Siparia for two 
years and from there we went to Princes Town where I spent most of  my teenage years until my twenties, 
when I got married. Then we moved from south and went to live in Belmont, because I was accepted 
to go to teachers’ college. We went to Port of  Spain and spent two years there. So, I was able to meet all 
different kinds of  people from all different backgrounds, which is part of  my education. Then we came 
back and lived in La Romaine, after graduating and coming to teach in San Fernando Government Sec, 
in 1962 the year of  independence. And there is where I had my first baby, Ann Marie, and later on my son 
Stanley when we moved down here to Roussilac. But we also lived in Marabella for some years, though, 
when the first child was still a toddler. Then we came back to La Romaine and we lived there for some 
years and then we came to Roussilac, where we built this house. And this is where I ended up [laughs]. So, 
that gives you an idea of  my whole life in a capsule.

AMANDA T. MCINTYRE (ATM): Thank you very much for such vivid details of  your life 
and work! Can you tell us about your literary influences? What books were you interested in as a young 
person? Who were the writers that inspired you?

AR: That started in Presentation College. Now, I started there in form 1, in the back of  the 
class. But I was still able to come twelfth from among our twenty-five students, which wasn’t too bad. I 
thought I would do less. And then as we went up, my position was always like eighth, ninth or tenth, and 
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I was happy with that. I wasn’t bound to be up there. But the teacher who really, really impressed me I 
met when I reached form 4. Because when you write an essay and they give you a topic and all of  that, 
the teachers in those days will sit at the rostrum and say, “All right, let’s see what Mr. Al here is doing.” 
And they say, “From the time of  the first paragraph, it’s not good!” They pelt the exercise book at you. 
Sometimes they would say, “That’s stupid. When will you learn? Maybe you’ll never learn” [laughs]. I 
said, well, I wouldn’t be anything like a writer.

Then when we reached form 4, we had a change of  teachers, and there was one Brother Fergus 
Griffin. He was an Irish, slim, youngish-looking guy, and he was an artist. So, on the bulletin board he 
would always put things, little cartoon and thing. I was influenced partly by that. Then he became my 
English teacher, and the first lesson he was giving us in literature; he sat down on the rostrum, and he said, 
“Let me tell you a story.” We were doing Great Expectations by Charles Dickens. Then he told us, “In order 
to understand what Charles Dickens wrote, you’re supposed to know the type of  person he was.” He gave 
us a whole history of  Charles Dickens: a little boy and he was nobody and he had to give up school. But 
at the same time, he was interested in this area, and he loved people, he sympathized with people. He 
was poor, he lived in the blackened houses and he worked and worked—always something. Somehow, 
he became a writer, one of  England’s best, well loved and what not. So, I said, “Wait now!” And now I 
started to read this Charles Dickens: “So, if  he was poor like me, that means I could be a writer!” But, I 
mean, those teachers never said that I could write, so I didn’t worry. I said, “It’s a story anyway.”

He gave us an essay to write. He asked, “What would you like to be when you grow up?” And 
I wrote something: “I’d like to be an architect” [laughs]. He would take his work home, go through 
everything piece by piece and come back the next session. And the first thing he said was, “Listen here, 
students!” He started to read, and he watched the expressions. “What do you all think about this?” The 
students began to say all kinds of  different things: “It looks like that student copied this from somewhere.” 
He said, “No, no, no. I would know if  he copied that. He’s talking about himself.” He said, “He’s sitting 
right here.” And that was me. “So, just stand up! Let’s see who it is.” So, I stood up, and everybody 
cheered. It was a boys’ school, so everybody called out. So, he said, “You’ve got the qualities.” Now he 
mentioned some of  the good things about it. He said, “The introduction was captivating, which is good. 
But then down the line, you fell short.” So, he said, “What you could do, you could improve that area.” In 
a capsule, he told you the good things to develop and what to avoid. I was impressed with what he said. I 
got to like literature. Strange enough, of  all the subjects, in literature I had my lowest grade: a pass. But I 
still continued, and he told me, “You go on and write, no worries.”

JMIW: How do you think your literary and religious upbringing influenced your experience of  
folklore stories while growing up?

AR: In the Roman Catholic school, the teachers say that at the age of  seven you should be baptized, 
if  possible. Because from the age of  reason you can make decisions. Your religious guides will tell you, 
“To keep away evil, you have to get baptized. So, if  you die, your soul will go to heaven. Now, if  it doesn’t 
go to heaven, you don’t know where you’re going—to limbo, neither here nor there.” And then people 
would tell you, “You’re stupid or what? What do you think the Douens are? Children who died before the 
age of  reason turn into Douens, and they would encourage other children to follow them in the bushes 
and lead them to a thicker patch where you will starve to death and your soul will become one of  their 
companions.” And then the parents tell you, “Don’t go in the bush; there are Douens.” It’s true, when you 
go in the bush, you hear, “Coo, coo, coo, coo!” But it was really the doves. So, when you hear them, you 
run back out of  the bush [laughs].
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Then in the night, you see a ball of  fire. They would say, “That is the Soucouyant!” When I started 
to do folklore, when I did my own research, that was not in books, because there was no book where I 
could go to. But I was looking at it scientifically as they talked about Soucouyant and where you meet 
Soucouyant. In Mayaro, it had little puddles along the beach. When the waves came up and when they 
went back, they left little rivers. Then the cane vegetation produces marsh gases, and that marsh gas 
creates a glow. Now if  the place is windy, you don’t see it, because the gas dissipates with the wind. But 
after a great rainfall, the place is quiet. No movement. Then you see it going up gradually, and wherever 
the air pressure sends it, it goes. It is usually attached to anything cold: the top of  a house or the stump 
of  a tree, where the dew forms when it became cool. So, the Soucouyant was that same thing. Then I 
went to several doctors and asked them: “You know when people come and say that a Soucouyant sucked 
them, and they get a little spot there and a blue spot there—what is that?” “Sometimes it’s an allergy, and 
sometimes a housewife bends over a counter or a table edge to retrieve something from a cupboard, and 
when it touches their legs, she wouldn’t know what’s going on. She gets up the next morning and sees this 
circular thing and says, ‘That is Soucouyant!’” So, I put the two things together.

ATM: I have never heard this explanation of  the Soucouyant before. Could you tell us about any 
folklore story that particularly fascinated you during your childhood?

AR: There are so many of  them, you know? The one we have with the Mama D’lo, mother of  the 
river. I spoke with people in Valencia, the Amerindians, in the early days, and they told me the story about 
this. Then you heard it elsewhere. She is part like a fish. So, it comes like a local mermaid. I have never 
seen any, but to me it was always very, very fascinating. She is trying to protect the river animals, like the 
gallop, the river turtle, the mama-teta, guabine and king coscorob and all this fish and thing. So, anybody 
who goes there and would like to eat, she will ask, “Do you eat fish?” And if  you say yes: “Oh, you’re a 
terrible person!” And they try to get you in the river and drown you. So, they were the protectors of  the 
environment in the river with all the freshwater fish. And Papa Bois saves our wildlife, you see?

ATM: Our folklore environmentalists!

AR: Yes, it’s true! Those two, more or less, and the La Diablesse. Well, the La Diablesse was one 
of  the most common that you find all about the place. The thing is, if  somebody asks, if  I do believe in 
that, I say, “Well, in a sense, yes, and in another sense, it’s questionable.” Because some of  these you could 
explain scientifically, but with others it’s difficult. In my research, I went to Toco and got the description 
of  the La Diablesse and the Papa Bois. Then you go to Morne Diablo in the south, deep south. You get 
the same explanation and the same description. Then you go down to Cedros, and you get the same. In 
those days, there was a lack of  communication—not like you have it now, whether by physically travelling 
or telephone—they didn’t even have telephones. So, there was no communication between somebody 
out there and someone here. It seems that some things were happening at the same time and in different 
places: people were seeing similar things. Then you begin to question: Is this true or not? In any case, they 
became our myths and legends, right?

So, there is some truth somewhere, and there are some doubts. Then you want to say, well, maybe 
the Soucouyant was true too! We could take it scientifically or otherwise, but maybe something was really 
true! For instance, they said that people used to turn into beasts. Like in Moruga, one guy used to turn 
himself  into a wild hog, a quenk. People would find that he would come to the Poui Trace Junction and 
he had animals to sell and he just went out there with a cutlass, no gun, no nothing at all, and came back 
with game. He used to go in the forest and change himself  into a quenk. And he carried some fellas inside 
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there in the woods to watch and said, “Watch! I will go up the slope here and you all stay by this tree here. 
Don’t come up! There will be a lead quenk, and then there’ll be a whole flock of  them coming down 
there. Don’t shoot the first one, eh? Start to shoot the others!” And when they shoot, they start to scatter, 
but they would still get one or two. When they were waiting and waiting, the first fella got so anxious, he 
fired a shot on the first and all the rest scattered all over. And the Spanish man came and said, “Look, 
what allyuh doing! You nearly killed me!” He got shot, but in his leg. So, then the fellas ran away from the 
man and said, “Oh God, boy! This man turning beast!” So, you have all these kinds of  things. It’s kind 
of  intriguing.

JMIW: Did you also have supernatural experiences yourself, and if  so, could you tell us?

AR: Well actually, I haven’t really seen any, you know? The thing is that the people speak about 
these things with such conviction. There are people who normally don’t really lie, who say something like 
that. And then I want to know whether it’s true or not. I always look out when people talk and hear what 
they say. But when you see these stories sometimes, they could shake your belief.

But things happened with me in my early stages too. A boy who went to Queen’s Royal College, 
in Port of  Spain, lived across the road when I was a boy. He said that he bought a new camera. Baby 
Brownie they called the camera, and it worked with film. We had to take pictures to try out this thing, so 
he took out a picture with me. There was a big galvanized fence. He put me standing on a log against the 
wall and took the picture. Then he took another one with me and two other guys—one was my brother 
and a little friend. I was in the middle and the two of  them next to me. And when he processed the film, 
the one by the galvanize had only galvanize, but I wasn’t there. The other two guys came out, and I in 
the middle wasn’t there.

JMIW: So, you are the jumbie! [laughs]

AR: I was the jumbie! [laughs]

ATM: The phantom in the photograph! That’s the name of  that story. [laughs] And now you 
understand why you are not having any folklore supernatural experiences. You are in fact a jumbie! 
[laughs]

AR: What confirmed the thing now was when I was going to get a driver’s permit. I was nineteen 
years or something. I went down Mucurapo Street in San Fernando to a studio with a Chinese woman 
named Carmen. So, she took the pictures and told me, “Come back on Thursday to collect it!” When 
I went back, she said that she took a picture of  me, but it didn’t come out. And she said, “Look at the 
negative here. The drape at the back came out. What happened? Where were you?” I said, “I was right 
there!”

ATM: Al, these things are concerning me, you know! Were you baptized? [laughs]

AR: Yes, I was baptized.

ATM: I’m just being absolutely certain. Have you made any contracts with the devil?

AR: No, but I made a contract with the Blessed Virgin. You know what? I had an apparition. I 
had a visit. I just started to teach in Moruga, St. Mary’s Government Primary School. The principal there 
used to give me a lot of  hell, and I wanted to leave teaching. I said to my wife, “I’m going to leave here in 
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a while. I can’t go on. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be a teacher.” I was frustrated, I guess, and I lay down. My 
brother and I used to sleep in one room. He had a bed there, and I had a bed—two small beds. He must 
have been gone out liming somewhere, and I lay down. I suddenly opened my eyes. I was dreaming that 
this Blessed Virgin Mary was standing by my bed, looking at me. In the dream, I got up, I was watching 
and she was there more than a minute. I said, “This is a dream. I don’t know what to say or what to do.” 
I just lie down there, boy, and she was at the foot of  the bed, suspended there and looking at me with a 
smile. Gradually, everything just disappeared, and I remained watching. I really did see this lady! I told 
it to my eldest sister who was a staunch Roman Catholic, and she said, “That is your angel. You pray to 
that angel, and everything is going to be all right.” There was a time in my life when everything went 
wrong. Nine days and nine nights I was doing my rosary, and then things started to straighten out. And 
since this happened, I do it every day, so every morning I do it. I talk to her as I am driving down the 
road, for instance. If  something comes to my mind, I just say, “Girl! You don’t find …” I talk to her like 
I talk to you. I converse with her all the time, hoping that I’ll see her again. But I’ve never really seen her 
after. But I know she’s around.

ATM: Thank you so much for sharing that! We know about your work in journalism and that you 
have published collections of  folklore since the 1970s. What inspired you to collect and write down these 
stories?

AR: From the early days, when I started to teach, I told some of  the guys in secondary school—
teachers—I said, “I want to do a research on Anansi stories.” They started to laugh: “Anansi story? You 
yourself  look like Anansi, yes!” [laughs] They said, “Take a story of  yourself, yes?” I said, “No! Let me 
tell you. Look how they have Brer Rabbit in the United States. Anansi is the counterpart to Brer Rabbit. 
Nobody is thinking about that. I’m going to record it and make Anansi somebody.” And I came up with 
Anansi with a human head and everything, and the picture is still there. Then I went around collecting 
Anansi stories, and Ann Marie, my daughter, liked those stories when she was small. So, when I ran out 
of  Anansi stories, my son Stanley was born and he started to grow up and then I created Monkey Polo. 
But during the research for Anansi stories, the folklore came up alongside. It was parallel: Anansi stories 
and the folklore. So, I said, folklore and folk tale are the same: folklore. I accepted both side by side.

The first thing I started to write in 1971 was called “From the Cauldron of  Folklore Jumbies.” 
That was the first article I did. So, I wrote an introduction and I had two stories written and I went to the 
Trinidad and Tobago Guardian’s office one Saturday morning. I walked into the newsroom—like anybody 
would do in those days and nobody would stop you—and I went straight up to these two guys talking: Mr. 
Arthur Ince, he was the editor in chief, and Carl Jacob, he was the editor of  the Guardian Magazine. When 
I went to tell them that I want to introduce a thing on folklore, Mr. Ince said, “Boy, everybody wants to 
be a writer. Everybody is coming up here. We are inundated with poets. They write a poem, and they 
want it published and all kind of  thing.” So, he said, “We’re really inundated!” I had the stories in my 
hand, and when I turned, he saw the illustrations. He said, “Let me see! Give me a few minutes,” and he 
went into a room. When he came back, he told Carl Jacob, handing the story to him, “Let’s have that in 
the magazine. We need something like this.” Just like that! I was so elated now and said, “When do they 
start?” They said, “Sunday.” “This Sunday?” He said, “I’ll make it a five-part series.” Before it reached 
five, people started to make comments, and it ended up with sixteen stories.

ATM: We know that Monkey Polo is your original character, and you had some others of  these as 
well. But in terms of  the folklore stories, were there times in which you made up stories involving folklore 
characters, or were all the stories presented just as you received them from the persons who told them to 
you?
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AR: Well, I took it from what the people said. I didn’t make them up, but I put them in my own 
words. I made them enticing with a little drama and thing, but the story was there. What I do too is that 
I move locations: I take the La Diablesse from somewhere, and then I do it in Valencia stretch; I put 
the Lagahoo in Morne Diablo, though it happened in Sangre Grande—to preserve the identity of  the 
people. But the story is from the people, even though they sometimes would make up things; but if  they 
say it with conviction and if  it resembles something else or somebody else, you couldn’t know. Well, it 
might be something interesting to write about.

ATM: So, the trick to storytelling is to say it with conviction? [laughs]

AR: Yes, yes, yes!

ATM: Interestingly, accounts of  folklore characters and stories often end on ominous or tragic 
notes. Yet most of  your published folklore stories seem to end on neutral or even positive notes. Only in 
the story of  the devil in the silk-cotton tree, in your most recent collection Trinidad and Tobago Folklore Stories, 
the protagonist actually dies [Folklore Stories 63]. And even then, the man’s death serves to restore order in 
society. Do these stories aim at narrating a return of  order, the victory of  good over evil?

AR: Yes, definitely! Like you say, it is good over evil. For instance, with the La Diablesse, I didn’t 
mean for the man to get killed. He escaped and ran. Most of  the time they escape. Especially in children’s 
stories, I want everything to end up nice. Monkey Polo comes like the good guy, and Sly Mongoose is 
always cheating and wanting to steal and thing. But still, the mongoose will get away unscathed. He’s 
doing all the nonsense, but at the end he’s learned his lesson, and he runs away. So, he’s alive, and both of  
them will remain alive all the time, because I don’t want the children to be scared—“Oh, he died!”—and 
then they feel sorry for mongoose.

JMIW: We were very glad to find in your book on Trinidad and Tobago folklore stories about 
popular characters, such as the Lagahoo, La Diablesse and Soucouyant. It even contains stories about 
less prominent and often-neglected characters, such as, jumbies, bhutes and phantoms. We would like 
to know how you went about selecting the characters that feature in the collection and how you selected 
the particular narratives about these characters, because we believe you have many more stories, but of  
course you have to make a selection of  what you put together.

AR: I tried to have it mixed that you have the Afro, Spanish and different tales. The bhute is the 
Indian jumbie. A bhute is a ghost in Hindi. With the Indians too, you have the people who did astral 
travels, you know, meditation, where one person could be present at different places at the same time. A 
lot of  us would have liked to do this, yes? [laughs]

That one happened in Roussilac, and I got the fella’s permission to use the story. The guy had this 
cocoa estate, and people stole the cocoa before time, to take it away. He told the two grandsons that he 
will see about that, he will watch that. They couldn’t believe that he was at home, lying in his hammock, 
sleeping. They went into the cocoa estate in the night and saw him sitting under the cocoa tree. They 
went to another heap, and he was there. So, they got scared and ran back home. Now they are sorry that 
they never learned, because the grandfather always told them, “One of  these days, we’ll teach you how 
to do it, but you’re too young to be able to appreciate and to do that.” But they were never able to learn, 
and the grandfather died. They remember that with regret. This spirituality came with the Hindus, so 
I mixed that in. And the phantom used to be a normal kind of  thing in most of  the villages at junction 
roads. It happened in La Brea and in Point Fortin, in the oilfields. When I visited the police station, they 
really had the records that people went back because they couldn’t take it. And the man in charge said, 
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“Allyuh coward! I am going there, and if  it’s not true, allyuh dead!” He really saw things, ran and ran 
back to the police station. He said, “Oh God, this is really true!” Then they moved that phantom gate to 
another place, so that was the end to it. They had some in the cocoa estate too, so I selected from that to 
get this mix.

ATM: I’m glad that you talk about the oilfields and the cocoa estates. Because we were intrigued 
by the many details about specific times and places where these stories took place. They seem to create 
a folklore map of  Trinidad. The occurrences seem particularly concentrated in eastern and southern 
Trinidad, though other areas are of  course also mentioned. Could you tell us about your method of  
collecting and documenting these stories?

AR: Well, in this case, I actually went to the people, whom I know would be willing and happy 
to chat. I was in Sangre Grande and spent one week up there. My wife was very considerate, allowing 
me to go and spend this week up there. That was my early home, and when I went there, I met one of  
my primary schoolmates, Roy Alexander. He would move around with me. One day he told me that 
somebody died up in Caigual: “We have to go up there! Endless stories!” Because they were dancing the 
bongo up there, and they were telling Anansi stories in the flambeaux light. I went in there with a little 
notebook that could fit in the palm of  my hand. I had a pencil, because a little pencil wouldn’t shut down, 
and I sat down quite in the back in the dark and was writing. They were just some notes, like a line, and 
I would remember the thing. I would put down another line, and I would go on with the story there. And 
when I went back to where we were staying, I would write it out with my hand in an exercise book the 
next day. Then you move again, and one fella, named Alfredson Taylor—a kind of  red man—he used to 
talk a lot. He said, “I will get you plenty stories. Let we go Manzanilla!” We went to Manzanilla to some 
old man that he knew. We sat down in the gallery, and we chat. He would help me probe into this guy. So, 
I got my information directly from the rural traditions. Because there was no book to tell you anything 
about this. This is how I got it: mouth to mouth. And it is really, really enjoyable doing it.

JMIW: The folklore stories tell of  Amerindian, African, French, Spanish and Indian influences 
in Trinidad folklore. But are you also aware of  exchanges of  folklore stories and characters within the 
Caribbean? We read, for instance, your story “Invocation of  the Dead” [Folklore Stories 87-91] as a reference 
to Vodou belief  and practices, such as spirit zombies, in Trinidad. Do you think these beliefs and practices 
indicate exchanges between Haiti and Trinidad? And if  so, could you tell us about other such exchanges 
between Caribbean territories that you have noted in your research?

AR: No. What I did is, I went to Grenada because a lot of  people who told me some Anansi stories 
here, they had some connection with Grenada. Once you speak with them, from the accent you know; 
and when you ask them, “Do you have family in Grenada?” they say, “Yes.” So, I went down there and 
spent a week. I saved up my little money, got a plane and went there. I went to Victoria and Sauteurs, all 
up inside there. I did a lot of  walking too and you meet people along the way and you sit and chat and 
you go on again. Some of  the stories are different: their La Diablesse was on a beach. She used to appear 
from nowhere when these people were dancing their bongo. This beautiful woman would come from 
nowhere and take over the show. She was dancing so good; all the men’s eyes were on this lady. This kind 
of  thing. But then at the end, everybody asked, “Where is she, boy?” The woman just disappeared. So, it 
is a different thing too.

There are also some similarities with what we call the Lagahoo. They call it the Lougarou, from 
the French loup garou. And they call the man who turned himself  into a Lougarou—they had one man 
who they called Fire. Fire lived in Sauteurs, quite up by the beach there. So, I took a trip and I went 
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there and I met some little boys. Then I said, “Where is Mr. Fire living?” They said, “You know Fire?” 
I said: “Yes! But a long time I ain’t come up here. Somebody said he’s living by the beach.” Someone 
said, “Come, I will show you, but he does turn Lougarou, you know? You’re going by he, but everybody 
’fraid him, does call him Fire. Because his whole body is ablaze with fire, but you’re seeing him through 
the fire.” So, I went, and they took me to a fence with a wooden gate. There was a fella inside there, so 
I called out, “How you goin’? Long time I ain’t see you, boy!” [laughs] I had never been there before. He 
told me, “Pop the gate, and come in, man!” The little boys on the other side of  the road were watching 
me. They were frightened for me, but they wanted to know what would go on there.

The man told me, “Take a seat, man!” He was in the hammock up there and I shook his hand 
and we started to talk. I told him that I was from Trinidad, and we talked and talked and talked. I said, 
“Some of  them people say that you does turn to Lougarou.” He said, “Who tell you that?” I said, “Some 
fellas quite down in St. George’s.” So, he started to laugh and said, “You believe that?” I said, “No! People 
does make up thing and make you look like you’s this big fire man. I find that a great thing. It must have 
a magic and thing you doin’!” “No,” he said. What happened is, he was in World War II as a soldier, and 
then after everybody went home, he came back to Grenada. He used to tell his friends in the barbershop 
he was in the frontline, and there was only fire: “I givin’ them fire! Givin’ them fire!” So, the people called 
him Fire in the barbershop. So, everybody went with the name Fire, and these little fellas said, “Yes, he’s 
Fire because he turns into this Lougarou.”

He was sitting down there, and he was a nice fella. He told me all kind of  things, and he even told 
me about the Indian Leap. He said, “You should go and see that. It have a big cliff and when the white 
people come now and they want to claim the area, the Amerindians decided, well, they won’t get us, we 
will rather die. They all planned together, and they jumped over. Since that they call it the Indian Leap. 
A whole set of  them died right down there.” I said, “Is that true, boy?” He said, “Yes!” He said that he 
wasn’t there then, but that’s what he heard. So, I learnt a lot from these people. Sometimes you go to a 
place you don’t really know, and you have to find out all kinds of  things. But I made it work, and I found 
out everything there. I collected my stories and I came back and I ran a ten-part series in the Guardian on 
Grenadian folklore.

ATM: This brings me to the next question. You have observed Trinidad and Tobago folklore for 
at least fifty years. In this intense long-term engagement with folk tales, have you witnessed changes in 
characters and narratives of  folklore? In our recollection, for instance, Douens were unbaptized children 
that found an early death. Yet in your new collection published in 2017, even children seduced into their 
own deaths by Douens would then become such characters themselves, notwithstanding the circumstance 
whether they were baptized or not. Do you think this is a historical change, are there more historical 
changes like this and do you see a general pattern in historical changes?

AR: Most of  the characters, like the La Diablesse, people don’t believe in anymore. And they say 
that these evil spirits are afraid of  light, especially electric light, so that now they disappear. Maybe it is 
the radiation [laughs], whatever it is. Because the old folk believe in purity and the natural. Everything 
was natural. If  you’re making your cocoa, your coffee, you pound it in your mortar. They make their own 
coffee. They believe in everything natural. So, as these changes come, you don’t even see La Diablesse. 
And the people now don’t believe in this, thinking that it is an ‘old-time thing.’ They go out there and 
they’re above the La Diablesse or whoever. The whole society has changed to the extent where these 
things are completely dying out. They become myths and legends of  Trinidad, of  folklore stories. Like in 
my book, it’s not just folklore—it’s stories. I give you the stories like these people give them. But they have 
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changed their attitude even to the Lagahoo. This Lagahoo really was a villager, and he was telling people 
that he could change into anything. He could be a deer, he could be an agouti and a dog.

But the thing is this: I interviewed a Lagahoo, right? He’s living in San Fernando, but he practiced 
in Moruga. He retired, and he was sitting in a street called Upper Hillside, off of  Coffee Street. The story 
with the Lagahoo is: He’s coming down the road in the night, and you hear a chain rattling [rrrrrrr], a 
loud noise. You see this man in his nude, with a coffin on his head and three candles on the top there—it 
varies, sometimes no candles, sometimes just the coffin on his head—coming down the road. From the 
time you hear the chain rattling, you have to douse all your lamps. And if  you’ve been looking through a 
crack or a crevice, he will blow a strong light that will get you blind for life. It means that, when you hear 
a Lagahoo, you are going to hide and take off the lights.

Now, he used to work in the cocoa estate. So, he told me what they used to do. He made something 
with a box. It’s not shaped like a coffin. It’s just a plain box. But he made it in a way that he could put 
them together and put a little bolt and thing to hold it together. So, he went to the cocoa-drying houses 
where he used to work, and he knew which of  the dried cocoa was ready for export or sale. He went 
with his box, and he filled in as much as he could carry. He put it on his head and went down the road. 
Now, if  you hear that, you just have to hide. He has a bottle with kerosene hanging there, and they have 
the cigarette lighter. And he puts some in his mouth going down the road, chain rattling and observing 
some lights doused here, some light there. To take off the light, he blows a big fire. The surprised man 
runs inside fast and tells his wife to close up there. So, I got the inside story, and it added up with what the 
people were seeing.

JMIW: You mentioned that already several times, and while reading the book, we found further 
references. In many of  the folklore stories, the reference to earlier centuries and more traditional societies 
creates the impression that folklore is something of  the past and not at home in our modern societies. This 
becomes particularly clear when the collection’s last story ends by pointing towards “a dying culture” 
[Folklore Stories 175]. Yet folklore seems to explain the unusual faculties of  plants, animals, humans and 
the existence of  ghosts. If  folklore is a way of  a society to give meaning to irregular and inexplicable 
occurrences, does not modernity itself  also create such occurrences and therefore continuously create 
situations for new folklore stories to emerge? Isn’t modernity with all its technicalities a new environment 
in which new folklore stories arise, because these new environments and situations also create new 
challenges?

AR: Well, so far, I am not hearing or seeing any sort of  changes, or people talking about that 
they’re seeing this, or that they’re seeing that. Most of  them say, well, that was long ago, and they say that 
they have nothing like that again. But most of  them agree that it is part of  our folk heritage and it should 
be preserved. And they are glad that there are some records now. Most countries have their myths and 
legends, and in most of  the countries people believe in preservation.

JMIW: Apart from collecting, collating and publishing folklore stories, do you currently also follow 
other interests?

AR: Right now I have something in the Trinidad Guardian that I submitted. It’s called “Preserving 
Our Natural Heritage with Al Ramsawack.”1 We talk about the local birds, wildlife, morocoys and all 
these things. Because the children and even the adults themselves do not know about it. If  you see a nice 
yellow bird with black wings, that’s a cornbird, that’s an oriole. And we talk about the oriole, how it builds 
its nest and the other birds invade the nest. So, I give them a nice history about the bird. I had my birds 
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there [in the back of  the house in Roussilac], and I had my camera set. I put food for them and I took 
pictures of  the blue-jean tanager, the green-headed or palm tanager, and then there is one with a golden 
beak and red body—the same family! All kind of  things, but the children don’t even know about the 
kiskadee! Then we’ll talk about the mangrove swamp and what you get there, the different crabs and fish 
and the different things in the landscape with the river. I have snapshots of  the scenes. Next, I will have 
to interview a crab catcher, because I want a picture of  somebody holding up the two sets of  crabs—the 
mangrove crab and the blue crab—as if  he were selling them. And I will write something about him and 
the kind of  crabs, the different style, the different traps they make, how difficult it is to sell, what about the 
rainy season, what to do, you know? So, I’ll make a nice story, right in Oropouche when I will catch him. 
I’ve seen him, and I will catch him one of  these days [laughs].

ATM: And thus you now research the natural archives of  our Caribbean environment!

ATM and JMIW: Thank you so much, Al!

Fig. 2. Al Ramsawack, Jarula M.I. Wegner and Amanda T. McIntyre © Dion Samsoondar
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Notes

1 The series started on 6 October 2019 in the Sunday Guardian with the title “LIFE – Safeguarding 
the Future of  T&T,” featuring “The Oriole Bird.” In the opening article, Ramsawack writes that 
the series aims at building “an awareness of  our environment, as we must endeavour to love it, 
protect and conserve it for now and the future” (1B). Since then, the series has appeared in the 
Trinidad and Tobago Guardian on a weekly basis. 
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“Those Not with Us 
Anymore”: The Literary 
Archive of  Indian Minorities 
in Guyanese Indenture and 
Beyond
Maria del Pilar Kaladeen

To my child’s mind this made perfect sense, that we carried 
around inside us the voices, the stories, all the history that lay 
behind us and that without these we would be ghosts without 
form or substance, nothing but transparent shapes inhabiting the 
moonlight.

—Ryhaan Shah, A Silent Life

Source: Indian indentured labourers were taken to many parts of  the British-ruled Caribbean and South America, including Trinidad (pictured) and 
Guyana | Photo: Wikipedia Commons
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The archives of  the history of  Indian indenture to British Guiana (1838–1917) are dispersed 
across three continents and held principally in London, Calcutta and Georgetown. The white male civil 
servants, of  varying degrees of  seniority, who authored the majority of  these documents, had their own 
preoccupations, their own ambitions for their particular part of  the British Empire. What united them, 
even when they believed themselves to be compassionate, was a unanimous and concrete conviction that 
they were a superior people presiding over a weaker ‘race.’ 

Indian indenture, begun as an idea that Indians could replace enslaved Africans in the Caribbean, 
developed into an organized system that was about maintaining the production of  sugar in the Caribbean 
with as little cost to the planters as possible. Thus, the problem that historians and descendants of  the 
indenture system encounter when they enter the archive is how they might ‘recover’ the voice of  a people 
whose thoughts and feelings were never assigned the value of  the products that they were brought across 
oceans to produce. Indeed, when Indian voices are included in these documents, usually as participants 
in enquiries into the system, the roles they play are highly performative and reflective of  their role within 
a power structure that has already defined the limits and language of  their participation. 

One is reminded here for example of  the archival records of  Bechu, a Bengali man who indentured 
to Guyana in 1894. Due to his facility in written English, Bechu was able to disrupt the plantocratic 
narrative of  indenture as a benevolent intervention into the lives of  Indian migrants, by writing letters 
to the colonial newspapers about a number of  injustices perpetrated against indentured Indians on the 
plantations.1 A key archival text that documents Bechu’s presence in the colony and the disquiet he 
created is that of  the 1898 Royal Commission of  Enquiry (West India Royal Commission). It was for 
the purposes of  this commission that Bechu wrote a statement and was subsequently summoned to give 
evidence. Yet reading this document, one is reminded of  the colonial filter that renders Bechu’s voice, 
simultaneously questioning it and co-opting it. Accordingly, his most powerful message, which followed a 
recent uprising at which police had opened fire on migrants—the Indians were terrified into acquiescing 
to plantocracy insistence on lower wages—is muted by a series of  questions about Bechu’s life in India, 
which seem intended to undermine the only indentured Indian voice at the proceedings.2

This is not to dismiss the crucial job of  archival research and the considerable contribution of  
scholars such as Prabhu Mohapatra who have produced important work on largely unknown texts 
authored by indentured labourers (Mohaptra). Such endeavours recently led to the translation and 
republication of  a book of  poetry written by an indentured labourer in Guyana in 1916, thus making 
available to a wider audience what is—at least, for the moment—one of  the earliest examples of  Indian 
literary expression on the indenture system in Guyana (Sharma). However, while research continually 
brings forth obscured and ‘undiscovered’ texts, we must still confront the fact that the colonial project 
had no interest in preserving the voices and inner lives of  indentured labourers and their descendants. If  
this is so for the majority of  Indians who came to the Caribbean, archival silences are far more significant 
for those who were minorities in the system, namely, South Indians, recruited from the then Madras 
Presidency, and Muslims, mostly from the North.3

I would suggest, therefore, with particular reference to the marginalized and minoritized groups 
of  indenture, that we might consider expanding our idea of  what constitutes archival material. I would 
argue that the literary work of  descendants of  these original communities has drawn upon the cultural 
memory of  family and community to provide a much-needed counter to colonial accounts that at best 
overlooked, and at worst dehumanized, the minority groups in question in this piece. 
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In colonial British Caribbean terms, the system of  indenture was dominated by the presence of  
Hindu Indians from the North, predominantly recruited from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. This group, 
quickly stereotyped by the planters as pliant and reliable agricultural labourers, became the standard by 
which other indents were judged. Accordingly, the archival representation of  South Indians is that they 
were everything the North Indians were not. Most irksome to the planters was that the South Indians 
were reluctant to remain on the estates. Writers from the South Indian community, Peter Kempadoo 
(1926–2019) and Moses Nagamootoo, confirm that this group far preferred, where possible, to exist 
outside the estates, working in fishing and rice farming (Nagamootoo, introduction):

The Madrasis were indentured labour like the other northern Indians but 
as soon as their indentureship was finished most of  them turned to the thing 
that they knew best and that was fishing. At one time nearly all the fishing 
fleets in Guyana were owned by Madrasis. You probably remember there’s a 
chapter in Guyana Boy where I go fishing with my grandparents? So they had 
an alternative to working the land. They were always independent and in fact 
they were never terribly good at working the land. After indentureship, when 
the northern Hindus remained on the land, the Madrasis migrated into the 
neighbouring villages and went into fishing. Like the black Africans they left 
the estates and moved into villages. Now there’s an important implication to 
this because they did coastal fishing and the tides differed from week to week, 
so they weren’t a sort of  nine to five people. They went out when the tide was 
right and if  they didn’t want to fish, they didn’t fish. Fishing gives you that 
independence. The Madrasis didn’t want to be beholden to anyone for a job. 
(Kempadoo, Personal interview) 

Both Kempadoo and Nagamootoo’s comments are valuable counters to the stereotypes of  the “lazy” 
and “vagrant” South Indian in British Guiana that exist in the archives (Dalton 472). This stereotype, 
established relatively early in the period of  South Indian migration to Guyana, had much to do with the 
comparatively high mortality of  this community on the plantations and a subsequent colonial campaign 
to prevent scrutiny by attributing these deaths to the community themselves. One might trace the roots of  
the emergence of  a colonial discourse against the South Indians in the colony, labelling them as vagrant 
scavengers, to the point that records documented them dying in high numbers on the estates.4 The fact 
that the culpability for these deaths undoubtedly lay with the colonial government’s poor provision for 
new migrants is evident from the fact that the colonial government repeatedly returned to the Madras 
Presidency for recruits throughout the indenture period.

Yet it is this archival stereotype of  South Indians, particularly as independent, rebellious carousers, 
untamed by colonialism, that has undoubtedly influenced some Indian Caribbean writers who have 
romanticized these characters in literary portrayals, where they appear as outsiders, hanging on the 
peripheries of  novels and threatening to disrupt narratives. This is also the case in Trinidad, where the 
plantocracy held similar views about this community and where writers Harold Sonny Ladoo and V. S. 
Naipaul both featured South Indian characters in their novels.5

In Guyana, the first known novel about the indenture system is Edward Jenkins’s 1876 work 
Lutchmee and Dilloo. In a prelude to the literature that followed, one of  two of  Jenkins’s South Indian 
characters, Akaloo, is an unindentured, plantation-savvy South Indian moneylender, who travels between 
the estates collecting signatures for a petition against the colonial government. His presence in the novel 
serves to help the new arrival, Dilloo, navigate the corruption of  the plantation, and his sudden departure 



29

from the narrative, just prior to the riot that ends the novel, seems a perfect exemplification of  how 
later writers such as Naipaul and Dabydeen would depict ‘Madrasi’ characters romantically as outsiders 
and rebels. When Hat, the heroic South Indian character in Naipaul’s Miguel Street is sent to prison, the 
young narrator describes the sensation as though “part of  me had died” (165). In Finding the Centre, where 
Naipaul explores the process of  writing Miguel Street, he observes how Hat’s heritage had set him apart 
from the people he knew growing up:

He was a Port of  Spain Indian. The Port of  Spain Indians – there were 
pockets of  them – had no country roots, they were individuals, hardly a 
community, and were separate from us for an additional reason: Many of  
them were Madrasis, descendants of  South Indians, not Hindi speaking and 
not people of  caste. (16)

The 1996 novel The Counting House, by David Dabydeen, features an Indian of  “suspected Madrasi 
ancestry,” Kampta, who prima facie constitutes a combination of  every colonial stereotype about this 
Guyanese minority group (74). Kampta is ungovernable, carousing, unwilling to remain on the sugar 
estate and involved in a relationship with the African Guyanese Miriam. Kampta achieves heroic status 
among the other Indians on the estate by stealing from Gladstone, the estate owner, and repeatedly 
refusing to respect his authority. He appears to hint at a resistance to the colonial ownership of  his history 
when he points out the absence of  information on his birth certificate (73) and when he counsels others: 
Gladstone “own your legacy” (116). In his alliances with virtually all of  the colony’s cultural groups, 
Kampta serves as a Guyanese everyman, his lack of  history seeming to suggest a freedom that the other 
characters do not enjoy. But it is the case with both Naipaul’s character Hat and Dabydeen’s character 
Kampta that such freedoms for these characters are illusory. Hat is jailed at the end of  Miguel Street, and 
the narrator of  The Counting House tells us that Kampta never existed, seeming to remind the reader, as 
Naipaul does with Hat, of  the impossibility of  such heroism being real.

However skilfully and playfully these writers explore the literary possibilities of  the perceived 
freedoms granted by South Indian identity in the Caribbean, there is still a clear sense in which their work 
reproduces elements of  the colonial, archival ‘Madrasi.’ I suggest that it is through the descendants of  
South Indian labourers themselves that we are finally rewarded with literature committed to humanizing 
this community. The much-neglected 1960 work Guyana Boy, by self-identifying Madrasi writer Kempadoo, 
is the first published novel by an Indian Guyanese writer. It is a tender familial and semi-autobiographical 
work, which still manages a highly efficient literary extermination of  the colonial stereotypes built up 
around the South Indians of  Guyana. The strength of  the novel lies in Kempadoo’s skill to create an 
engaging and vivid family of  South Indian heritage that, from the very start, impresses upon the reader 
both the psychological burden of  living under colonialism and the carceral nature of  the sugar estates of  
Guyana in the 1930s and 1940s.

The principal character, Lilboy, is the child of  diligent parents based on a sugar estate. In 
Kempadoo’s opening chapter, Lilboy’s mother is a proud woman, ambitious for her children and critical 
of  her husband’s apparent failure to mirror her aspirations. “Manager Wife’s Christmas Party,” the first 
chapter of  Guyana Boy, deftly carries the reader through the asphyxiating atmosphere of  the traditional 
Christmas party thrown by the estate manager’s wife. It recounts Lilboy’s mother’s painstaking navigation 
of  a wholly artificial ‘social’ situation, in which the party is a theatre of  denial of  the colonial power 
structures. What we see take place through the child’s eyes of  Lilboy is the resistance of  the estate children, 
whose silence during the prearranged games is a rejection of  their assigned roles as the grateful recipients 
of  seasonal colonial benevolence:



30

There must have never ever have been a silenter game any fifteen or twenty 
children ever played. Mrs Milner and her daughters were the only ones who 
did not talk in whispers. […] And it was the last thing when Mrs Milner 
thought we should join in and sing school songs with her. […] Our voices 
froze in our throats and I came and sat near to my mother. (19)

Through this blended work of  fact and fiction, Kempadoo gifts the contemporary Indian Caribbean 
community an account of  how an Indian Guyanese family of  South Indian heritage lived and—with 
reference to their customs—died. For we can see in the work of  Kempadoo and Nagamootoo that 
ceremonies and beliefs around death were key in this community, and part of  the success of  both of  
these novelists is to mark these traditions in their writing: Nagamootoo in the chapter “Those Not with 
Us Anymore” (37) and Kempadoo in the chapter entitled “Pa’s Death,” in which Lilboy recounts the 
last days of  his grandfather and his subsequent funeral (163–67). In contrast to the literal archive, which 
awards the South Indians of  Guyana no value, due to their resistance to the dual colonialist and capitalist 
project, Kempadoo’s literature yields information about the South Indian community living in Berbice 
during this period. We learn in this chapter, for example, that there was enough of  a community presence 
for the group to have their own priest and temple and that the representation of  all South Indians, as a 
people living outside the caste system, was not correct. 

Prompted by his son’s desire to know more about his paternal grandfather, the Guyanese writer 
and politician Nagamootoo wrote a semifictional account of  his childhood, Hendree’s Cure, set in the 
village of  Whim, in the same area of  Berbice where Kempadoo’s Guyana Boy is set. Nagamootoo’s novel 
was written with an awareness that this community had long been involved in the process of  migrating 
to North America and that the South Indian villages of  his own childhood were rapidly depopulating 
(Nagamootoo 143). The novel is a vital act of  historical resuscitation for a people whose history in Guyana 
had until this point—and with the exception of  Kempadoo—been written by the British. Populated by 
beautifully crafted characters, Hendree’s Cure is a rich and rewarding intervention. One chapter, which 
recounts the Windrush-era journey of  one of  the villagers, is particularly successful in its attempts to 
decentre the colonial narratives of  repeated migrations (Kaladeen, “Windrushed” 24). In Nagamootoo’s 
hands, it is the village and its people who form the centre of  the novel and the ‘colonial vampire’—in the 
form of  sugar-giant Bookers, who must exist shadow-like in the peripheries.

Yet exist it does, and the villagers’ increasing tendency to upward mobility is rejected by the 
eponymous Hendree. His desire is to live a life that connects him to his South Indian heritage, via the 
healing traditions of  the Kali Mai Puja, an important element of  South Indian worship in Guyana. 
Hendree’s healers’ refrain, “[M]ost people are not sick, they are just guilty” (Nagamootoo 128), could be 
read as a direct reference to the colonial stain of  shame that permeates in the community until their “hurt 
and anger” at their treatment by the British turned inwards: 

Peters, Victrin, Naga and his brother David were among the many anti-
colonialist Madrasis in the village who detested the British ownership 
of  the sugar estates and their rule over the colony, which they blamed for 
widespread sufferings. Madrasis in particular hated those British overseas 
who contemptuously referred to them all as “Sammy” an alternative version 
of  the derisive appellation, “coolie” which was used to describe all Indian 
indentured persons. Sammy was a derivative of  the names of  many South 
Indians such as Veerasammy, Mootoosammy or Kandasammy. When an 
overseer called “Come here, Sammy”, it implied “Come here little boy”. For 
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some Madrasis, though, the hurt and anger gave way to self-contempt. Naga’s 
two younger brothers, Ramsammy and Chinsammy, for example, gave their 
children new, more English-sounding surnames. […] (112) 

Hendree is not alone in seeking an escape from what the narrator’s father, Naga, calls the “rass-pass of  
colonialism” (113). Fidel Castro is a hero to the villagers, who draw parallels among the Cuban Revolution, 
the imprisonment of  Cheddi Jagan by the British in 1954 and his later victory in the 1957 elections. Naga, 
who we might figure as the head of  the Creole panchayat of  Whim Village, is not alone in suggesting that 
the only way to challenge the British is by taking up arms against them.6

In contrast to Guyana Boy, Nagamootoo does attempt a sensitive exploration of  the lives of  some of  
his female characters in Hendree’s Cure. Hendree’s wife, Aydoo, for example, frustrated in her marriage and 
sexually disappointed by her husband’s alcohol-driven impotence, leaves Whim for an apparently happy 
life with Frenchie, a former convict from French Guiana. Chunoo, the wife of  Naga and the narrator’s 
mother, who is first mocked and humiliated by her mother-in-law and then treated shabbily by Naga, 
is a compassionate but powerful character. When Naga’s philandering leaves her in perilous financial 
circumstances, she runs her own fishing boat and market stall in his absence, still operating a running tab 
of  the economic fortunes of  the other families in the village: “She kept a mental notebook of  the size and 
earnings of  every poor or near destitute family, and knew how much fish would make them a meal. She 
would charge rich folks correctly, which was a bit extra, so that she could ease her hand with the poor” 
(Nagamootoo 29). It is easy to read past this chapter, which also depicts Chunoo’s early life as part of  
the weeding gang on a sugar plantation, without stopping to take in how one woman was able to chart a 
trajectory from the lowest rungs of  plantation labour to become a small-business owner and a powerful 
force in the community, physically tackling domestic abusers in the village families (28).

Chunoo’s expressions of  solidarity with the working poor of  the village are mirrored in the setting 
of  the sugar estate in Ryhaan Shah’s A Silent Life, the sole Indian Guyanese novel about a Muslim family. 
In this book the character Nani is not only a valuable community resource but also a destabilizing force for 
plantocratic power. Shah’s novel focuses on the lives of  two women from the same family, a young girl and 
her grandmother (Nani), who are both interested in the economic fortunes of  Guyana. The grandmother 
has lived the eponymous silent life, since her attempts to advocate for the workers on the plantation are 
seen to have resulted in her husband’s suicide; the implication throughout the novel is that he committed 
suicide because he was shamed by her obvious intellectual superiority and her assumption of  a public 
voice (26). While this novel does not share the autobiographical roots of  Guyana Boy and Hendree’s Cure, 
Shah was particularly keen to represent the women who were historically involved in estate uprisings in 
colonial Guyana.7 We learn in the novel, however, that there is a price for such bravery, and Nani must 
face the isolating censure of  a community that simultaneously celebrates and castigates the women who 
fight for it. A Silent Life is a dual challenge to archives, both to the colonial archive that assigned no value 
to Indian women’s resistance in colonial Guyana and to the community ‘archive’ of  memory that elevates 
women murdered in estate uprisings to martyrs without the in-depth consideration, which Shah provides 
here, of  what women’s participation in protest can mean for the family. 

I would also argue that Shah’s contribution ultimately challenges the existing archive of  the 
Muslim presence in Guyana by asking us to consider how working women like Nani, whose lives were the 
plantation, have been effaced from the country’s history. Archival representations of  Muslims in Guyana 
centre primarily around the annual observation of  the Tadjah. The voice that dominates this discussion is 
that of  the colonial civil servant or European overseer who either celebrates the diversity of  the ceremony 
or decries it as a potential source of  revolt against colonial authority. When Muslim voices are heard in 
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the archives, as with Bechu, it is through the letters pages of  the newspapers, which appear to record 
solely the voices of  Muslim men, who lived in the metropole and existed away from the estates. There 
they balanced the fight for representation with the diplomatic tone of  acceptance of  colonial rule. Thus 
one leading Muslim businessman, Gool Muhamad Khan, argued for government funding to support a 
new mosque on the basis that Indian Muslims were “faithful and loyal subjects” of  “the Empress” (Khan). 
This is a far cry from the plantation community leadership of  Shah’s Nani, who is unequivocal in her cry 
for freedom from colonialism.

In 2001, the year that Naipaul won the Nobel Prize, I was browsing through the shelves of  a 
bookshop in Piccadilly for a copy of  one of  his novels. I came across Nagamootoo’s Hendree’s Cure for 
the first time. Identifying it immediately as a new book from Peepal Tree Press, I bought it, read it and 
immediately called home to tell my father about this incredible minority community who had lived in 

a different part of  his country. Remarkably, this was how I 
discovered that my father’s maternal grandfather, Pappas, 
was South Indian. It took the appearance of  the novel for 
him to begin to speak to me about this grandfather, who 
he had loved dearly and who had taken him to the Kali 
Mai puja as a child. The novel quickly travelled around my 
family, and my uncle, my father’s older brother, spoke for 
the first time about going to horse races with ‘Gan-Gan,’ 
his South Indian grandfather’s wife. Both men recalled the 
many summers they had spent with Pappas, and shortly 
after I began my MA, I tasked them both with writing 
something for me about the Kali Mai puja. 

Fig.1. Maria del Pilar Kaladeen

Fig. 2. Swantimala, author’s great-grandfather

I tell this story to emphasize that 
the act of  writing Hendree’s Cure had an 
important impact on the preservation 
of  my own family history. It led to the 
opening up of  a familial archive that 
had been abandoned. My father’s 
family members, who were significantly 
influenced by their own colonial 
upbringing, attached new importance 
to their South Indian heritage because 
it was the subject of  a book. I watched 
something quite moving unfold, as 
the novel triggered discussions about 
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various members of  this South Indian family, including Pappa’s uncle, who had worked as a chef  in 
Government House. So prized were his dishes that he was bought out of  retirement to cook for Princess 
Margaret when she came to the colony in 1958. 

Yet my journey to learn more about my father’s Gan-Gan, the Muslim woman to whom Pappas 
was married, has been much harder. My father and my uncle told me many years ago that Gan-Gan, 
whose real name was Khira, was the daughter of  an indentured woman named Chowrassia and a 
Muslim man, of  North African heritage, who had escaped the penal colony of  French Guiana. They 
both remembered Khira taking them to an area of  Georgetown where she visited other members of  
the Muslim community, who may have been Khira’s family or the families of  others who had escaped 
or left the penal colony. Both my father and my uncle were clear that this community was Muslim, 
but not Indian. Khira became estranged from her father when she married Pappas, and during the 
course of  her marriage—perhaps as a result of  her isolation from her father—she began to drink heavily. 
Her alcoholism drove a wedge between her and her daughter (my grandmother), which no doubt had 
consequences for my grandmother’s relationships with her own children. My father describes his mother 
as a distant and unloving woman, while his sisters describe her more compassionately, reflecting on her 
intelligence (Pappas had sent her to a Catholic school, where she had learned to recite entire soliloquies 
from Shakespeare) and the tragedy of  such a bright woman being imprisoned by the unrelenting daily 
drudgery of  cooking, cleaning and caring for her five children.

Fig. 3. Ameena, Maria’s grandmother
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I hope that this article has shown that the creation of  a literary space—exploring the possible 
histories of  minoritized communities—offers potential for all descendants of  indentured labourers to 
look afresh at our own familial archives with the same reverence with which we treat institutional archival 
sources. After my father first began to speak about Gan-Gan, it took him a further twenty years to tell 
me that she eventually drunk herself  to death. It was with the silences surrounding her life in mind that I 
read A Silent Life, feeling immense gratitude for Shah’s tender unfurling of  the complexity of  minoritized 
women’s experiences in colonial Guyana. As I look at how these novels have affected me, the descendant 
of  a Windrush-era migrant from Guyana, and my family members who grew up in colonial Guyana in 
the 1940s and 1950s, it would appear to me that the most powerful thing that Kempadoo, Nagamootoo 
and Shah achieve in their literary representations of  marginalized communities is the forging of  an 
imaginative and creative space in which we might listen, without prejudice or the lingering vestiges of  
colonialism, to the possible voices of  “those not with us anymore.”

Notes
1 For a study of  Bechu, see Seecharan.
2 This shooting occurred at Plantation Non Pareil in 1896 and resulted in the death of  five inden-

tured labourers and the wounding of  fifty-nine others.
3 South Indians in British Guiana were called ‘Madrasis,’ after their port of  departure. This term is 

still in use in Guyana today, and it should be noted that its use is still sometimes pejorative
4 See, for example, the correspondence between the colony’s chief  medic and the governor, Dr. 

Bunyan to Governor Light, Report of  the Royal Commission on Depression in the Sugar Industry in West 
Indian Colonies, Parliamentary Papers, vol. 26, 1847–48. Here, Dr. Bunyan, immediately after intro-
ducing the subject of  their high mortality, begins to comment on their “inferior” appearance and 
their “vagabondage.”

5  Laddoo’s ‘Madrassi’ character Jassoo (No Pain Like This Body) is depicted as highly licentious, and 
Naipaul’s character Hat is imprisoned for murder (Miguel Street).

6 For this idea of  the creolized panchayat in Hendree’s Cure, see Kaladeen, Mercurial Malabars 87.
7 This information has kindly been shared by the author via email (Shah, “Re: A Silent Life).
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Archiving Ten Years of  
Aftershocks in Haitian Seismic 
Notebooks
Rachel Douglas

Notebooks constitute the birthplaces and archives of  the 2010 Haiti earthquake. 
Notetaking and notebooks are also omnipresent in post-earthquake Haitian films and texts. 
Scribbling down notes, immediate reactions and later impressions was for many writers the 
means of  initiating and rewriting responses to the temblor and its still continuing aftershocks. 
Seismographic Haitian writing born out of  these notebooks created layered repositories of  
embedded vestiges like the Haitian earth itself  after the January disaster. This quake was not 
a one-off seismic event: it was processual with an extensive aftermath.1 Creation of  many 
of  the Haitian earthquake texts and films was also a continuous process, and this article 
uncovers the long, and in some cases still ongoing, process of  forging these narratives.2 In the 
Caribbean context, the archetypal notebook is Aimé Césaire’s “Cahier d’un retour au pays 
natal” [Notebook of  a Return to the Native Land] (1939), and this article argues that these 
Haitian texts and films can be thought of  as reworking Césaire’s Ur-notebook. As will be 
explored, the notebook pages are also often spaces where Haitian writers write and update 

Source: “Haiti Earthquake” by United Nations Development Programme is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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their own textual and filmic responses to the earthquake. Transformations of  the blank space when filling 
up the notebook pages will be linked to the completely altered post-earthquake Haitian spaces explored 
in the texts and films. These notebooks should be seen as key lieux de mémoire, or sites of  memory, and are 
places where memory is embodied. Often these handwritten notes were kept close to the body during the 
tumultuous days after the earthquake struck. Such notebook pages correlate to French historian Pierre 
Nora’s definition of  “lieux de mémoire” as a site “where memory crystallizes and secretes itself ” (7). This 
article seeks to extend Nora’s limited Francocentric approach, widening the scope to look at Haitian sites 
of  memory. This article argues that places like notebook pages and Port-au-Prince streets form a many-
layered palimpsest on which entangled and partially erased hi/stories are etched.

Guiding this article is the idea of  ‘rasanblaj’—gathering or re/assembling in Haitian Creole. Taking 
Haitian anthropologist-artist Gina Athena Ulysse’s explorations of  the idea as a starting point, this article 
uses rasanblaj as a lens through which to examine the many layers of  a text and film network born out of  
writers’ first impressions. This article brings together the organizing principle of  rasanblaj and the unique 
Haitian style of  lodyans storytelling to reframe the texts and films born out of  the earthquake. Lodyans 
was theorized and illustrated by Haitian master lodyanseur and geographer Georges Anglade, who lost 
his life in the quake along with his wife Mireille. Lodyans involves piecing together miniature improvised 
stories like a mosaic rasanblaj. Generically, many of  the texts and films are hybrid rasanblaj in themselves 
and are composed of  multiple mini-stories that are gathered together like a collage. New elements and 
different versions of  the same stories are often added and built up in layers like improvisations in a jazz 
composition.

This is not an exhaustive account of  the many Haitian texts and films dealing with the earthquake. 
It is also important to clarify that not every Haitian writer has written about the earthquake. Several 
Haitian writers have deliberately chosen not to write about the disaster.3 As so many of  these earthquake 
stories overlap and intersect, they are referred to here as a ‘network.’ Here, I am building on Susan 
Gillman’s idea of  the “text-network,” which I am extending to Haitian films about the earthquake too.4 
All of  the texts and films tell different versions of  the same story, but some of  them come together to form 
an entangled web of  rasanblaj. 

There is a tight nexus of  texts and films around the writer-artist Frankétienne in particular, formed 
of  Dany Laferrière’s Tout bouge autour de moi, Rodney Saint-Éloi’s Haïti, kenbe la!, Frankétienne’s play Melovivi 
or The Trap, as well as his subsequent film (directed by Charles Najman) A Strange Cathedral in the Viscous 
Darkness. Laferrière and Saint-Éloi’s accounts of  the earthquake overlap because the two writers were 
together in Haiti at the Karibe Hotel when the earthquake struck. Both texts recount their travels around 
a completely altered Port-au-Prince. They write separately about visiting one living site of  memory: the 
writer-artist Frankétienne who is designated a “poet-landmark” by Laferrière and described as someone 
who “fait corps avec la terre” (“is one with the Haitian earth”; 31).5 Here both narratives intersect with 
Frankétienne’s premonitory play, which represents the aftermath of  a disaster like an earthquake. As 
Frankétienne recounts to his writer-friends, he was rehearsing this two-man play just moments before 
the earthquake struck. Following Laferrière and Tout bouge autour de moi, we can designate the play a mise 
en abyme that “is today part of  the history of  this city” (2010, 60). From inside both Laferrière and Saint-
Éloi’s narratives, Frankétienne declaims lines from the play. Here the mise en abyme presents us with a 
smaller version of  the play about an earthquake inside the narratives that we are reading. The fabric of  
the reassembled fragments of  Laferrière and Saint-Éloi’s rasanblaj are interwoven with Frankétienne’s 
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disaster play. What adds to the multilayered rasanblaj is the fact that several narratives are predicated 
on repetition and rewriting, especially Laferrière’s Tout bouge, which he rewrote one year later, and 
Frankétienne’s film A Strange Cathedral, for which his play is the starting point. 

Yanick Lahens started writing what would become Failles by writing three times this sentence 
from her previous book: “The apocalypse has already happened so many times on this island. [...]” After 
writing this three times, she removes the phrase before finally rewriting it again (27).6 Here we see how 
the earthquake text and film network are all predicated on rewriting from their beginnings. This article 
is based on entries from Lahens’s handwritten diary/manuscript, which was subsequently published as 
Failles (Fault Lines).7 This first-person account interacts with Lahens’s later fictional pre-/sequel companion 
text Guillaume et Nathalie (2013). 

Notebooks of  Return to the Native Land

References to scribbling in notebooks abound in the Haitian earthquake texts, as writers discuss 
the urgent need to document the developing moment of  the tremors from 4:53 p.m. on 12 January 2010. 
Several narratives document the making of  the chronicle, diary, notebook or letters as they are in the 
process of  being written. This is a conscious decision, as Lahens writes, “Dès le mercredi 13 janvier 2010 
j’ai commencé par tenir une chronique avec une simple comptabilité des faits et une description que je 
voulais la plus précise qui soit des dommages” (“From Wednesday 13 January 2010 onward, I started to 
write a chronicle with a simple accounting of  the facts and a description that I wanted to be as precise 
as possible about the damage”; Failles 91). Also on the spot, Laferrière pulls out his little black notebook 
that goes everywhere with him and begins to jot down first impressions as they strike him. After the 
earthquake, Haitian anthropologist-performance-artist Ulysse issued a powerful call for new narratives 
about Haiti as she documented the making of  her own postquake chronicle with a strong performative 
component. 

As well as l’urgence d’écrire (the urgency of  writing), there is also the devoir de mémoire (the need for 
memory/to remember). These words and images combined form the archive of  what happened that day: 
“Men pawòl nou sou douz janvye pou ashiv sa” (“Here are our words on 12 January for this archive”; 
Ulysse, “Pawòl famn” 72). Saint-Éloi makes the important point that the formerly colonized have not 
had access to their own archives, unlike the former colonizers: “Les vainqueurs ont toujours pour eux les 
archives. Ils ont leur livre jauni et les versions de toutes les histoires” (“The conquerors have always had 
the archives for themselves. They have their yellowed book and the versions of  all the histories; Haïti, kenbe 
la! 199). Now Haitians need to have archives and versions of  all their own stories. The narrator’s great-
great-grandmother Grann Tida looms large over Saint-Éloi’s Haïti, kenbe la! with her oral storytelling. 
According to this ancient storyteller, “History is a tale that is not written down” (199), and many of  these 
Haitian notebooks have a purposeful orality to them: a strategic performative device of  rewriting as they 
are in the actual process of  being written.

The notebook form is a crucial archival component of  these new narratives of  Haiti after the 
earthquake. One archetypal Caribbean notebook is Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal. A new section 
titled “Return” added to Laferrière’s 2011 rewritten version of  Tout bouge inscribes the rewriting in the line 
of  Césaire’s Notebook of  a Return to the Native Land; itself  a multiply revised long poem. In his ever-present 
notebook, Laferrière documents his returns to his native land. The notebooks present the native land—
Haiti—almost as a foreign place, even for those writers normally resident there. Their on-the-spot and 
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spur-of-the-moment notes bear witness to the complete transformation of  the fabric of  their homeland, 
especially the capital city Port-au-Prince. This process of  note taking is a type of  fieldwork, a means of  
capturing everything as quickly as possible, as Shalini Puri notes in The Grenada Revolution in the Caribbean 
Present: Operation Urgent Memory.8 The turn to the notebook is a choice for how to represent disaster and 
capture its scale, and highlights the difficulty of  narrating the developing moment. Notebooks are the 
genre for Puri’s Grenada Revolution, and urgent memory is what these notebooks work towards recovering. 

One of  the first novels on the earthquake to be published was Makenzy Orcel’s Les immortelles (The 
Immortals), which was published in September 2010. Generically, however, this ‘novel’ is hybrid, as are 
many Haitian earthquake narratives. Notebooks remain all important. There is a dialogue between these 
notebooks, books in the making, words in the memory and the human body, mind and heart. As Adrienne 
Rich observes, a notebook is “a stained book carried close to the body,” and “the notebook scribbled 
by hand” is definitely a “centre of  gravity” (115-16). In Orcel’s book, the male-writer figure’s role is to 
immortalize the prostitutes of  Grand Rue. He writes down in the pages of  his notebook the stories passed 
on by one prostitute about her protégée. Additionally, the male scribe is given the dead prostitute’s own 
notebook and is instructed to incorporate her notes into his. The narrator’s notes intertwine with those of  
the deceased, and the novel also rewrites one of  Jacques Stephen Alexis’s novels too: L’espace d’un cillement 
(In the Flicker of  an Eyelid). 

If  fillability is the primary function of  any notebook, then we are reminded that the constant filling 
in of  notebook pages is an ongoing process of  assemblage-rasanblaj. The focus on notebooks helps us to 
explore memory as a process. Another of  the first Haitian novels about the earthquake to be published 
in December 2010 was Marvin Victor’s Corps mêlés. Here too there is a prominent reference to “cahiers,” 
notebooks/exercise books as part of  the earthquake debris: “[L]eurs cahiers rescapés des termites et 
des cyclones aux pages racornies” (“Their notebooks survivors of  termites and cyclones with hardened 
pages”; 129), with their yellowing stiff pages. In Gary Victor’s Collier de débris, a female debris remover 
also finds a pupil’s exercise book in which a blot of  ink could indicate the interruption of  the quake. She 
wonders where the hand could be that made the blot. These notebooks survive, even if  their authors do 
not. The Haitian text-film network keeps filling in the silences of  the earthquake archives through note 
taking in notebooks that are for incremental filling in as an everyday practice, as Lisa Gitelman reminds 
us. Fragmentation is ubiquitous in these notebooks. The fragmented form speaks of  the intense pain, the 
personal and collective trauma suffered by Haitians. 

Archives of  Fragmented Bodies, tè glise and Post-Earthquake Zombies

Many of  the bodies encountered in these texts and films are in pieces. Everywhere in the Haitian 
earthquake narratives, we can see that the personal and collective trauma suffered by Haitians is 
intertwined. Lahens uses a striking image in Failles that is repeated at the end of  Guillauame et Nathalie, and 
then again almost ten years later in her 25-26 December 2019 article for Le Monde. In this repeated image, 
Port-au-Prince is embodied as a violated and disembowelled woman whose body is in pieces like so many 
of  the city’s inhabitants (Failles 12-13). This female Port-au-Prince’s body is presented as stripped naked 
as part of  a physical and sexual assault. Many earthquake narratives foreground the rows of  bodies and 
body parts strewn around the city, as we see repeatedly in Arnold Antonin’s 2010 documentary Chronique 
d’une catastrophe annoncée: Haïti Apocalypse Now. Lahens recounts the trauma of  seeing bodies and body parts 
on the pavement (62) with all the swarming flies.
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Edwidge Danticat, who travelled to Haiti three weeks after the earthquake on a relief  plane, also 
recalled seeing “piles of  human remains freshly pulled from the rubble” (Create 165)—body parts that had 
melded together with the yellowed cloth of  skirts sticking to them. These snapshots of  the body parts 
are reflected in the fragmented form of  the narratives themselves. Haiti’s tè glise (slippery ground) has 
fragmented even the ground, which is no longer solid beneath people’s feet. As Danticat sums up, “Haiti 
has never been more slippery ground than after this earthquake with bodies littering the streets, entire 
communities buried in rubble, homes pancaked to dust [...] now even the ground is no more” (157-58). 
Port-au-Prince’s body, like the dead bodies piled in its streets, was in bits and returning to dust. These 
links between the bodies of  the deceased and amputated and Port-au-Prince city’s own mutilated body 
appear frequently throughout the text and film network. Lahens keeps returning to the image of  multiple 
teeth pulled out. Many buildings have fallen to pieces with major structural damage, and there are gaps 
and rubble where they used to stand. The narratives enumerate all the wounds to the body of  the city, as 
well as profound changes to the very fabric from which the capital is composed. This is a city that “had 
changed physically [with] fault lines catastrophically rearranging its landscape” (Danticat, Create 158). 
Certain places figure prominently in the narratives, including the site of  mass graves where “nameless, 
uncounted bodies were being dumped” (Ulysse, Why Haiti 12)—the human refuse of  this earthquake. 
One such site is Titanyen, previously the Duvalier dictatorship’s site for dumping its victims. This site was 
used again for mass graves after the earthquake. 

Regarding the traumatized people in the capital, several narratives refer to them as zombies. 
Lahens repeatedly refers to the residents of  Port-au-Prince as zombies or the living dead: “Nous sommes 
DESOUNEN [undone], dans une sorte d’hébétude. Des zombies“ (“We are undone, in a sort of  stupor. 
Zombies”; Failles 36). There are references to Haitians’ collective “stupeur” as if, Lahens remarks, Haitians 
have been in a long coma. Who, she asks, will wake them up and dezombify them by administering salt, 
the traditional antidote for dezombification? Similarly, Laferrière describes how passers-by are moving 
“tels des fantômes zombies” (“like zombie ghosts”; Vers 155). Ulysse reports that CNN and other global 
media news networks’ “dehumanization” narrative presented Haitians as “indifferent,” “callous” and 
“subhuman” (Why Haiti 28). What the Haitian narratives reveal, however, is that Haitians are completely 
traumatized by the earthquake experience and losses. People’s vacant dead-eyed stares make them appear 
like revenants from the dead, such is their experience of  pain. As Leigh Gilmore reminds us, “[T]rauma 
produces a range of  bodily, perceptual and neurological effects” (15). Trauma is also linked to endless 
repetition. In many of  the earthquake narratives, the witness-survivors repeatedly experience shaking, as 
if  the tremors were continuing. Laferrière, Saint-Éloi and Danticat all write about the bodily experiences 
of  shaking and continued aftershocks after they are on lòt bò dlo, on the other side of  the water from 
Haiti in North America. The aftershocks continue because the trauma is in their heads. Memory is 
repetition here. More recently, Laferrière has used the graphic novel and drawing/sketching to reimagine 
the materiality of  the earthquake destruction through visual images and traces of  handwriting in Vers 
d’autres rives (2019), in which he represents himself  returning to witness the broken buildings after the 
earthquake while trying to find the face of  love there in the gaps between buildings.

The writers’ furious scribbling of  notes highlights the many disappeared people and buildings. 
Holes and gaps in these narratives often represent the people, places and entire communities that have 
been wiped off the map without a trace. There is a strong archival impulse at work here, where narrative 
is woven around the silences and gaps. Michel-Rolph Trouillot has compellingly drawn attention to the 
uneven power in the production of  sources, archives and history narratives by highlighting the silences 
that enter the process of  historical production at four crucial moments: moments of  fact creation (making 
sources), moments of  fact assembly (making archives), moments of  fact retrieval (making narratives) and 
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the moment of  retrospective significance (making history in the final instance) (Silencing 26). The bodies 
of  the texts are broken into pieces like those of  the bodies of  the city and its inhabitants. These texts are 
hybrid and open-ended. They often give the impression of  being first drafts of  a multilayered narrative 
in process and form a relational, open-ended and extendable network that works as an archival space. 
Where the gaps and holes of  missing people and bodies are concerned, the text and film network gathers 
together individual and collective memories, reimagining community and the city in the aftermath of  
disaster. In their form, many of  the texts appear fragmented, and this fragmentation speaks of  the intense 
personal and collective trauma suffered by Haitians. Each text performs a reassembly of  the fragments. 
This text and film network thus offers archival capabilities and a place for collective memory when it 
gathers together the textual fragments, as if  re-embodying the city. These rasanblaj narratives are also 
archives of  the future: they call forth a Haiti and a city that do not even exist yet. The fragments are sewn 
back together through connective tissues and membranes, relaying the textual fragments and creating 
archival capabilities and places for collective memory.

Archiving the Changing City and (Non-)Reconstruction

The most visible change since the earthquake, documented by the text-film network, is the tents 
and camps springing up in and around the city. What emerges clearly from the texts and films is that 
humanitarian aid continues the long history of  outsiders harming Haiti.9 Many decry the introduction 
of  cholera to the country by United Nations (UN) peacekeeping troops from Nepal in October 2010. 
In Frankétienne’s play and film, there are several references to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
the UN, the United States (US) and France being predators in Haiti. They are presented as occasionally 
visiting ailing Haiti so that the country does not die, but these outsiders also make it clear that they do 
not really want Haiti to recover either. One way in which the play Melovivi is adapted for the film A 
Strange Cathedral is that a key international G7/10/17/20 summit is more clearly presented in the film 
as a Haiti donor summit where the lingua franca is the English ‘sign here’ and the universal currency is 
the US dollar. In the film, Frankétienne and Garnel Innocent play representatives of  rich countries and 
international donors and their interests. Their multilingual language is empty of  all meaning. They talk 
about how to solve problems with a remote control. They enthusiastically declare that they have signed 
for the United States. The bureaucrats are self-congratulatory, patting themselves on the back, shaking 
hands and declaring that all the problems are solved. Their disengagement from Haiti and its problems is 
clear. They cheerfully take leave of  each other with the empty words “See you at the next summit,” “See 
you at the very next summit” (Melovivi 51). They are set to helicopter their donations to the next disaster.

Many aid agencies and humanitarian organizations distributed cash-for-work programmes after 
the quake. In Victor’s Collier de débris, the main character is hired to work in a cash-for-work crew and 
wears her bright T-shirt branded with the logo of  a NGO. Having lost everything, including her husband 
and her son, she ends up living in a camp. Her life soon revolves around camps and rubble. The working 
day consists of  eight hours in the burning sun for the Haitian minimum wage of  two hundred gourdes per 
day, roughly the equivalent of  five euros—an insufficient salary to live on. Victor’s rubble clearer notes 
that people are being reduced to debris themselves, with no dignity. Greg Beckett contrasts the foreign-
aid workers’ first-class salaries and air-conditioned offices. The rubble remover in Victor’s novel likens 
the cash-for-work programme to slavery and another attempt to get Haitians to return to neocolonial 
plantations. Victor’s work-crew member describes how the city is drowning in debris, depicting the 
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mounds of  broken concrete that remain visible everywhere as being like an invasion or metastasizing 
cancer. The rubble sticks to the workers’ skin and embeds itself  in their memories. Among the rubble lie 
many human remains, which constantly shock the finder.

Physical insecurity and multiple rapes have occurred in the camps, and there were many rapes 
in the overcrowded relief  camps. Myriam Chancy’s forthcoming 2021 post-earthquake novel and essays 
address the prevalence of  rape in the camps and the battles over scarce water—a precious commodity 
in camp life.10 Kettly Mars’s 2013 novel Aux frontières de la soif (At the Borders of  Thirst) also focuses on links 
between rape and hard-to-find water.11 Set one year after the disaster, the book features protagonist Fito 
Belmar, a Haitian male writer with one successful novel to his name. In addition to writing, Fito is also an 
architect and town planner. These multiple professions give him a special insight into the sprawling and 
growing spaces of  the Canaan camps, as they become a permanent slum. Fito becomes obsessed with 
Canaan and travels to the camp to engage in sex with young virginal girls who are forced to prostitute 
themselves. Mars, from her title onward, focuses on the scarcity of  water in the camps for people living 
in tents, which become swelteringly hot during the daytime. In Aux frontières de la soif, we hear about the 
failed attempts to install a more permanent camp-water supply. Instead, water trucks distribute water at 
the camps, and the people come to fill up their basins and drums. As we learn, in Canaan everything has 
a price, including water, food and sex. 

In Fito’s case, young tender flesh is sold in American dollars in advance by a shadowy ‘Uncle’ 
figure Golème Gédéon. We learn about Golème’s links with an underground paedophile ring that links 
to NGOs, the UN MINUSTAH peacekeeping force and Haitian government officials. Published in 2013, 
Mars’s book tells of  the sort of  abuse that would emerge in February 2018 when it was revealed that 
Oxfam senior aid workers had used prostitutes in Haiti, including girls as young as twelve. However, the 
sexual predator in Mars’s novel is no foreigner but a relatively privileged Haitian intellectual, compared 
to the girls in the camps whom Golème presents as earthquake orphans. Despite being Haitian himself, 
Fito sees Canaan as another world, “un pays perdu aux frontières de la soif ” (“a lost country at the 
borders of  thirst”;157). Here children and their bodies are sold for a little bread or water. After his 
Canaan encounters, Fito describes how dust ends up everywhere, including in the most intimate body 
parts. This persistent dust remains on the body as a reminder of  his sexual transgressions and needs to be 
washed away with effort. Fito thirsts for these young girls’ bodies until he starts to write about Canaan. 
He “vomits” down all that is happening in Canaan onto the blank desert-like pages of  his writer’s block. 
Writing Canaan encourages him to find his words again and overcome his writer’s block in this mise en 
abyme where the book bears the same title as the one we are reading—the title that contains the book—as 
he types and starts to fill in the blank page on screen. The space of  Canaan is presented as a labyrinth, 
which cannot be navigated at night without a guide. Canaan becomes the centre of  the novel as a new 
principal coordinate of  post-earthquake Haiti.

Haitian Sites of  Memory

The cathedral and its rubble become the image of  Port-au-Prince’s destruction by earthquake 
in Frankétienne’s film A Strange Cathedral and Jean Marie Théodat’s book Des décombres et des hommes (Of  
Rubble and Men), which features the destroyed cathedral on the cover. Here, the cathedral acts as the key 
lieu de mémoire, site or realm of  memory of  the destroyed city. The skeleton of  the cathedral and its few 
standing walls frame and embody Port-au-Prince being brought to its knees by the 2010 earthquake. 



43

We are presented with the cathedral as an archive of  the many layers of  palimpsest Port-au-Prince. 
The cathedral represents a metaphor, a piece of  the fractal puzzle and the ultimate mise en abyme or 
microcosm of  the ruined city with its cracked walls and piles of  rubble. Frankétienne’s words repeatedly 
refer to being in the “realm of  death” and accumulate to build up a picture of  the city as a necropolis. 
The film memorializes the hundreds of  thousands of  earthquake dead. 

A Strange Cathedral is not a film version of  Frankétienne’s play Melovivi or The Trap, which is a 
point of  departure for the film. Certainly, there are a number of  lines in common between the play 
and the film, which is as multilayered as its set: the rubble of  the former Cathedral of  Port-au-Prince. 
The film’s title A Strange Cathedral in Viscous Darkness is also the title of  one of  Frankétienne’s literary 
texts. In the 1990s, the writer rewrote his landmark eight-hundred-page text-and-image compilation 
L’oiseau schizophone (1993).12 Collectively, the rewriting was titled Les Métamorphoses de l’oiseau schizophone, in 
eight volumes with A Strange Cathedral as volume 5. In the film version, actors Frankétienne and Innocent 
frequently clutch notebooks close to their bodies as they pick their way across the layers of  debris where 
the cathedral once stood. Frankétienne also reads extracts from his Rapjazz, another work with a long 
history: it was first self-published in Port-au-Prince in 1999 before being published in Montreal by Saint-
Éloi for publisher Mémoire d’encrier in 2011. All of  this means that the film is predicated on many levels 
by active rewriting. From the premonitory play written prior to the earthquake in November-December 
2009 to this film, the time and place coordinates shift. Here, the very first words of  the film uttered by 
Frankétienne are the pivotal date and time when the earthquake struck. From the first words onward, the 
film focuses squarely on the earthquake’s impact and its aftermath. 

A Strange Cathedral begins with Frankétienne crying and clutching objects among the rubble. Sitting 
amid the remains of  the cathedral, Frankétienne declares to “speak for those who are dead and didn’t 
have a burial” and describes how “we are walking on the dead.” The cathedral is in fragments, like all 
of  the precariously built urban concrete jungle of  Port-au-Prince. People pick their way carefully across 
the mountains of  rubble, which are uneven underfoot. They pick up and inspect material vestiges of  the 
people who probably died here. At one point, Frankétienne picks up a tiny girl’s shoe that is placed in his 
shirt pocket and a stethoscope that is placed around his neck. These items are like talismans or memorial 
objects for the dead: material archival traces of  people’s lives. As in Victor’s Collier de débris, notebooks are 
also found and brandished by Frankétienne and Innocent’s characters. They dialogue about the fact that 
“there is no text,” “there has never been any text.” There are some lines from published works, including 
the play The Trap, but improvisation plays a central role in the film too, as characters ad lib furiously. 

A Strange Cathedral also features the participation of  some people who were living among the 
rubble. We see people picking through the ruins like archaeologists to salvage anything of  use or value, 
including metal rebar. We see young boys in particular climbing precariously on some of  the great 
building’s incomplete skeleton. These participants include a blind man who sings haunting songs about 
the earthquake with his guitar. There is also a breastfeeding mother who sings a sad song, lamenting that 
she cannot feed her hungry children but vowing never to give up. Other participants featured include 
suffering people who are praying for help to survive in the aftermath of  the earthquake. All of  these 
‘performances’ bring the film closer to the post-earthquake reality of  Port-au-Prince. These contributions 
are dignified and give human faces to those affected by the earthquake.

Other key spaces in the film include the cemetery of  Port-au-Prince and some scenes in a forest. 
One principal performer is Erol Josué, who is a Vodou priest and has been director of  the National 
Bureau of  Ethnology since 2012. In the film, Josué leads Vodou ceremonies to remember and honour the 
earthquake dead. He is visibly moved by the memorializations and offerings to the dead. As Frankétienne 
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sings in the film, “[T]he cemetery is not far, the cemetery is very close!” Some of  the ceremony takes place 
in the cemetery of  Port-au-Prince, a central site for remembering the dead of  the city and a place where 
there was little room for all the uncounted dead buried in mass graves. At times, Frankétienne appears in 
the film as one of  the dead in a wooden coffin upright against a large tree. 

Towards the end of  the film, we see the wooden coffin being burned inside the cathedral light, with 
the flames burning brightly against the darkening sky. As in many works by Frankétienne, including those 
from both before and after the earthquake, the isotopies of  apocalypse are prominent throughout where 
pleonasm builds up a picture of  apocalypse. Repeatedly, we are told that Haiti is burning brightly with 
planetary destruction fast approaching. We are told that “the day when Haiti disappears, our planet will 
no longer exist.” There are, however, also positive references to the future. 

Théodat’s autogeography explores the links between humans, the environment and rubble. One 
of  his primary sites is the cathedral, which he describes as “the mirror of  a certain representation of  
the country” whose body has now collapsed and whose head has been chopped off. Again, we see how 
interconnected the text-film network is. One entry in Théodat’s work, “Viva Melovivi,” published 28 April 
2010, recounts how Théodat watched the Haitian premiere of  Frankétienne’s play at the Parc Historique 
de la Canne à Sucre. The play’s scenery is described in similar terms to the collapsed cathedral, with 
collapsed panels and disembowelled walls (12). This set, with its “bric-à-brac of  cords and string,” is just 
as Frankétienne’s yard had been set up for the play rehearsal when Laferrière and Saint-Éloi came to 
check on the elderly writer-artist the next day. Théodat notes—just as Laferrière and Saint-Éloi did on 
13 January 2010—that this decor is premonitory, anticipating “the urban landscape after the 12 January 
disaster” (31). This performance is a milestone of  the post-earthquake period and marks, at the end of  
April 2010, the first cultural event since the earthquake. There are thousands in the audience, many of  
whom have lost loved ones and their houses, but they have made an effort to come and watch with their 
dignity and their grief  intact (30). Appropriately for this play and its subject-matter—terrible events and 
devastated lives—Théodat notes. that the sky was threatening to halt the proceedings with rain. This was 
an outdoor performance lasting nearly two hours. 

In the film A Strange Cathedral, Frankétienne rests his head on bags of  charcoal while he expresses 
the damage that has been wreaked on his land by extensive deforestation over the past two hundred years 
of  Haitian independence: “It began right after independence. There was never any plan [...] we didn’t 
have these floods and landslides. [...] The trees have been assassinated. Farmers have to chop wood. It’s 
the deforestation of  my country [...] the total annihilation of  my land.” As he makes clear, this deadly 
deforestation is entangled with colonization and extraction of  resources from what was once France’s 
richest colony: “Always the same shit for the past two hundred years. We had the horror of  slavery, the 
terror of  colonization.” The anarchically expanding city and the crisis of  Port-au-Prince was fuelled by 
charcoal—the fuel of  poverty. There is, the film reminds us, a direct connection between the lack of  trees 
and terrible landslides swallowing up people, cars and houses. Every rainy season signals a potential rainy 
season. Further disasters are always heralded.

Lodyans, Rasanblaj and Memorial Trees with Many Deep Roots

Torrential rain, flooding, landslides, cyclones and hurricanes are always feared throughout the 
texts and films. Those living in tents or camps are more at the mercy of  the elements, particularly as 
many of  the camps and growing slums are built on old swamps in spatial margins that are also socially 
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deprived margins, capable of  making natural hazards such as the rainy and hurricane seasons create 
more catastrophic disasters. It is hard to stick out the rainy season in a tent, and tents are often blown 
away by fierce winds. In contrast, Théodat is a privileged camper, but his diary-blog-notebook makes 
frequent references to scribbling down his notes in torrential rain. Towards the end of  Des dècombres et 
des hommes, he writes of  how his tent is increasingly covered in holes, meaning that his books and all-
important notebooks are no longer safe from the violent rainstorms that keep battering the city. 

Taking up the torch from Anglade, Théodat recounts teaching the first geography lectures in 
Port-au-Prince since the earthquake, in which prominent Haitian Canadian geographer Anglade and his 
wife Mireille died. Théodat’s writing explores the links between humans and the Haitian space. As well 
as being a fellow Haitian geographer, Anglade was also a master of  Haitian lodyans—Haitian miniature 
stories pieced together like mosaics born out of  a framework of  collective creation, orality traditions 
and performance. Anglade’s legacy was his formulation of  a theory of  lodyans. To conclude, I will 
bring together this unique Haitian style of  lodyans and the imperative to tell stories with the organizing 
principal of  rasanblaj in order to reframe the interconnected text-film network emerging out of  the 
2010 earthquake. All of  the texts and films are generically hybrid, often composed of  multiple mini-texts 
that are accumulated or pieced together bit by bit like a collage, building on improvisation like a jazz 
composition. As we have seen, new elements and different versions are added and built up in thin layers. 

Our writers in particular are always in the act of  scribbling down pages of  notes. So many of  the 
Haitian texts and films dealing with the earthquake come out of  first drafts in scribbled notebooks or 
rough visual sketches. These notebook pages accumulate like the sedimentation of  living memory and try 
to capture the experience of  the quake and/or its long aftermath. So many works refer constantly to the 
materiality of  the process of  their own self-making, with Théodat and Laferrière referring constantly to 
scribbling notes about the earthquake experience. Many of  these textual and filmic accounts are chronicles 
that grow generically out of  the liminal space/time of  the earthquake and engage with the day-to-day 
crisis of  the developing earthquake moment and the long and still unfinished reconstruction process. 

There are, as Anglade and Ulysse remind us, important orality and performance elements integral 
to both lodyans and rasanblaj projects. Many of  the texts and films from the network are fluid, not fixed, 
and constantly changing. They often try to cut across some of  the linguistic and literacy borderlines that 
are stark in Haiti, where so many are illiterate and monolingual Creole speakers. Frankétienne, Théodat 
and others write in both French and Creole, and others too, when they write, can be thought of  as 
translating the spoken Creole words into written form and other languages, including French and English.

One master lodyanseur who stands out in Théodat’s work is Élie, who is also a master builder. 
Although Élie does not write a word, his input and perspectives are writ large everywhere throughout 
Théodat’s work. Élie is an accomplished storyteller who can improvise stories or lodyans. The master 
storyteller’s gift is contrasted with Théodat’s accumulations of  drafts in his notebook, which try to capture 
and write down the stories, with the scribe-listener taking notes on the spot while the stories are still fresh 
in his mind. As the stories rain down from Élie, the writer takes out his notebook and pen and tries to 
write them all down. Élie can barely read and write, with French almost a foreign language to him, but he 
listens to certain pages that are read out. He encourages his writer-friend to keep writing the notes down 
in his chronicle to attest to Haitians’ courage and their rebuilding of  the destroyed capital. 

In terms of  rebuilding, Élie is a master bricklayer who has carefully learned his trade. Élie makes a 
link between note taking and his own rebuilding (385-86). This master builder also enacts rasanblaj when 
rebuilding or telling stories. In the aftermath of  such a deadly earthquake, demand for Élie’s building skills 
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is at an all-time high, although people do not have the means to pay. All of  Port-au-Prince is a building 
site in progress, and the mother’s house is described as a chrysalis undergoing a transformation. As well as 
wishing he could be a lodyanseur, our geographer-scribe would have liked to have been a master builder 
like Élie, “placing the stones one by one with authority” (384). The geographer-scribe comments on how 
different the building styles of  Haitian and Dominican Republic–style masonry are. This piece-by-piece 
Haitian style of  rebuilding is rasanblaj. 

What I want to suggest, following Ulysse (“Why Rasanblaj”), is that overlapping rasanblaj and 
lodyans are catalysts, keywords, methods, practices and projects for the composite, generically hybrid 
text-film post-earthquake network identified in this article. These texts and films are themselves rasanblaj 
and lodyans, but this is also the method by which the episodic textual/film-clip fragments are sewn 
together like patchwork quilts, like in a story in Danticat’s Krik? Krak!, in which pieces of  cloth are stitched 
together like historical memories for posterity. The network of  loosely interconnected texts and films are 
pieced together like a patchwork quilt or woven like a spider’s web or as the fractal pieces containing the 
whole in miniature. Often, the notebook is the mirror at the epicentre of  each text and the ultimate mise 
en abyme. Like the collapsed cathedral, these notebooks inside the books we are reading mirror new 
and old representations of  the city and the relations between people, buildings, rubble and space. The 
different pieces re-member those who disappeared in the earthquake and in other apocalypses before and 
since. As in lodyans storytelling, there is a call-and-response dynamic in many of  these Haitian responses 
to the earthquake, whereby the storyteller calls out, “Krik?” and the waiting audience replies, “Krak!”—
this is how oral storytelling always begins. These Haitian responses to the earthquake engage in ‘tirer 
des lodyans,’ literally, ‘shooting off’ lodyans. Like lodyanseurs, these responses opened the box of  stories 
and pieced together miniatures, like the piecing together of  mosaics. Other Haitian storytelling formulas 
frequently invoked are the call ‘tim tim’ and the response ‘bwa sèch,’ where ‘tim tim’ opens the challenge 
and throws the audience a riddle. Then the audience who wants to hear the riddle replies, ‘bwa sèch’ 
(bring it on). Many of  these works have a long composition process in which the audience gives feedback 
like in lodyans, for example, the readers of  Théodat’s France Info blog, which eventually became a book. 

Many texts in this network are also updated or rewritten from later perspectives, most notably with 
Frankétienne and Laferrière. Now, after more than ten years since the earthquake, many Haitian writers 
have written more about the earthquake and are updating what they previously wrote. Lahens, for example, 
in an article for Le Monde, repeats her image of  Haiti as a violated and disembowelled woman, adding 
reflections on what has been happening politically in Haiti over the past decade. Geographer Théodat 
has updated his notebook-blog with a new notebook; new handwritten pages sum up “Port-au-Prince en 
sept lieux: Dix ans après; 2010-2020” (“Port-au-Prince in Seven Places: Ten Years After”). Canaan is one 
of  the new Haitian places since the earthquake that he focuses on, noting that the temporary camps and 
shelters became permanent. Théodat underlines that this new urbanity is risky because the Canaan camp 
is built on another fault line. Such camps are now, he remarks, completely ruled by gangs. As for sites of  
power, these have not been rebuilt. He focuses again on the cathedral as a key lieu de mémoire or mirror 
of  Port-au-Prince, which remains in ruins—an image of  the failure of  rebuilding around the capital. 
Existing slums have grown, and new slums have developed haphazardly as with the permanentization of  
the Canaan camp. As for the cultural life of  the city, all of  the theatres and cinemas have not been rebuilt, 
as well as state university buildings. What we see are the nine handwritten pages of  notes. The materiality 
of  the handwritten traces here on loose leaves of  paper and the fragile traces of  note taking make us think 
about the different layers of  the completely altered city. They also convey the urgency of  the composition 
process—these notes are prises à chaud, jotted down on the spot while still fresh in the geographer’s mind. 
The space of  the page mirrors the seven spaces of  the city. 
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Again, we see that the notebook form is crucial for the dynamic layering of  Haitian writing about 
the earthquake. All of  the composite components of  these hybrid text-networks conjure up the spatial 
dimensions of  the dramatically altered and changing Haitian capital city. Living memory is carried by 
the body and the trace of  the hand. There is a sedimentation of  the different leaves, like the ground 
of  the Haitian earth.13 These notes and lodyans are the archives of  the earthquake and have a long 
genesis like the multilayered Haitian earth itself. There is also continuity. Ten years on, the city is still 
experiencing aftershocks; ten years on, the earthquake itself  and the Haitian text-film network continue 
to have afterlives and grow new leaves, branches and fruit. The earthquake is still not over yet.

There is an important connection to the Haitian earth that is developed in many of  the notes and 
stories. In the immediate aftermath of  the quake, many of  the note takers and storytellers recall having 
to sleep on or next to the ground under the stars. Geographer Théodat chose to pitch his tent “plus bas 
encore, au plus près du sol” (“further down, even closer to the ground”; Des décombres 43), where he merges 
with the earth and the vegetal among the rubble. There is communion with the Haitian earth and the 
elements through the act of  planting or rooting oneself  in Haiti and growing roots like a tree. Note taking 
and storytelling are activities that take place beneath mango trees in Théodat’s yard. One mango tree in 
particular becomes the landmark for his tent. Since the earth trembled, this particular mango tree has 
become more bounteous, raining down juicy mangoes that sustain the note taker and storytellers. A direct 
blow to the head from such heavy fruit could be lethal, and so there is a fragile balance between life-giving 
fruit/nature and risk to life. 

Such trees become important sites of  memory themselves. In his collection of  lodyans, Anglade 
tells the story of  an ancient mango tree in his grandparents’ yard, near the Champ-de-Mar, which had 
been planted on 1 January 1804, Haiti’s independence day. This particular mango tree grew in a peculiar 
way because former slaves had symbolically buried into the tree hole the irons that were used to punish 
slaves. This iron became completely embedded with the tree roots, meaning that the irons could never be 
removed without killing the tree. This tree grew throughout all the tumultuous periods of  Haitian history. 
The rate of  production of  mangoes varied considerably, depending on what was happening in Haitian 
politics. Anglade writes that the botany faculty and archivists of  the 325 species of  local mangoes and a 
leading agronomist all came to visit this mango tree to learn from it (306).

As is observed in many of  the texts and films, the most fragile nature continues to grow even 
as all that is concrete collapses. We can think of  these trees as family trees. They represent the living 
memory of  each family and of  Haitian history. For centuries, the tree has been associated with the idea 
of  genealogy: family trees are found everywhere. In some accounts of  return to the native land, there is 
an attempt for Haitian dyaspora members to plant themselves back in Haitian soil. This is the case of  
Théodat, the geographer. Many of  the Haitian texts and films about the earthquake use Haitian history 
to go back to the genesis of  the Haitian Revolution, seeking to find inspiration there for counteracting and 
understanding the ongoing disaster of  the earthquake and its long aftermath. One Haitian revolutionary 
hero frequently invoked by the text-film network is Toussaint Louverture and his reference to “the tree 
of  liberty of  the Blacks” when Louverture was betrayed and captured by the French. Before being forced 
onto the boat that would carry him to imprisonment and death in France, Louverture declared, “In 
overthrowing me, you have cut down in San Domingo only the trunk of  the tree of  liberty. It will spring 
up again by the roots for they are many and deep” (qtd. in Daut). Previously, Louverture had referred to 
the liberty tree to inspire his soldiers to fight for freedom, for example, when he proclaimed, “Let us go 
forth and plant the tree of  liberty, breaking the chains of  our brothers still captive under the shameful 
yoke of  slavery” (Louverture 28). As we have seen, slave chains planted at the roots led to symbolic burial 



48

of  slavery and unusual growth. The liberty tree was a principal symbol of  the French, American and 
Haitian Revolutions. In 2004—the bicentenary year of  Haitian independence—President Jean-Bertrand 
Aristide would explicitly echo Louverture’s parting words. After the earthquake, Louverture’s prophetic 
words about the liberty tree continue to resonate as trees continue to grow or spawn new saplings. 

Echoes of  Toussaint’s prophetic words from the past resonate particularly loudly when apocalypse 
is sounded because there is always a positive future pole. An image of  Haiti as a phoenix rising from 
the ashes is repeated because Haiti’s roots are many and deep, like Louverture’s liberty-tree reference 
so long ago at the time of  the Haitian Revolution. Extreme deforestation and soil erosion aggravate any 
natural hazard—earthquake, hurricane, torrential rain—when it strikes Haiti. Many of  the texts and 
films, especially Dominique Batraville’s L’ange de charbon and Frankétienne’s A Strange Cathedral, refer to 
the hardships that lead fallen trees to be made into charcoal that still powers Haiti to this day. Now that 
the concrete jungle of  Port-au-Prince has partly fallen, life is identified with the organic growth of  trees 
such as the sacred mapou tree, whose many and deep roots can be seen clearly. A mapou houses the 
Vodou gods, and it would be unthinkable to cut one down. Such trees, their leaves and branches are the 
repositories of  Haitian historical and living memory. Here we can leaf  through the archives of  Haiti’s 
past and present, while looking to the future. Louverture’s liberty-tree metaphor leads us to think about 
the genesis of  the ancestral Haitian family tree and its future potential for growth. When we map out the 
genealogy and rasanblaj narrative structure of  the multitude of  stories born out of  the 2010 earthquake, 
we can see how important rasanblaj and lodyans are as frameworks of  collective creation and memory 
in the Haitian context. Together, all of  these hybrid modes of  writing, note taking and sketching novels, 
short stories, plays, films and more build up a mosaic, telling many different versions of  the earthquake 
narrative and adding past, present and future elements. Notebooks and loose paper leaves add to the 
archival dynamics, material traces and rasanblaj of  this still developing earthquake moment.

Trees are important sites of  memory where memory crystallizes and secretes itself  today in Haiti. 
One prominent memorial is artist Pascale Monnin’s mirror-tree sculpture in Martissant park, Port-au-
Prince that remembers the victims of  the earthquake. From the branches of  an imposing mapou tree are 
hung interactive mobile sculptures of  the faces of  neighbourhood children who survived the earthquake. 
The sculpture is made mostly of  concrete and iron—materials that killed many Haitians in the disaster. 
Mirrored glass is also used prominently in the memorial, creating reflective mosaics. There are twelve 
faces that hang from the tree, symbolizing the date of  the earthquake, but these mirror-faces also reflect 
one another, giving the impression of  thousands of  children. This multiplication via mirrors of  children’s 
faces responds to the fact that we do not know exactly how many people actually died in the seismic event. 
“How do you deal with death when you don’t have a body?” Monnin asks.14 According to Michèle Pierre-
Louis, director of  the Haitian Freedom and Knowledge Foundation (FOKAL), it was important to create 
a physical hallowed space in the Martissant park because so many people disappeared, never to be heard 
of  again, and yet there exists no complete list of  the earthquake dead who cannot all be named. Usual 
death rites were not able to be performed, and many corpses could not be retrieved from underneath 
so many layers of  concrete rubble. By fashioning this mirror-tree memorial, Monnin performed the 
task of  creatively memorializing the dead en masse. Through the reflective mirrors, the memorial 
takes on extraordinary physical dimensions. Mirrors are memory laden and play multifaceted roles in 
memorializing the dead, as Kyrah Malika Daniels has explored. Mirrors and mapou trees are thought to 
be sacred houses for the Vodou Lwa (spirits), which are often referred to as living underneath or behind 
mirrors. Broken mirrors are also thought to possess prophetic or regenerative properties and to offer a 
portal for communicating between our world and that of  the dead—the afterlife. This layered memorial 
tree is a rasanblaj where shards of  glass, fissured concrete and iron fragments are transformed and made 
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whole again. So too does the bric-a-brac of  seismographic Haitian texts and films offer transformative 
visions of  Haitian-style rasanblaj and rebuilding through multilayered stories where the 2010 earthquake 
is still not over yet and aftershocks continue. These seismographic texts and the Port-au-Prince sites of  
memory they describe resemble overwritten palimpsests with new layers added on top of  vestiges of  
previous written traces, which have been partially erased or obscured by the earthquake.

Notes

With many thanks to Jhon Picard Byron, Nathan H. Dize, Marie Andrée Étienne, Frankétienne, 
Garnel Innocent, Yanick Lahens, Kasia Mika, Pascale Monnin, Makenzy Orcel, Jean Marie Théodat 
and Samuel Suffren. This work was supported by the Arts and Humanities Research Council under grant 
AH/I001662/1.

1 On the processual character of  disaster, see Mika.
2 For a comprehensive recent account of  Haitian literature about the earthquake, see Vignoli.
3 On this, see Munro, Writing.
4 Gillman conceptualizes the “text-network” in relation to C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins.
5 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.
6 On the long-running theme of  apocalypse in Haitian literature predating the 2010 earthquake, 

see Oliver-Smith, Schuller and Morales, and Munro, Tropical Apocalypse.
7 On Failles, see Walsh.
8 See Puerto Rican artist Sofía Gallisa Muriente’s discussion of  her notebooks with Yarimar Bonilla 

in the film Aftershocks of  Disaster.
9 This negative picture is summed up in Raoul Peck’s Fatal Assistance documentary and his fictional 

film Murder in Pacot.
10 This novel is discussed in Chancy’s talk “Harvesting Haiti: Unnatural Disasters.”
11 On this novel, see Munro, “Thirsting.”
12 On this rewriting, see Douglas.
13 I am inspired here by Walcott’s play by the title The Haitian Earth, which has inspired artworks by 

Trinidadian artist Johnson.
14 Monnin’s sculpture is featured in the film directed by Ed. Owles and Kasia Mika IntranQu’îllités 

(2019).
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Capturing Contexts, 
Documenting Details: 
Using Literature to Archive 
Caribbean Memory
Stanley H. Griffin

Archives reflect the society they detail. Caribbean archives—as both selected 
materials and national collections—are splintered reflections of  Caribbean past and present 
societies. Within the files and lines of  pages are documented details that reflect the attitudes, 
personalities and politics of  the day. Records are therefore self-centred constructs and offer 
particular narratives and perspectives of  the creator on specific subjects, themes, transactions 
and historical realities. These documentary materials offer fragmented views into collective 
pasts. While perspectives of  colonial leadership, commercial activities and major societal 
occurrences are prominent, the realities and experiences of  the excluded majorities of  
colonial society are inconspicuous. Thus, the Caribbean archival collections project distorted 
and incomplete images of  our regional past experiences, which leaves gaps in the collective 

Source: Digital photograph by Roshini Kempadoo from Future Belonging (2000), original archive image from Néprajzi Múseum, Budapest. 
Photographer: Garay Ákos (1910).
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memory. Worse still, distorted histories have their genesis in fragmented archival collections. How can 
Caribbean society recapture the contexts and details that voice the narratives of  earlier generations? 

The creativity of  Caribbean writers, as exemplified by Samuel (Sam) Selvon (1923–94), offers 
some hope for capturing the archival ideal of  the total memory. The aim of  archival work is not just 
the amassing of  documentary valuables but more so the preservation of  the circumstantial contexts 
and details that gives rise to the creation, use and maintenance of  the material. Selvon, the inimitable 
Trinidadian novelist, provides vantage points into life for Caribbean persons during and after World War 
II. One may consider Selvon’s fictional works, A Brighter Sun and The Lonely Londoners, as archives-from-
below, that is, story-repositories of  Caribbean experiences that add supplementary historical, evidential 
and emotional values to official archives. Although part of  a collection of  works, which includes Turn 
Again Tiger and The Housing Lark, A Brighter Sun and The Lonely Londoners were once required readings in the 
secondary-school curriculum and were used to explain Caribbean historical realities, as well as to enrich 
the teaching of  history.1

Thus, as teaching tools, Selvon’s characters offer opinions, anecdotes, stories and insights into 
the development of  Caribbean society, both within the Caribbean and in the diaspora that cannot be 
found in particular documents elsewhere. This paper posits that Selvon’s writings illustrate the potential 
of  Caribbean literary works to complement archival records, offering clues to understanding Caribbean 
postcolonial and post-independent identities and developments. Caribbean literature can support archival 
mandates by contextualizing and documenting the ambitions, challenges and narratives of  Caribbean 
peoples and societies, thereby serving as valuable information assets.

Defining Caribbean Archives

The International Council on Archives defines archives as “the documentary by-product of  
human activity retained for their long-term value. They are contemporary records created by individuals 
and organisations as they go about their business and therefore provide a direct window on past events” 
(“What Are Archives?”). Usually kept by the creator in aggregates, records—such as correspondence, 
notes, contracts, deeds, diaries, drawings, plans, maps; or photographs and audiovisual tape recordings; 
or cloth textiles and artefacts—detail the creator’s interests, actions and opinions—all within the fixed 
timeline of  the creator’s life and sequence of  events. Bruce W. Dearstyne suggests that the reason for 
creating records and keeping archives is to extend the capacity of  humanity to remember. He contends, 

Records are extensions of  the human memory, purposefully created to record 
information, document transactions, communicate thoughts, substantiate 
claims, advance explanations, offer justifications, and provide lasting evidence 
of  events. Their creation results from a fundamental human need to create 
and store information, to retrieve and transmit it, and to establish tangible 
connections with the past. (1) 

Records, and their formats, are relative to the era of  their creation, the prevailing technology of  the day 
and, more importantly, the cultural and communicative practices of  the society. Records must therefore 
be contextualized and examined within their circumstantial framework. 
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In establishing the enduring value of  archival materials, records are appraised not only for their 
content but also for the meanings conveyed for the creator, on the subject matter, for the community at 
large and for future use. Archival theorist Achille Mbembe describes archival appraisal as “fundamentally 
a matter of  discrimination and of  selection, which in the end, results in the granting of  a privileged status 
to certain written documents and the refusal of  that same status to others, thereby judged ‘unarchival’” 
(20). Traditionally, archives are viewed as dedicated to preserving and facilitating access to the selected 
aspects of  the documented past for the purpose of  informing future humanity. The challenge is, however, 
that all aspects of  humanity are neither equally recognized as documented nor selected and appraised 
for continuous preservation. Mbembe maintains that no archival institution or any archival document 
can fully capture the entire history of  a person or society. These documents are simply puzzle pieces of  
the past that require assembling and interpretation. For this reason, archival theorists Carolyn Hamilton, 
Verne Harris and Graeme Reid contend that other literary and cultural expressions must be considered 
as having archival value: “Literature, landscape, dance, art and a host of  other forms offer archival 
possibilities capable of  releasing different kinds of  information about the past, shaped by different 
recordkeeping processes” (Hamilton et al. 10). In multicultural spaces like the Caribbean, it is vital that 
the archival value of  nontraditional records be explored if  the multidimensionality of  Caribbean life and 
thought be accessible, maintained and preserved. 

Caribbean archives are repositories with holdings comprised of  paper formats—consisting 
mostly of  administrative and governance records—dating back to the start of  colonial administration 
and plantation economy. These complicated constructions of  memory as regional repositories house 
materials that were created, used and maintained for the purposes of  cultural and racial subjugation and 
colonialism. The records were generated by colonizers using their standards of  literacy, their preferred 
formats, and kept according to their traditions. Caribbean archivists John Aarons and Sharon Alexander-
Gooding, reflecting on the history of  archives in the Caribbean, note the significance of  documentation 
to the process of  colonization: 

Records are an integral part of  the apparatus of  control in a colonial society, 
especially where, as in the Caribbean, the colonizers were a minority of  the 
population. Colonizing countries needed good recordkeeping systems that 
allowed for reports to be made and received and decisions communicated 
in a timely manner. This was to ensure, among other things, uniformity of  
rules and regulations, maintenance of  good order and discipline, the ability 
to keep watch on possible outbreaks of  unrest, not to mention rebellion, and 
to ensure that the officials in the colonies were following the directives laid 
down in the capitals of  Europe. As a result, large amounts of  records were 
generated—chiefly instructions and requests for information coming from 
the metropolitan countries and reports of  all kinds from the colonies. (13) 

These records reflect periods where the current majority of  the populations were indentured and/or 
enslaved and controlled by a minority within societies divided by race, wealth and gender. Archives were 
essential to colonial governance and imperial domination. Since Caribbean spaces were nothing more 
than outposts for mercantilist extraction and the dwellers therein were supervising or labouring on the 
plantations for metropolitan gain, the records that were retained, preserved and transferred to archival 
repositories perpetuated imperialist ideals, racist perspectives and exclusionary tactics. 

The details documented in typical archival records devalue this majority or do not accurately 
represent their actions, thoughts or experiences. Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s influential description of  
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creolization applies to the record-keeping traditions that emerged in Caribbean society. The written text 
was part of  the multiple ways of  exercising hegemonic domination over the enslaved and indentured. 
Yet, “an unplanned, unstructured, but osmotic relationship proceeding from this yoke” occurred in the 
performative expressions that served as documenting the memory of  the subjugated (Brathwaite 6). Songs, 
clothing designs, dances, culinary practices, religious beliefs, festival activities, as well as storytelling, inter 
alia, were used both to resist the yoking and to preserve details that the marginalized deemed to be of  
enduring value. Unfortunately, these formats cannot be boxed and labelled in the same way as paper 
formats and shelved in a “house of  memory with archivists as holders to the keys to collective memory” 
(Jean-Pierre Wallot, qtd. in Bastian, “In a House” 10). Literary works could also be added to this list. Even 
though literature is the product of  one’s creative writing, rather than a by-product of  one’s transactions, 
the works share similar paper-based formats as traditional records.

These under-appreciated formats are living, breathing, performance based and experiential, and 
their ever-increasing continuing value are intertwined with constructs of  community and are renewed—
with additional meanings and rearticulated with every retelling, redoing and re-enactment. Archival 
theorist Jeannette Bastian, in her consideration of  Caribbean carnivals and festivals as archives, asserts 
that capturing all forms of  documented memory is possible by recognizing the archival value of  such 
communal expressions: 

By thinking more expansively and more concretely about performance and 
celebration, by identifying an expanded social provenance, by establishing 
nuanced connections between context and events, by focusing on layered and 
thick description, and above all by adjusting our mental model of  a record, 
I am suggesting first of  all certain non-textual and non-fixed cultural events 
generally consigned to the status of  ‘performance’ or ‘oral tradition’ may 
legitimately be considered as documents and evidence in their own right. 
Secondly, each of  these societal events generally do not occur in isolation, 
but rather forms components of  a complex matrix, a web of  multilayered 
interconnected formats—visual, oral and textual—that comprise a self-
contained archive of  cultural expression. (“Play mas” 505) 

In spite of  the contestation between European and African and Asian memory-keeping traditions, 
Caribbean archives still have professional-ethical obligations to serve as custodians for these multiple 
ways of  remembering—responsibilities that also bear heavily on colleague expertise in regional galleries, 
libraries and museums. Acknowledging the archival value of  the variety of  existing memory details and 
formats is as important as protecting the status quo of  conventional records. Bastian states,

While there is no question that most archival repositories house, preserve, 
maintain, and make accessible cultural traces in one form or another, that is 
not the same as acknowledging and accommodating the cultural records that 
thrive in dynamic form within the communities that live them. Bringing these 
cultural expressions into the purview of  the archives requires new modes of  
thinking about records and new frameworks for understanding all the ways 
in which communities record. (“In a House” 13, 124)

In other words, Caribbean archives need to be decolonized. 
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Literature and Archives 

Literature is a valuable conduit for bridging oral traditions and writing conventions for the 
purposes of  archiving memory. In these written works, the voices within creative oral narratives can 
be preserved and made accessible to reading audiences. When the characters, circumstances and plots 
of  stories are aligned with historical events or past realities, literary works have additional usefulness as 
archival materials. Literature theorist Allan H. Pasco suggests that literary texts are informative reference 
points for historical investigation: “[Literary works] do serve particularly well for insight into common 
opinions and attitudes, everyday life in the streets, in houses, apartments and hovels. Literature can 
provide a reliable window on the past. Used carefully—and remembering that reality is never pure, 
simple or linear—literature […] can bring fresh light to our perception of  history” (373–74). Literature 
can therefore be analysed under the same lens as archival records. 

Archival records, from both official governance and private creator spheres, are imbued with social 
memory. Archivist and historian Randall C. Jimerson suggests that since humans lack the capacity to 
remember every aspect of  their past and contemporary realities, they attach details and meanings to 
fixed items to serve as sources of  their memory. He argues that this need to document drives the creative 
process and informs the creative output. Archivists, like writers, “provide resources for people to examine 
the past, to understand themselves in relation to others, and to deepen their appreciation of  people with 
different background and perspectives” (xvi). While acknowledging the capacity of  oral traditions to 
document and retell societal memory over time, Jimerson focuses on Western culture’s dependence on 
writing in order to remember:

Writing fulfils the human need to preserve memory of  agreements, 
transactions, and experiences. As a technology of  artificial memory, writing 
transmits information across distance and time. […] This desire to create 
documents in order to avoid forgetting important information amounts to 
an archival imperative. In literate cultures, written records replace reliance 
on human memory and separate the storage of  information from individual 
consciousness. This depersonalizes people’s access to such information by 
placing data in stable media subject to verification. […] Those of  us in western 
cultures have become so accustomed to rely on written sources that we hardly 
see the benefits of  oral societies, with their rich traditions and cultures. (27)

As a written source, literature provides another outlet for documentation, as well as creativity. With 
reference to the famous George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, Jimerson underscores the archival value of  
literary works, especially in shaping socio-political perceptions:

In every work of  literature was an attempt to influence the viewpoint of  one’s 
contemporaries by recording experience, at least to some degree. There is no 
such thing as a genuinely non-political literature, and least of  all in an age 
like our own, when fears, hatreds, and loyalties of  a directly political kind are 
near to the surface of  everyone’s consciousness. (159)

For these reasons, Selvon’s writings are more than stories. They are revelations of  periods and personalities 
that continue to shape Caribbean societies. 

Long-standing oral storytelling traditions have influenced the crafting of  Caribbean literature, 
including the classic works of  Selvon. In two of  his best-known works, A Brighter Sun and The Lonely 
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Londoners, Selvon is presenting a unique record of  West Indian experiences, in both London and Trinidad, 
that are not documented elsewhere, especially for a time period that is still not attracting much scholarly 
attention. The period of  World War II (1940s–1960) is the setting for both texts, which were written at a 
time when the events were unfolding, so they describe events as Selvon saw them rather than in hindsight. 
During this period, there were steady moves towards political decolonization and independence. There 
are records in various archival repositories that document the official perspectives and occurrences. What 
is generally missing are records from below: the papers of  political agitators, grass roots initiatives and 
participant viewpoints. Thus, these novels provide some access to these standpoints and are important 
sources of  history.

Selvon in the Caribbean World War Years

The British West Indies, like the rest of  the world, was experiencing significant social change 
during the years 1930s–1950s. From the region-wide labour unrests in the 1930s to the increased agitation 
for self-governance and West Indian federalism in the 1950s, Caribbean societies were tense with issues 
stemming from cultural suppression, economic poverty, social uneasiness and political activism. Bridget 
Brereton aptly describes the state of  affairs across the Caribbean as “a period of  turmoil, hardship and 
opportunities—‘ravages and rejuvenation’—still remembered by some of  the region’s older inhabitants” 
(Foreword ix). Although archival records about this period are held in archives, libraries, museums and 
galleries internationally and regionally, these records outline governmental policy and decisions, not 
necessarily perceptions from below. Trinidadian society, in particular, was a critical crucible, as it was 
evolving into a regional hub for industry, multiculturalism and political autonomy. Within this space 
were various ethnicities and regional-islander identities that were slowly emerging from cultural enclaves, 
socially restrictive ‘stations in life’ and economic depression. Trinidad, one could argue, represented the 
ambitions for an independent—albeit federally united—West Indies. 

Caribbean literature was also taking shape within this tumultuous period, giving the discipline its 
unique expression. Kenneth Ramchand, the notable West Indian literary critic, argues that this was the 
case in the West Indies: “It is well known that periods of  great creativity in literature and the arts can 
occur at low points in a nation’s historical fortunes and vice versa” (98). The emerging literary voice/s 
not only represented particular ethnic, gender or territorial ambitions, experiences or desires but also 
echoed collective familiarities. Many of  the names and themes considered essentially Caribbean were 
establishing their craft and making debut impact on readership. Ramchand maintains, “If  West Indian 
writers write more intimately about the social/political group with which they are most familiar, they 
are less spokesmen for the group than recorders of  different forms or aspects of  what constitutes the 
West Indian experience” (96). Ramchand offers an ideal gaze to unpack Selvon’s works. Selvon was a 
Trinidadian of  East Indian heritage, from whose “brilliant, sharp, witty pen” (Selvon,The Lonely Londoners 
cover synopsis) came two compelling works, A Brighter Sun and The Lonely Londoners, both rich studies on 
burgeoning West Indian identities, complex social nuances and perspectives on the prevailing trajectories 
of  development. A Brighter Sun is the story of  “Trinidad […] in the turbulent throes of  the Second World 
War. For Tiger [the East Indian protagonist], young and inexperienced, these are years in which to prove 
his manhood and independence. With his child-bride Urmilla, shy, bewildered and anxious, with two 
hundred dollars in cash and a milking cow, he sets out into the wilderness of  adulthood” (Selvon, Brighter 
Sun, cover synopsis ). 
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In The Lonely Londoners, Selvon provides a vantage point on another critical period for West Indian 
migration to England, where, “[i]n the hopeful aftermath of  war they flocked to the Mother Country—
West Indians in search of  a prosperous future in the ‘glitter-city’. Instead, they have to face the harsh 
realities of  living hand to mouth, of  racism, bone-chilling weather and bleak prospects. Yet friendships 
flourish among these Lonely Londoners and, in time, they learn to survive” (cover synopsis). In these now 
classics, Selvon presents an archive of  West Indian experiences, with their multilayered discussions and 
social contexts that are not necessarily detailed in archival documentation. In a 1969 lecture at the (now 
Philip Sherlock) Centre for the Creative Arts at the University of  the West Indies, Selvon explained the 
genesis of  his works: 

By sheer coincidence, George Lamming2 and myself  traveled to England on 
the same boat. We did not know about each other’s plans until we met on 
the ship the morning we sailed. In London, we stayed at the same place for 
a few weeks—a hostel that was meant for students but housed every hard 
up and down-at-heel colonial who were looking for a bed and meal. Neither 
of  us had much money and it wasn’t easy to pay rent and buy food. There 
was a system of  selling meal tickets and sometimes if  somebody managed 
to swipe a roll of  these, it was flogged around to the boys at reduced price. 
That hostel was an experience in itself. It took a trip to London for me to 
meet people from other parts of  the Caribbean. Though I had spent the War 
years in the West Indian branch of  the Royal Navy, and had been in contact 
with men from various islands who were also serving, this was different. It 
was only in London and particularly that first stopping place that I began to 
know Jamaicans, Barbadians, and people from Africa. This hostel bearing the 
glorious English name of  ‘Balmoral’ did a great job, willing or unwilling, to 
help destitute colonials. I know for sure that several of  them avoided paying 
rent. While others were ‘waiting their allowances from home’, which never 
turned up. Several of  the characters I was to use in my third book, The Lonely 
Londoners were based on one time or another at the Balmoral. I began to 
make notes of  the characters of  the Balmoral hostel and their experiences 
since they have left that haven of  comfort. And so my third novel was started. 
(“Sam Selvon Reads”)

Reading Selvon’s novels through an archival lens, one notices a triangulated nexus between historical 
context, archival document and fictional perspective that is not usually presented in one place or format. 
Whether this is deliberate or unconsciously crafted, Selvon’s works illustrate the capacity that Caribbean 
literature possesses to supplement Caribbean documentary heritage by contextualizing narratives, giving 
voice to the silenced and offering perspectives counter to official discourses. 

Placing the Other in Context

Selvon contextualizes the personal, group and village narratives within the dynamics of  historical 
realities in the local, regional and global spheres. Using the newsreel approach—especially in A Brighter 
Sun—Selvon sets a stage for the chapter’s drama at the various community, familial and personal spheres 
at the beginning of  each chapter. This positioning of  characters and places in specific timed spaces fixes 
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the chapter’s interactions within particular socio-political, economic, cultural and historical pasts. This 
allows for the protagonists and other characters to be relatable and representative of  the multilayered 
issues and dilemmas facing the society that the chapter represents. Thus, in creative ways, Selvon not 
only chronicles the thoughts and actions of  the various protagonists but also details the various societal 
challenges of  the day, a depiction that complements official records and accounts for the period:

The cost of  living rose in 1943 from 177 points to 194, and an old Negro 
woman, purporting to be a seer and dressed as one, stood in front of  a court 
in St Vincent Street and bawled out that the world was coming to an end and 
the first building to fall would be the Red House. A young Chinese journalist 
looking for a human story saw her and wrote a report; her picture appeared 
in the Evening News. Imported foodstuffs were reduced to the barest minimum, 
entertainment was taxed, transport facilities curtailed, shopping hours 
shortened, and earnest consideration given to the introduction of  rationing. 
A coloured girl fainted in Frederick Street one day, worrying because she 
had an American soldier friend and hadn’t seen her time for the month. The 
campaign to grow more food intensified. Cane farmers especially were called 
upon to safeguard the future of  the industry by pressing forward with their 
planting, thus, also providing work for the populace when construction of  the 
United States bases ceased. […] As the Caribbean was fraught with peril on 
account of  submarines, the government agreed to accept responsibility for 
loss by enemy action of  cargoes shipped to and from Barbados. […] (Brighter 
Sun 177–78)

In this excerpt, Selvon represents challenges and concerns facing a colonial society divided by race and 
wealth and complicated by the presence of  American soldiers, the social restrictions and fears of  the war 
years and the colonial complex regarding Afro-Caribbean religious expressions. 

This method was also used in The Lonely Londoners to voice the challenges, concerns and opinions 
of  West Indian migrant workers in London during the period now popularly referred to as the ‘Windrush 
Years,’ so named for Empire Windrush, the ship bearing one of  the first groups of  West Indian migrants 
to the United Kingdom in 1948. In response to the post-war reconstruction needs and the dire labour 
shortage caused by the war casualty in Britain, West Indians took the opportunity to migrate to London 
seeking work. This migration was motivated by the still prevalent colonial fervour responding to the 
needs of  the mother country, the lack of  work opportunities within Caribbean colonies and the sense of  
adventure that is a consistent characteristic of  West Indian migratory trends. 

As subjects of  the British Empire, it was easy for West Indians to sail to the United Kingdom, 
as they shared a common citizenship status with Britons and other colonials from any territory within 
the worldwide empire. By 1949, this traditional right was further ratified by the British Nationality Act 
of  1948, which made West Indian citizens with residential rights in the United Kingdom.3 Once the 
potential migrant gathered the fare for the ship, there was no other impediment to leaving the colony for 
the mother country. One simply hopped on the boat and left. There were no legislative stipulations that 
required colonial documentation for West Indian migrants to the United Kingdom. Thus, no records 
were created at West Indian ports of  exits, such as emigration forms (which documented who left the 
colony, when, heading where and on what vessel). recruitment licences (for shipping agencies) or contracts 
(for labourers).4 
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These licences and contract forms were commonly used to monitor and restrict migration from 
one part of  the empire to other parts, but not to the imperial hub. These documents were used heavily 
in the earlier migrant schemes, such as the East Indian Indentured Scheme (1848–1917) that arranged 
for the transshipment of  Indian labourers for work in Trinidad, British Guiana, Jamaica and other parts 
of  the British Empire.5 Shipping licences and labourer contracts were also used by the Leeward Islands 
Colony to curb the enthusiasm of  both hired shippers and eager Leeward Islanders from relocating 
to work in the Dominican Republic. There were over eleven colonial legislation and individual island-
presidency ordinances between the 1900s and 1929, which sought not only to tighten controls over West 
Indian emigrants but also to regulate labourer relations in the Dominican Republic (Griffin). Of  course, 
the efforts of  the colonial establishment were to no avail.

This ease of  travel resulted in large numbers arriving in the United Kingdom, with records only 
created upon arrival at British ports, and social impacts—both in the British West Indies and British 
society—remained largely unaccounted, especially in the pinnacle of  the migration period. Selvon 
illustrates the enigma of  the emigrant push-and-pull factors with the perplexing resident reality in his 
scene at the Waterloo Train Station:

“Oh Jesus Christ,” Tolroy [the migrant resident] say, “what is this at all?”

“Tolroy,” the first woman say, “you don’t know your own mother?”

Tolroy hug his mother like a man in a daze, then he say: “But what Tanty 
Bessy doing here, ma? And Agnes and Lewis and the two children?”

“All of  we come, Tolroy,” Ma say. “This is how it happen: when you write 
home to say you getting five pounds a week Lewis say, ‘Oh God, I going 
England tomorrow.’ Well Agnes say that she not staying home alone with the 
children, so all of  we come.”

“And what about Tanty?”

“Well you know how old you Tanty getting, Tolroy, is a shame to leave she 
alone to dead in Kingston with nobody to look after she.”

“Oh God ma, why you bring all these people with you?” Tolroy start to shiver 
with a kind of  fright. (Lonely Londoners 29–30)

This scene captures the naivety and spontaneity of  the decision-making process to move to England, as 
well as the trepidations of  settling in British society. The novel offers a detailed reality check for those in 
the Caribbean, past and present, who were not informed of  the challenges of  migration generally and to 
the United Kingdom in particular. Elizabeth F. Thomas-Hope, the noted Caribbean migration culture 
expert, observed, in her study of  British West Indian migrants, that many took the risk of  moving while 
ill-prepared for the conditions and hopeful of  a short but profitable sojourn. The relatively inexpensive 
boat fare added to the sense of  adventure and ambition that propelled the movement. Thomas-Hope 
noted,

Precise information was rarely sent back to the West Indies about Britain 
or other migrations. So that the majority could never really imagine the 
nature of  the conditions they would experience there. […] Another source 
of  misunderstanding was that wages in Britain, which in cash terms sounded 
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vastly more than wages at home, were not measured against the additional 
costs of  housing, heating and food. (39–40)

Thus, the ambitions and overtures of  adventure were tempered by the realities of  life in a society that 
neither West Indian migrant nor Londoner were fully prepared to face. 

Selvon adds complexity to The Lonely Londoners by further contextualizing British society’s reactions 
to the West Indians’ presence, expectations and experiences in the British Isles. He captures this historical 
moment in which the unstructured colonial response to the needs of  the mother country was still unregulated 
by the British government. Even though the labour of  the colonies was vital to rebuilding the post-war 
economy, the presence of  colonials in England was contentious. Linguist Maria G. Sandoni argues that 
the 1940s and 1950s were “an age of  laissez faire” as far as British policy towards colonial immigration 
was concerned. However, “an inner contradiction was at work. If  a strong sense of  communal identity 
between Great Britain and its colonies was previously needed to hold together the greatest empire ever 
known, after dismantling of  such empire, when Black or Asian British citizens left their home to enter 
their supposed ‘mother country’, English people felt threatened” (25). This “colonization in reverse,” as 
described by the Hon. Louise Bennett-Coverley, triggered British political agitation and racial contestation 
(Bennett-Coverley). 

By the 1960s, attitudes and policies towards immigrants, especially nonwhite migrant groups, had 
changed, which resulted in violent repercussions that are documented and well known.6 However, the 
perspectives of  the migrants are not necessarily familiar or recorded as the actions of  white agitators or 
those of  the state. Selvon therefore proposes a viewpoint in a spontaneous conversation struck up by a 
roving journalist with a West Indian character at the train station: 

“But tell me, sir, why are so many Jamaicans immigrating to England?” [asked 
the journalist].

“Ah,” Moses say, “that is a question to limit, that is what everybody trying to 
find out. They can’t get work,” Moses say, warming up. “And furthermore, 
let me give you my view of  the situation in this country. We can’t get no place 
to live, and we only getting the worse jobs it have—.” (Lonely Londoners 28–29)

Selvon enriches the persona and experiences of  his fictional characters by placing them in historical 
and experiential contexts that supplement the little that is officially documented and kept in archives. By 
giving life to personas and occurrences that would otherwise be statistical notations or newspaper reports, 
Selvon uses Caribbean literature to craft a historical document that captures a representative Caribbean 
society with all of  its flaws and bruises.

Voicing the Language of  the Other

In crafting this archive of  West Indian experience, Selvon uses the language of  the people, which 
serves as a time-fixed repository of  prevailing ideas and expression. As diverse and multicultural societies, 
English Creoles and dialects are unique signifiers and expressions of  the multilayered ancestries and 
histories of  the speaking population. Language usage, with its idioms and pronunciations, are also time 
bound and significant for documenting societal norms, understanding Caribbean outlooks and attempting 
historical interpretations. In A Brighter Sun, Selvon hints at the multifaceted cultural hybridity that was 
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evolving among Trinidadians, especially in the organic development of  the Trinidadian dialect as spoken 
by the former indentured East Indian communities. Like race relations, the details in language use 
illustrate the fickle interactions and contestations that were rife in this racially stratified colonial society. 
This intriguing dynamic is depicted in the curt reactions of  visiting Tiger and Urmilla’s East Indian 
relatives to meeting Rita and Joe, the African-descent neighbours, at their daughter’s birth celebration:

“Is only nigger friend you makeam since you come?” his bap asked. “Plenty 
Indian liveam dis side. Is true them is good neighbour, but you must look for 
Indian friend, like you and you wife. Indian must keep together.”

“Is I who pinch him, that is why he cry,” Urmilla’s mother said. “Nigger boy 
put he black hand in my betah baby face! He too fast again!”

“But, mai, these people good to us; we is friends. I does get little things from 
she, and sometimes she does borrow little things from me. They is not bad 
people.” [Urmilla said]

Tiger said, “If  it wasn’t for them, I—we—wouldn’t know what to do.”

“What you bap say is right thing, though,” [Tiger’s] uncle said. “Nigger 
people all right, but you must let creole keep they distance. You too young 
to know about these things, but I older than you. Allyuh better make Indian 
friend.” (47–48)

The racial and cultural tensions that emerge, particularly in Trinidad, have received much scholarly 
attention. Yet to experience these tensions, in the perceived voices of  the community, certainly deepens 
understandings of  past communal constructions. Brereton observed, “As Indo-Trinidadians in fact 
became more and more ‘creolized’ in their cultural practices, anxiety about a loss of  ancestral traditions, 
and possible dilution of  ‘racial purity,’ tended to increase” (“Contesting the Past” 187). Through literary 
work, readers access examples of  these complexities in personal and familial circles, examples that use 
language forms and expressions that are crucial for appreciating the genesis of  present-day multicultural 
Caribbean societies.

Selvon reasons that the use of  the dialect best articulates and expresses the notions and opinions 
of  the West Indian character, especially to non–West Indian readers who will lack an appreciation of  the 
formative West Indian contexts: 

This book, The Lonely Londoners, was written completely in West Indian dialect, 
more precisely in the dialect that Trinidadians speak. I had to compromise 
with the Jamaican and Barbadian characters, but I found that the Trinidadian 
dialect was the easiest for an English reading public to understand. In the 
actual writing, this book gave me a lot of  pleasure. I find that working in 
dialect comes a great deal easier than writing straight English and I don’t think 
the true essence of  the thoughts and feelings of  the West Indian characters 
would have come out if  I didn’t write about them as we speak. (“Sam Selvon 
Reads”)

Selvon’s use of  West Indian nation language applies well-established precepts on language as culture to a 
people in a time and space who were still coming to terms with their own identities. Benedict Anderson 
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maintains that language is an essential element in the imagination of  community and nationhood (145). 
Claire Alexander, Rosalind Edwards and Bogusia Temple posit that language, within the framework of  
nationhood, is considered the conveyor of  culture: “To acquire language is to do more than acquire the 
ability to communicate; it is to acquire culture” (785). It is through the ‘official’ language that the nation’s 
culture is promulgated and promoted. 

Thus, Selvon’s works articulate and voice the language of  then-colonized peoples, especially for the 
convenience of  colonizer audiences. In so doing, he demonstrates their marked sociocultural differences 
and substantiates their ambitions and struggles for political independence. This cultural distinction, as 
Michael G. Smith maintains, is an important weapon in the movement towards independence and self-
realization (364–65). Richard Allsopp, in his introduction to his influential Dictionary of  Caribbean English 
Usage, affirms the value of  the various English Creoles, especially in the writing of  literature—and by 
extension. in their inclusion in archival documentation. He writes, 

Such extracts, which can be paralleled hundreds of  times from scores of  
authors of  West Indian literature—from Guyana through the Bahamas to 
Belize—do much more than answer the academic question of  the place of  
Caribbean Creole dialects in the inventorying of  Caribbean culture and 
environment. They make it obvious that the presence of  the folk, represented 
by their own language, has a dominant place in any genuine account of  
Caribbean life, and therefore in its literature. (xxvi–xxvii) 

Additionally, since dialects are not fixed but ever-evolving cultural expressions, literary works prove 
essential in making static and tangible those dynamic manifestations of  intangible cultural heritage. Thus, 
a reading of  A Brighter Sun and The Lonely Londoners is an experience in the titillating voice and phrases that 
may no longer be in currency. 

Presenting Details of  the Other

Selvon’s work offers details or perspectives that re/present the Other (the excluded, marginalized), 
which are not documented in official records. In contextualizing scenes and voicing characters in their 
home language, Selvon constructs a literary nexus between fact and fiction. In both A Brighter Sun and The 
Lonely Londoners, Selvon expounds on historical realities that were crucial occurrences and developments 
in Trinidadian and Caribbean societies. In the former, he provides a commentary on the sociocultural 
changes triggered by the presence of  American military bases in Trinidadian society. The narrative is 
lined with historical details but from the working-class Trinidadian’s perspective. From the changing 
nature of  local sexual politics to the various infrastructural projects that generated much employment, 
the work offers outlooks that are not explicit anywhere else.

A review of  archival records was conducted in order to triangulate Selvon’s narratives with official 
discourses. The finding aids of  the National Archives and Records Administration (US), National Archives 
of  Trinidad and Tobago, the National Archives, Kew (UK) and the West Indies Federal Archives Centre 
were perused, with a focus on the British West Indies, and in particular Trinidad, for the period 1930–60. 
All four institutions have records on this particular historical era but offer complementary details. The 
American records pertaining to their presence in Trinidad and other British West Indian territories were 
created, used and maintained by the War Department, and the files range from the 1930s to 1947, 
when military priorities changed.7 The accessible British records pertain to the proposed arrangements 



65

for leases of  lands in British West Indian territories to the United States, dated 1941.8 The West Indies 
federal government, which was the semi-autonomous regional political unit formed as a precursory move 
towards full independence, exercised responsibility over these bases, as detailed in the various files created 
and maintained by the Offices of  the Governor-General and Prime Minister, including the revision of  
the 1941 Bases Agreement and the plans, drafts, conference discussions and ratifications of  1961 Bases 
Agreement.9

West Indian historian Fitzroy Baptiste describes the agreement as follows: 

The weak Federal Government, subject to Britain in foreign relations and 
defense, was drawn in to give a West Indian imprimatur to an imposed 
agreement. The 1961 Agreement saw the United States agreeing to return 
80% of  all lands it acquired in the 1940–41 99-year lease agreement; 33,000 
acres in Jamaica, 21,000 acres in Trinidad and 900 acres in Antigua. The 
expiration of  the original lease agreement was changed from AD 2039 to AD 
1977. (205) 

Undoubtedly, this agreement had significant economic, socio-political and cultural ramifications on 
colonial and postcolonial societies.10 The National Archives of  Trinidad and Tobago also has records 
on this issue as part of  the Council Papers series of  records. These papers document the decisions made 
concerning the projects taking place within the Trinidadian colony, in accordance with the higher-
level policy stipulations outlined in the documents and files held in the other regional and metropolitan 
archives.11 Having surveyed the aforementioned files, documents, maps and plans, one must concede 
that the reactions, perspectives and consequences experienced by those on the ground, that is, in the 
villages and communities, are not included. Thus, Selvon’s inclusion of  the old Indian farmer Sookdeo’s 
emotional rollercoaster journey of  loss of  land and produce, receiving compensation, to losing his 
livelihood, way of  life and life itself  (Brighter Sun 103–76 [ch. 7–9]) represents the consequential realities 
of  boardroom decisions—as filed and archived—on those who face the realities thereof  and whose stories 
are not equally documented.

Selvon also places his characters within the historical context of  post–World War II London 
in The Lonely Londoners. The very thick description of  realities, friendships, neighbourhood dynamics, 
sexual exploits, financial circumstances, trials and triumphs shapes and informs a discourse that counters 
British-hegemonic narratives that were laced with racism and oppressive actions. Sindoni contends that 
Selvon describes the same sociocultural hostilities that were emerging in British society, which the British 
triggered with their colonial enterprise in the colonies. Selvon provides a microlevel witness-account of  
the multiple ways in which colonialism impacts spaces and populations. She notes, 

Immigration in Britain in the 1950s should be considered not only as a 
one-way process, from colony to the mother country. For ex-colonials still 
supposed to British citizens, it is rather a “voyage out”, but for the British 
people it was a “voyage in”. Although the latter did not actually move, they 
reacted, because their territory was invaded for the first time. […] England is 
the last colony of  the British Empire. (27, 24)

In shaping The Lonely Londoners¸ Selvon gives both non–West Indian and Caribbean readers the breadth 
and depth of  the migration story, from the perspective of  the marginalized. Thus, upon reflection, 
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especially when read in conjunction with official documentary records, the reader gets an appreciation of  
the times, politics and realities from a variety of  angles and an equal representation of  voices. 

Preserving More Memory

Selvon has successfully accomplished an ideal for which every archivist should hope for the 
memory materials in their charge. The aim of  archival work is not the mere retention and preservation 
of  documents with informational and historical value but more so the protection of  contexts and details 
that gave rise to the creation, use and maintenance of  those materials. This significant professional 
nuance is articulated in the way archivists accept new collections, process and preserve those materials 
and make them accessible for use via research or exhibitions. Archival collections—or, more accurately, 
organic collations—are acquired, catalogued, preserved and maintained in aggregates of  liked interests, 
according to creator.12 Each particular item within a collection is intellectually interconnected to each 
other and to the creator’s creativity, in addition to the various functional subdivisions of  one’s creative 
process and organic business endeavour. 

Archivists should pay attention to the advantages that literature can bring to archival collections 
and archival work. In order to be effective at deciphering values, archivists establish the significance of  
the collection and its composite parts to both its creator and society. They may use contextual analysis, 
that is, “a methodology for assessing the value of  records in light of  other sources of  the same or similar 
information,” to support their decision (“Content analysis”). The narratives of  literature can provide 
contextual details to determine archival worth. Literary works help devise and promulgate constructs and 
details of  heritage in similar ways as archival documentation. Thus, details are identified and meanings 
are shaped when both literature and archives are accessible. Archival theorist Eric Ketelaar maintains, 

The [archives] user and the archivist alike construct stories that establish who 
they are and who they are not, where they fit in and where they do not, who 
belongs to them and who does not. The meaning of  the record is indeed ‘in 
the eye of  the beholder’; the user finds meaning and makes meaning in an 
archive or a record and those meanings help him or her in structuring and 
restructuring the relationship between the self  and the world and thereby in 
the formation of  his or her identity. (27) 

Archivists ought to consider literature as vital supporting sources in archival work. Writers should consider 
Caribbean archives as resources and repositories for their creativity. Caribbean archives are replete with 
stories and perspectives waiting to be unboxed, challenged and given life, especially when united with 
the creative imagination of  writers. The complexities of  the region’s colonial experience are detailed in 
the records housed, as well as the (subtle) acts of  resistance, which are often silenced. Novels and other 
forms of  creative writing have the potential of  unleashing the muzzled. Historian Laurent Dubois, in 
his consideration of  the French Caribbean context, argues that archives can be a vital mechanism for 
acknowledging the excluded Other, reshaping historical narratives and questioning constructs of  identity 
when used for the purposes of  literature: 

Even as the archives are critiqued and supplemented by invention in 
various novels, they also supply the foundation for new stories that can help 
reconfigure the historical narratives of  the island. Still, the process through 
which historical narratives are diffused and incorporated in to the life of  the 
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island depends to a large extent on the work of  cultural groups and writers 
who see themselves in some sense as the guardians of  the island’s history. 
And, indeed their work is central to the production of  future histories. (428) 

In so doing, literary works become a tool and weapon in the movement towards decolonization. Therefore, 
there is validity to Ramchand’s advice to writers: “The literary historian must use texts as primary evidence 
and allow his sense of  the period to emerge from them” (102). Caribbean archives are also capable of  
managing and preserving the papers of  Caribbean literary works. Private archives refer to the materials 
created and generated by authors during the course of  their life’s work, such as drafts, correspondence, 
letters, emails and audiovisual materials. Undoubtedly, these materials are valuable and may even 
attract financial interest. However, when physically and intellectually placed in the archival repository 
within its wider locale, the value of  the details documented and contexts captured increases. This will 
enable a deeper and richer research experience, as users will have the opportunity to delve into official 
documents and creative viewpoints with the social and cultural background as supportive environment. 
The Sam Selvon Papers are held at the University of  the West Indies, St. Augustine Campus, in Trinidad, 
with a cache at the University of  Texas, Austin. His papers might reveal additional information and 
thoughts about the characters or situations that did not make their way into the novels, in addition to his 
perceptions and inspirations for his writings. Aarons, a Caribbean archival executive, notes that private-
papers collections not only diversify institutional holdings but also add prestige and encourage use of  
the materials. He maintains, “Without these [private archives] collections […] valuable aspects of  their 
cultural and historical heritage will be lost” (“Private Archives” 451). Private archives, such as those of  
activists and community personalities, may represent and fill gaps in the memory that has been silenced 
or is marginalized in traditional holdings. 

Conclusion

As Caribbean societies continue to develop, the formulation and preservation of  heritage become 
more important. Literary writers play a significant role in documenting cultural narratives and historical 
experiences. Selvon offers a tripartite model, as illustrated in A Brighter Sun and The Lonely Londoners, for 
capturing and documenting the ever-fleeting dynamism of  Caribbean life. This can be instructive for 
other post-independent authors writing their twenty-first-century Caribbean reality. The literary writer 
has the potential to provide greater understandings of  historical records and circumstances, as well as 
fill in the lacunas by suggesting complementary narratives and trajectories. Caribbean literature can 
serve as a well of  contemporary communal knowledge, language, norms and values, which are often not 
recorded or preserved. Finally, Caribbean literature can give credence to the societal Other by ensuring 
that their voices and realities find expression, access to popular consumption and opportunities for long-
term preservation. Caribbean literature can shape a ‘total record’ of  the society by documenting the 
details of  its characters within their own particular times, spaces and historical contexts.
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Notes
1 The author was introduced to these works as part of  the literature curriculum at the St. John’s 

College (High School Division), Belize, in 1996–97. For full description of  Selvon’s biography and 
works, see “Sam Selvon.”

2 George Lamming (1927–) is a Barbadian novelist, essayist and poet and a key figure in Caribbean 
literature, who first won critical acclaim with his debut novel, In the Castle of  My Skin (1953).

3 For more discussion on British citizenship, see Bartram.
4 The 2018 Windrush Scandal in the United Kingdom resulted in many West Indian Britons, who 

were part of  the what is termed the ‘Windrush Generation’ that moved to the United Kingdom in 
the 1940s and 1950s, being disenfranchised, detained and/or deported. This was due to changes 
in the United Kingdom’s immigration policy seeking to make a ‘hostile environment’ for illegal 
migrants. Chief  among the issues was the lack of  records for these British West Indians and their 
descendants. When the British Home Office destroyed ‘landing cards’ (immigration forms), the 
legal status of  many West Indian Britons were shattered. The former West Indian colonies could 
not assist in this regard, as there were no departure records in Caribbean archives or government 
offices. For this reason, Caribbean governments could only advocate for review of  policy and 
compensation to those who lost employment, property, status and were deported. For a summary 
of  the scandal, see “Windrush.”

5 See Hugh Tinker’s foundational discussion on the East Indian Immigration scheme, A New System 
of  Slavery.

6 For a discussion and records on this issue, see the UK National Archives’ exhibition Citizenship 
(“Brave New World”).

7 See description in “War Department.”
8 See description in “Proposed Lease.”
9 See descriptions of  files in the Governor-General’s General Administration Series (FWI-GG-GA) 

and Federal Prime Minister Series (FWI-PM) in the online archival catalogue, W. I. Federal Archives 
Centre.

10 As case in point, see Susan Lowes’s discussion of  the American military base in Antigua.
11 See “Council Papers 15–18.” I am grateful for assistance from staff at the National Archives of  

Trinidad and Tobago (NATT).
12 Based on the archival theory, archival materials are kept distinctly according to creator (provenance); 

in accordance with the ways the materials were created, used and maintained (original order); 
and are held intellectually (if  not physically) as discrete units—neither intermingled with similar 
materials nor separated into singular parts in accordance with a bibliographic system or classification 
scheme (respect des fonds). 
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Ending the Radio Silence of  
Gladys Lindo: The Missing 
Story of  Caribbean Voices
Jennifer F. McDerra

Introduction

Henry Swanzy has been widely acknowledged and celebrated for the role he played as 
producer of  the Caribbean Voices BBC Radio programme, in the consolidation and success of  
West Indian literary culture in the mid-twentieth century. Many of  the writers now recognized 
as luminaries in the field, including George Lamming, V. S. Naipaul and Samuel Selvon, 
nurtured their emergent writing careers through paid work at the BBC in London, mainly for 
the Caribbean Voices programme. From their position at the centre of  most West Indian literary 
histories, these male migrant writers have highlighted Swanzy’s contribution and collectively 
created a tenacious story around the personalities who contributed most (vitally) to the boom 
of  the 1950s.

Source: Pauline Henriques and Samuel Selvon reading a story on Caribbean Voices, 1952. Wikipedia.
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This essay challenges the predominant narrative that locates Swanzy as the individual that fuelled 
and sustained the Caribbean Voices programme and the development of  anglophone Caribbean literature 
which has been attributed to it. In this now familiar critical and public narrative, Swanzy is identified as 
the key player. As Lamming declared, “No comprehensive account of  writing in the British Caribbean 
during the last decade could be written without considering his [Swanzy’s] whole achievement and his 
role in the emergence of  the West Indian novel” (67). By this measure, no comprehensive account can 
exist without also bringing Gladys Lindo and her female Caribbean-based perspective back into this 
familiar but partial history.1 Restoring Lindo enables us to recalibrate our understanding of  the literary 
exchange that occurred between the United Kingdom and the anglophone Caribbean, providing new 
insight into an innovative and lasting model of  transnational collaboration that has continued to adapt 
and flourish, and was built on the work of  both Jamaican and British women and men. 

Drawing on original archive material, I will argue that the attention given to Swanzy’s role has 
failed to acknowledge the considerable contribution of  the BBC literary representative in Jamaica, 
Lindo, which remains to be explored.2  Restoring Lindo’s role is necessary in order to paint a fuller and 
more equitable picture of  the processes leading to the broadcast of  literary works and of  the people the 
programme relied upon to find and promote the work of  anglophone West Indian writers. 

Due to near complete dependence on the written form to communicate between Jamaica and 
England during the 1940s and 1950s, Swanzy and Lindo’s epistolary relationship, which began in 1946 
and spanned nearly ten years, has created a rich resource from which it is possible to gain insights into 
the social and cultural context of  their working relationship. There are hundreds of  letters from Lindo to 
Swanzy accompanying the submissions she selected for Caribbean Voices, and hundreds back to Lindo from 
Swanzy, which demonstrate in detail the professional dialogue between them that shaped the content of  
the programme. The correspondence spans their entire working relationship and extends beyond it in 
a few personal letters and postcards afterwards. The letters reveal an epistolary relationship woven with 
humour, compromise, challenge and misunderstanding. Paying close attention to the correspondence 
enables us to better understand and attribute the achievements of  the work.3   

Approximately two hundred letters from Gladys to Henry are held in the Special Collections of  
the Cadbury Research Library at the University of  Birmingham (Papers of  Henry Valentine L. Swanzy). 
Hundreds more letters, contracts and reports are held in the Caribbean Voices correspondence folders, which 
are mirrored in two locations: the BBC Written Archives in Caversham, England and the Alma Jordan 
Library of  the University of  the West Indies (UWI) in Trinidad. The act of  mirroring the contents of  the 
Caribbean Voices correspondence folders contributes to the creation of  an equitable politics of  transnational 
Caribbean archival research. It also foregrounds the dual structure I am advocating for in terms of  how 
the critical attention paid to Lindo and Swanzy, Jamaica and the United Kingdom, needs to be restored 
to a balance representative of  their contributions

It is worth noting that detailed and extensive records are available pertaining to Swanzy, including 
diaries and scrapbooks that he kept privately, and files and correspondence with writers and officials 
relating to his role at the BBC. These sources provide access to multiple perspectives into Swanzy’s work 
and life. In contrast, to learn more about Lindo, we are limited to the letters sent to Swanzy preserved 
as part of  his archive and the Caribbean Voices archives. Few personal papers attributable to Lindo have 
been found to date; no obituary was recorded in either Jamaica or the UK newspapers, and not even a 
photograph can be traced through public sources. Swanzy’s story has materially absorbed Lindo’s, as this 
asymmetry in the records, as well as in the reputation and legacy, reveals. However, when both Swanzy 
and Lindo’s voices are considered in parallel and in equal depth, their dialogue demonstrates the crucially 
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collaborative nature of  the literary operation about which they corresponded: creating what has been 
repeatedly called the most important group of  writers and works in the advancement of  the field of  
anglophone Caribbean literature. 

The Caribbean Voices programme has attracted significant academic interest and discussion in a 
number of  scholarly works, with the prevailing contemporary narrative being shaped by Philip Nanton’s 
“What Does Mr Swanzy Want?” (2000), James Procter’s “Una Marson at the BBC” (2015), and Glyne 
Griffith’s detailed work on the subject, most recently The BBC and the Development of  Anglophone Caribbean 
Literature, 1943–1958 (2016). Chris Campbell’s “Mr Swanzy Goes to Jamaica: BBC Radio and the End of  
Empire” (forthcoming) which takes as its starting point Swanzy’s visit to Jamaica in 1952 offers important 
evidence of  the lived experience of  the relationship between the Lindos and Swanzy from Swanzy’s 
private perspective, written as it was in his ego book Ichabod. These scholars have all undertaken valuable 
and thorough research on the programme’s history and impact, but none have acknowledged or explored 
the significance of  Gladys Lindo’s contribution. Indeed, as I will show, both Swanzy and Lindo’s husband, 
Cedric, have repeatedly received credit for her work. Given how pivotal this programme is seen to be in 
the literary history of  the region, in this essay I will examine her omission from stories associated with this 
foundational programme. I will then finish by suggesting what is to be gained by restoring Lindo’s side of  
the Caribbean Voices story. 

It is my contention that Lindo is not part of  the prevailing historical account due to the fact that she inhabits 
three intersecting spheres of  gender, place and the time period in which she lived. As a woman, she was 
not expected to take a leading professional role, and her achievements and strengths were diminished in a 
structure that automatically attributed power and influence to men. Lindo lived in Jamaica and visited the 
United Kingdom on several occasions, as a child with her parents, with both her first and second husband 
and children and, on at least one occasion, travelling alone in 1938, as demonstrated by passenger lists at 
the National Archives, London, England (fig. 1). 
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Nonetheless, Lindo’s Jamaica-based role put her at a significant disadvantage, with the United Kingdom, 
and London in particular, utilizing the BBC at this time to retain its cultural influence and reach in 
countries grappling with independence. The historical era was vital too, as migration from the Caribbean 
to the United Kingdom increased and new opportunities and dynamics were forged among Caribbean 
writers who met with writers from other Caribbean countries – often for the first time – as well as with 
new possibilities in London. It is in this context that Lindo found herself  both vital to the process of  
selecting and soliciting local writings for a London-based broadcast of  Caribbean Voices and also easily, 
perhaps necessarily, denied acknowledgement. 

Fig. 1. Gladys Lindo travels to Jamaica from Avonmouth under her first husband’s 
surname Williams, 25 September 1938. Archival image reproduced courtesy of  the 
National Archives, London. The National Archives, ref. BT29/1502.
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Written at a time when telephone and email communication were not available to them, Lindo 
and Swanzy’s correspondence is reliable in that it provides a relatively complete written record of  the 
development of  a transatlantic relationship concerning the Caribbean Voices programme, which bridged 
the distance between Jamaica and England, local agency and centralized institutional power, woman 
and man. It narrates in vivid detail the intricacies of  the long wrestle for equality, recognition and stories 
situated outside of  a centre-peripheral, colonial viewpoint. By examining the correspondence between 
Lindo and Swanzy and exploring the cultural and professional context in which they each existed, I intend 
to reveal the transnational nature of  this literary operation, as well as enact the recovery of  significant 
individual reputations and realities.

Methodology and Findings

When I began research in 2017 to discover whether there were women writers of  anglophone 
Caribbean literature in the 1940s and 1950s who had been overlooked, I started my search in the Papers 
of  Henry Valentine L. Swanzy at the University of  Birmingham. It was my belief, based on the work of  
scholars in the field such as Alison Donnell, Griffith, and Nanton, that Swanzy’s correspondence would 
not only shed light on writers who had made it onto the Caribbean Voices programme but also reveal those 
who had been rejected. I approached the archive looking for unknown names and particular writers or 
writings who had not reached the mainstream via the literary launching pad of  Caribbean Voices.

I visited Swanzy’s archive in search of  the names of  women who had been writing at the time 
of  the boom in Caribbean writing of  well-known male writers. In searching among Swanzy’s papers, I 
noticed how abundant and insightful the letters from a Mrs. Gladys Lindo were and wanted to learn more 
about her. I asked Prof. Donnell, my doctoral supervisor and Caribbean scholar, who informed me that 
it was understood in the field that these letters were actually representative of  the work of  her husband, 
Cedric, for whom Gladys was merely a cover. There is little in the key texts about the Caribbean Voices 
programme to suggest otherwise—quite the opposite. When Gladys is mentioned she is often explained 
away again in the space of  a sentence or paragraph. Yet, on having read the letters from Gladys in detail, 
I suspected that Gladys’s side of  the story had not been fully represented.

I visited the Caribbean Voices archive held at the BBC Written Archives in Caversham to view the 
correspondence folders held within the collection under ‘Gladys Lindo.’ The archivist supplied the folders 
and asked if  I would also like to see the correspondence folder for Cedric Lindo. It was immediately clear 
that the contents of  Gladys’s folders were more extensive, and I was interested to note that there was 
an additional card attached to the front of  Gladys’s folder, which states, “Mrs C. Gladys Lindo. Do not 
confuse with P.F. for Mr Cedric G. Lindo who is the husband of  the above” (fig. 2). No such card was 
affixed to Cedric’s folder, suggesting perhaps that this mistake is commonly made or conceivably that 
primary attention has been assumed or paid to Cedric.
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After my visit, I wrote to Jeff Walden, BBC archivist, to request a complete summary of  the 
contractual records attributed to both Gladys and Cedric in order to better ascertain the way in which 
they operated and establish whether they were distinct from one another in their work for the BBC. I 
asked for the contracts in order to consider the Lindos’ working practices from a new angle, beyond the 
correspondence—which are described below as “internal reports”—relating to the content of  Caribbean 
Voices. Walden replied on 1 August 2019:

I can confirm that we do have contractual papers for Cedric Lindo and 
Gladys Lindo covering their scriptwriting contributions. There are some ten 
files relating to Cedric (1955–1962) and one for Gladys (1953–1955). I ought 
to say that these are mostly dealings with the BBC Copyright department 
and are therefore largely routine. In addition, we have a series of  files relating 
to Gladys’s internal reports from the Caribbean back to Head Office (1947–
1957), and something similar for Cedric (1955–1967). There are also a couple 
of  files for Gladys’s work for Overseas Publicity from 1943–1952.

These records show that Gladys and Cedric Lindo were officially recognized as distinct from one another, 
each being involved in various capacities with the BBC over a twenty-year period from 1947 to 1967. 
The dates of  their contracts are particularly noteworthy when considered chronologically, demonstrating 
that the earliest record of  the Lindos’ involvement with the BBC in 1943 is attributed to Gladys for 

Fig. 2. RCONT1 Gladys Lindo, scriptwriter file 1, 1955–62, Caribbean Voices Correspondence. Archival image and 
permission courtesy of  Jeff Walden, BBC Written Archives Centre.
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“Overseas Publicity” for a nine-year period until 1952. The next record is also for Gladys in 1947, for a 
ten-year period, for files containing the internal reports she sent back to head office; these are the letters 
from Gladys Lindo to Swanzy. Gladys’s copyright file then begins in 1953, ending in 1955, when the first 
record of  Cedric appears, also for copyright files. Cedric also has a file for internal reports in his own 
name, which then runs from 1955 until 1967. Interestingly, this does not begin when Gladys’s ends, as one 
might expect if  the Lindos’ were taking turns or simply covering for one another, an idea I will explore 
later in light of  this evidence. Gladys’s contractual records continue for a further two years until 1957, 
in parallel with Cedric’s. Gladys then disappears from view, and Cedric is the only Lindo recorded as 
working in any capacity from 1957 to 1967. This is an important section of  the timeline when considering 
why Gladys’s legacy was lost while Cedric gained recognition. If  Cedric alone was active during this final 
decade, it would have contributed to his legacy being remembered, concealing Gladys’s considerable 
earlier work. It would appear that Cedric reaped the rewards and appreciation that came later, when the 
praises were sung of  the Caribbean Voices programme.

I visited the mirrored copy of  the Caribbean Voices archive to complete a full review of  its contents while 
in Trinidad in May 2019. During this visit, I also looked at the additional A–Z folders of  correspondents 
and two folders of  unsorted papers at the end of  the collection. This visit was particularly fruitful, thanks 
to the expertise of  the archivist, Lorraine Nero, and it revealed a newspaper clipping from 20 February 
1951 depicting a speech given by Cedric at the PEN Club in Jamaica in which he is described as follows: 

Mr. Lindo who formerly acted as the BBC’s representative in the West Indies 
and who at present performs the duties of  secretary to his wife, Mrs. Gladys 
Lindo, now the representative, expressed his views on the sort of  literary 
scripts which the BBC desires from writers in the Caribbean for use in this 
service. (Lindo, “Writing”)

It is especially interesting to note that while Cedric is no longer the representative—with Gladys being 
clearly named as having transitioned into the role—Gladys is not the person giving the speech at the PEN 
Club. Cedric’s public-facing position will have contributed to the belief, held by some, that he was the real 
BBC representative, despite extensive evidence to the contrary in the correspondence with both the BBC 
and writers across the region.

I returned to the letters to see if  there were specific moments when either Gladys or Cedric Lindo 
revealed their identity explicitly when writing to Swanzy. I soon found a letter written to Swanzy in 
1947, in which the author reveals herself  to be a woman. Gladys describes some of  the entries that she is 
recommending for inclusion on the Caribbean Voices programme and refers to an earlier exchange between 
herself  and Swanzy; in order to situate this moment, she states, “[A]ctually this was before I took over 
from my husband” (Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 4 Aug. 1947). This provides a clear indication that 
Cedric and Gladys both worked for the BBC, but while this role may have initially or formally been 
allocated to Cedric, less than a year later Gladys had taken over the correspondence and had been doing 
so for some time—possibly at this early juncture without Swanzy’s or the London office’s knowledge, as 
a handwritten question mark next to this declaration suggests that the recipient was baffled by the news. 
The revelation that Gladys was writing to Swanzy was soon reconfirmed in another letter describing 
entries submitted to Swanzy by a female writer from Barbados that Gladys suspects Swanzy will reject, 
where she tentatively lobbies for some of  “the verse sent in by my sex” when she writes, “For some time I 
have been speaking of  the incredibly bad verse which is submitted and from reading which you have been 
spared as I have been rejecting it here but a few samples may not be amiss. One poor lady in Barbados – I 
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know how you feel about the verse sent in by my sex” (Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 4 Aug. 1947). It 
was upon the strength of  these early sources that a sufficiently supported picture began to emerge with 
greater certainty of  Gladys in the role of  literary representative for Caribbean Voices.

To widen the scope of  my search I sought biographical information about the Lindos from the 
Jamaica Gleaner’s online newspaper archive, with support via email correspondence from Ahon Gray, to 
shed further light on the Lindos’ now-contested situation. This ongoing search has not yet returned a 
photograph or obituary of  Gladys, but other documents have come to light that I am currently comparing 
with existing sources. Cedric’s obituary has confirmed 1940 as the date of  Gladys and Cedric’s marriage, 
1981 as the date of  Gladys’s death, and has provided a lead to her children and grandchildren; but his 
obituary also named Cedric as “the local agent for the BBC,” essentially closing the door on any further 
interpretation of  what had been an altogether more complex arrangement (“Cedric Lindo Obituary”; 
fig. 3).

Since both Gladys and Cedric have passed away, it felt crucial to contact those who had known 
and worked with them to see if  living memory disputed or supported the available critical interpretations 
and archival documents. I wrote to John Aarons, an eminent archivist in Jamaica, who recalled his father 
receiving a response from Gladys when a contribution he made to the Caribbean Voices programme in 
1949 was rejected. In an email, he offered further detail about Gladys and Cedric’s marriage, which gave 
context for their relationship and cultural position in Jamaica. And interestingly, given that he knew the 
Lindos on a personal basis, it is Gladys to whom he attributed the significant BBC role. Aarons also forgets 
Swanzy’s name, which emphasizes the importance of  drawing from numerous geographical perspectives 
when researching—to Mr. Aarons (both senior and junior), it was Gladys who represented Caribbean Voices 
and the BBC, with Swanzy as the background figure—illuminating the effect of  proximity in terms of  the 
attribution of  power and position. Gladys was front and centre for Aarons in Kingston, as Swanzy was to 
Lamming and Selvon in London:

Fig. 3. Obituary of  Cedric Lindo, Sunday Gleaner, 25 July 1993. Archival image and permission courtesy of  Ahon Gray, The 
Gleaner Co. (Media) Limited.
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I knew Gladys Lindo as her husband, Cedric and herself  were friends of  my 
parents and I have vague memories of  visiting their home at Stony Hill. I 
believe that Cedric was her second husband. (You know that children do not 
take much notice of  their parents’ friends). If  my memory serves me correctly 
she was the correspondent with the person (name slipped me at the moment) 
who co-ordinated Caribbean Voices at the BBC. As far as I can recall she was 
not a prominent person so I doubt whether you would find much information 
on her. (Aarons)

Aarons shared the letter written to his father by Gladys on 24 February 1949, which offers a number 
of  useful and representative insights into the workings of  Gladys’s role in the region and in relation to 
the work of  Swanzy (fig. 4). It demonstrates the caretaking role that Gladys played in liaising with and 
representing local writers, offering encouragement, direction and humour while maintaining a sense 
of  connection to Swanzy in London. These gatekeeping duties are more regularly associated with an 
editor or producer and are worthy of  attention, especially when we consider that Gladys was playing this 
intricate part for writers in Jamaica and across the anglophone Caribbean region. 

Fig. 4. Letter from the private collection of  John Aarons, G. Lindo to Mr. R. 
L. C. Aarons, 24 Feb. 1949. Archival image and permission courtesy of  John 
Aarons.
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Mervyn Morris, poet and professor emeritus at UWI, Mona (Jamaica), also entered into an email 
exchange with me, as he had known Cedric, who had taken on a role at UWI while Morris was a student 
there; he could recall little of  Gladys except that she was “middle class and cordial” (Morris) and offered 
to ask his friend Edward Baugh, who agreed to provide me with a written account of  a conversation 
between Baugh and Cedric in 1992, reproduced as received here:

Before Caribbean Voices, Cedric Lindo worked in Jamaica for the BBC, 
publicizing programmes beamed to the Caribbean. When Una Marson 
started Caribbean Voices in 1943, it broadcast published work. Henry Swanzy, 
who inherited the programme in 1946, wanted new work from the Caribbean. 
Cedric Lindo was asked to receive and vet submissions. When his BBC job 
was made part-time, he joined the Jamaica Banana Producers, whose rules 
did not allow him to have any other job. He suggested that the BBC appoint 
his wife. Letters composed by Cedric went out over the signature of  Gladys. 
(Baugh, qtd. in Morris)

This account offers an explanation for the ongoing doubt which surrounds Gladys’s status and reflects 
that which has circulated in the field; however, new evidence points to a more complex situation that 
demonstrates the involvement of  both Cedric and Gladys Lindo, suggesting that Gladys held the central 
role in shaping editorial decisions. 

The mention of  Marson in Baugh’s statement is also worth noting, not least because her time as 
producer for Caribbean Voices overlaps with the 1943 “Overseas Publicity” contract attributed to Gladys 
at the BBC. One of  the Lindos was working for the BBC in Jamaica before Swanzy’s involvement with 
Caribbean Voices began in 1946, and if  this contract is correctly attributed then the two women were working 
for the BBC at the same time, Gladys in Jamaica and Marson in London, before Swanzy or Cedric were 
involved. Marson resigned from her position at the BBC in the United Kingdom and returned to Jamaica 
in 1945. The necessity for someone with a connection to and understanding of  the region was therefore 
an urgent requirement to continue the programme. This is further proof  of  the importance of  the work 
being done on the Jamaican side of  the Caribbean Voices operation, confirming once again that the letters 
signed by Lindo are worthy of  close critical attention. 

The questions that these discoveries raised led me to extend my search to the period spanning 
the 1960s–present in order to include the cycles of  recovery that the field of  Caribbean literary history 
has undergone, and the waves of  critical attention paid to its development. In doing so, I first discovered 
Sandra Courtman’s thesis, which includes in the appendices the transcription of  an interview that 
Courtman conducted in 1998 with Anne Walmsley, noted British Caribbeanist editor and scholar, who 
discusses the Caribbean Voices programme and her time in Jamaica. In the interview, Walmsley clearly states 
that it was “in actual fact” Cedric’s wife Gladys doing the work (Courtman 290).

With this strong affirmation of  my conviction that Gladys was much more than a cover story, I 
set out to discover how it came to be that Gladys was concealed by her own signature. Gladys’s name 
has somehow been hidden in plain sight for more than seventy years and with it the whole transatlantic 
nature of  the endeavour, which is still attributed disproportionately to the United Kingdom.
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Sources: Swanzy and the Lindos in Contemporary Criticism

Until now, the Jamaican side of  the Caribbean Voices story has not been paid sufficient attention to 
give space and voice to the story of  Gladys and Cedric Lindo. The voices that are in the mainstream 
have been motivated by an interest in the figure of  Swanzy (Nanton) and how Caribbean Voices contributed 
to cultural nationalism (Griffith). Courtman and Walmsley discussed Gladys Lindo in 1998, as recorded 
in Courtman’s doctoral thesis; Walmsley confirmed that it was Gladys, not Cedric, doing the work, but 
Walmsley’s insight has not gained traction in the mainstream narrative. In the interview with Courtman, 
Walmsley explained how the process worked in practice and, in doing so, suggested a very particular and 
individual agency to Gladys: 

[T]he possible contributions for Caribbean Voices had to go to someone 
called Cedric Lindo in Jamaica and those that he thought were suitable were 
sent in. In actual fact, it was his wife Gladys who controlled what went on and 
it wasn’t Cedric at all. And she had a down on George Lamming and there’s 
a whole lot of  rather scummy literary history there which hasn’t actually 
reached circulation. (Courtman 290)

Not only does Walmsley state that it was Gladys who “controlled” what went on, but she also goes so far 
as to say that it was not Cedric “at all.” Walmsley spent three years in Jamaica in the fifties as a teacher at 
Westwood High School and maintained close contact with the many writers she worked with in the region 
in her subsequent roles (following a short period at the BBC) as editor for the Longman Caribbean Series, 
informal agent for Kamau Brathwaite, respected honorary member of  Caribbean Artist’s Movement 
(CAM) and writer of  a book on CAM, making her a reliable source of  insight into the workings of  the 
literary world in Jamaica. She was familiar with both the United Kingdom and the Caribbean, trusted, 
and would likely have had privileged personal access to realities that may have been concealed from 
public or professional bodies such as the BBC. Such was her standing that Walmsley was conferred 
with an honorary doctorate by UWI at the Mona Campus in Jamaica in 2009. The citation for this 
award records her contribution to CAM and demonstrates the esteem in which she is held by Caribbean 
scholars: “Dr. Anne Walmsley has long crossed over from being a distant enthusiast or detached observer 
of  the still flowering Caribbean literary and artistic tradition: rather we can comfortably recognize her as 
an integral and active component of  the Caribbean Artists Movement” (“Anne Walmsley Collection”). 
Despite Walmsley’s statement in 1998, no one has yet picked up and explored the meaning behind this 
dropped stitch that appears to unravel the whole cloak. The acceptance of  unsubstantiated reasons to 
explain the exclusion or, indeed, explain away the presence of  a woman at the forefront of  meaningful 
literary work and decision making in Jamaica is a significant problem, one that highlights the need to 
interrogate how lines of  critical attention can be subconsciously shaped by cultural and gender-biased 
expectations. 

Procter’s work in the BBC Written Archives and work by Campbell on Swanzy’s Ichabod diaries, 
sought to address this issue by prioritizing detailed attention to archives, which gave rise to new and 
important knowledge. Material from Ichabod, Campbell explains, “is best deployed as a resource which can 
be read into and at times against the other archival materials. It provides endless interesting corroborations 
and also some curious counterpoints to information in Swanzy’s letters, and the details of  scripts of  
his various radio broadcasts in the 1940s and 1950s” (Campbell, forthcoming). The work on Swanzy’s 
private papers by Campbell has yielded more insights into the dynamic between Swanzy, Gladys, Cedric 
and other key figures involved with Caribbean Voices. As a result, we can see the significance of  the work to 
recover Gladys’s side of  the story. 
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Context of  the Erasure: How and Why Was Gladys Hidden? 1940s and 1950s

There are three main factors that contributed to Gladys Lindo’s role being overlooked during the 
years (1940s and 1950s) when she was working as the literary representative for Caribbean Voices in Jamaica: 
Swanzy’s role and perspective, the ambitions of  the BBC at the end of  empire and the positioning and 
standing of  her husband, Cedric. It is my contention that these three powerful forces combined to mask 
the vital role she played and downplayed the significant matter of  a Jamaican woman having influence 
on the direction of  literary development. 

While a respected and innovative figure, Swanzy was not a visionary in terms of  his perception 
of  women’s rights, demonstrating his low professional and literary expectations of  women on numerous 
occasions with his words and what he omitted to platform. Donnell describes that “although for Swanzy 
cultural difference was far more operative as a literary category, his vision seems to have accrued 
complicatedly gendered expectations around women’s authentic experience” (83). This assessment is 
supported by Gladys’s ability to predict a negative response from Swanzy to the submission of  women’s 
work, as we have seen in her letter of  August 1947, previously quoted, where she warns that she knows 
how he feels about verse written by people of  her sex.

It is important to note that 
Swanzy himself  was made aware early 
on in his role as producer for Caribbean 
Voices that he was corresponding with 
Gladys. She tells him herself  in the letter, 
when she states, “[A]ctually this was 
before I took over from my husband” 
(fig. 5), evidence that Gladys was writing 
to Swanzy earlier than 4 August 1947 
and not just signing letters dictated by 
Cedric. Gladys was not employed to do 
her husband’s work, nor was she a mere 
front for his ideas and selections: she had 
taken over. Alongside this revelation in 
type is the handwritten question mark in 
pen, which was presumably written by 
the recipient of  the letter, either Swanzy 
himself  or a colleague at the BBC in 
London—expressing perhaps a mixture 

Fig. 5. Letter from Gladys R. Lindo to Henry 
Swanzy, 4 Aug. 1947, Caribbean Voices 
Correspondence, Special Collections, UWI, 
Trinidad. Archival image and permission 
courtesy of  Lorraine Nero, Special 
Collections, UWI.
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of  confusion and surprise that it is Gladys with whom he had been corresponding, which, as we will go 
on to discover, bordered on and developed into denial and disbelief.

It seems likely, therefore, that Cedric had begun writing the letters for a short period in 1946, but 
by 1947 Gladys had taken on the position. We can see evidence of  this in a letter dated 14 September 
1946 (fig. 6), which features two important elements. The first is a handwritten note at the top of  the letter, 
which reads, “All letters from Cedric Lindo.” The script matches that in the many letters and personal 
diaries of  Swanzy, and the underlining of  ‘Cedric’ suggests that at this early stage Swanzy understood 
that the letters are from Cedric as opposed to from his wife, Gladys, in whose name the letter is signed. 
Perhaps this is the period – when Cedric was doing the work and asking Gladys to sign the letters as a 
cover for him – out of  which the popular understanding of  Gladys as only a cover story for her husband 
grew. It is interesting to note that this letter is signed by hand “Gladys R. Lindo” but printed beneath is 
“(Mrs. C. G. Lindo)” (Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 1946). The later letter of  4 August 1947, when 
Gladys stated that she “took over” from Cedric, is signed “Gladys R. Lindo,” with no typed reference 
underneath (Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 4 Aug. 1947). Examination of  the letters so far suggests that 
this pattern persists, and therefore this point of  transition represents the switch from Gladys as a cover for 
Cedric to her becoming the actual author of  the letters and agent of  their content. 

Fig. 6. Letter from Mrs. C. G. Lindo to 
Mr. Swanzy, 14 Sept. 1946, Caribbean 
Voices Correspondence, Special 
Collections, UWI, Trinidad. Archival 
image and permission courtesy of  
Lorraine Nero, Special Collections, UWI.



85

It is clear that from as early as 1947 Gladys was writing some or all of  the letters and, in doing 
so, had used her pen to enter into a challenging and detailed exchange, telling Swanzy that she has 
noticed his dismissal of  women’s writing from the region, his preference for prose, and his tendency to 
exoticize the Caribbean experience. The epistolary relationship between two passionate and committed 
individuals appears to have flourished.

This situation makes what followed in 1952 rather startling. After at least five years of  correspondence 
between Gladys and Swanzy, Swanzy made his first and only visit to Jamaica during his tenure as producer 
of  Caribbean Voices. The fact that he paid only a solitary visit is in itself  surprising, considering the position 
and influence he held in terms of  defining the region’s cultural output. It is important to note that 
Swanzy’s wife, Tirzah, had died in 1951 which likely impacted his ability to travel before 1952 and 
may have affected his experience of  the trip. It might be assumed that, after a significant exchange of  
correspondence over many years, Swanzy and Gladys would have been intrigued or even keen to meet 
in person. Quite an astonishing dynamic between them has recently been revealed by Campbell through 
close analysis of  Swanzy’s diaries which suggest that Gladys and Swanzy did not get along when they met, 
with Swanzy preferring to engage with Cedric. Swanzy goes so far as to suspect that Gladys has named 
a stray dog she has rescued after him. He recollects his feelings about the trip in Ichabod, providing key 
insights into Swanzy’s own influence on the erasure of  Gladys:

I offended Gladys by singing, but at the airport I felt sad. Everyone has been 
so kind, and although I was not attached at the deepest level, there are many I 
will remember. Even the Lindos, the ambiguous Gladys, whom I cannot really 
fathom – Why is the stray dog called Henry? As for Cedric, in many ways 
an elective affinity. The regulation exchange of  letters should from [here] on 
have a deeper resonance. (Swanzy, Diaries, 25 Mar. 1952)

By acknowledging that he finds Gladys “ambiguous,” Swanzy confirms that he does not believe that they 
share an understanding. This is further brought home when he calls Cedric “an elective affinity” with 
whom he has made a connection during the trip. By stating that their exchange of  letters will therefore 
have deeper resonance, he allocates the contents of  the letters to Cedric. He appears to have decided that 
Cedric is his correspondent, despite evidence to the contrary during the previous five years.

More than a year later, at the end of  1953, Swanzy wrote to the writer Edwina Melville. Despite 
his ignorance of  Gladys’s meaningful contribution to the work, as expressed in Ichabod after his visit to 
Jamaica, he states to Melville that the Lindos are both part of  the enterprise: “I would say, send them 
through the Lindos in Kingston, since otherwise I am rather overloaded with work, but in your case, I will 
make an exception, since I can imagine what it must be like to live up in your great savannahs, fascinating 
but tantalising” (Swanzy, Letter to Edwina Melville). In doing so, Swanzy also displayed two further tropes 
that recur in his work: first, the choice to correspond directly with favourite authors who often went on 
to become recognized members of  the Caribbean literary canon, and second, a tendency to exoticize the 
Caribbean experience. Gladys is notable by her omission from certain interactions, such as in Swanzy’s 
letter to Melville and his letters to Harold Telemaque, whom Swanzy believed to be particularly talented 
and chose to correspond with directly. This caused difficulties for Gladys, and on numerous occasions she 
wrote letters to London attempting to clarify who had said what to whom, realizing that she had been cut 
out of  the loop, or wrote in reply to an author who had already been brought in above her by Swanzy, 
a frustrating and undermining process over which she had little control. Yet Gladys was able to play an 
instrumental role in challenging Swanzy’s tendency to exoticize, making an important intervention in a 
letter dated 29 July 1947, found in the Caribbean Voices correspondence held at UWI in Trinidad. Gladys 
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questions Swanzy’s preference for—and asks him for a definition of—writing that is representative of  the 
region, querying whether he means that writers must reside in the Caribbean or write stories set only in 
the Caribbean to qualify for inclusion: 

A few of  the short stories which I have been rejecting are not bad but have 
no connection with the West Indies. Will you confirm that these are still 
unacceptable? My reason for asking is that these writers like the poets say 
that this restriction seems unfair as the work is genuinely West Indian even 
if  the scene is not. I do not agree with them in all cases but will you give 
your opinion. With kind regards, Yours sincerely, [signed] Gladys R. Lindo. 
(Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 29 July 1947) 

Early on in her role, Gladys spoke up for the writers she represented, using feedback gathered from the 
writers and listeners with whom she connected. She provoked Swanzy to reconsider whether a story had 
to be situated in the region to count as Caribbean, making a direct challenge to the position she knew 
him to hold when she asked him to confirm they were “still unacceptable?”. The work of  Ifeona Fulani 
depicts a similar contemporary demand in the United States “for texts that are ‘representative’ and 
‘authentic.’” In “Caribbean Women Writers and the Politics of  Style” (2005), she suggests that the “lure” 
of  publication—if  writers conform to existing, restrictive notions of  authentic Caribbean writing—“may 
also tempt the writer away from her commitment to contributing to the development of  Caribbean 
literature” (71–72). The lure of  producing authentic Caribbean writing in order to be given a platform 
by a gatekeeper like Swanzy could therefore have prevented the kind of  literary development and 
experimentation that has come to be prized from this period, yet here we see Lindo pushing back against 
Swanzy for the boundaries of  authenticity to be extended to include more than Swanzy’s imagined 
vision of  what Caribbean literature can be. This is an important example of  the careful but considerable 
interventions made by Lindo that shaped the Caribbean Voices programme, demonstrating the nature of  
her influence on the content, as well as her agency in representing and steering Swanzy’s attention to 
matters with which writers and listeners in the Caribbean were concerned. It is imperative to note the 
sophisticated way Lindo operated in this bridging role; it matters that she held this position not only 
because she was a woman in Jamaica but also because of  the close attention she paid to it and persuaded 
Swanzy to take note of  as well.

Why Has Gladys Lindo Remained Hidden? 1960–2021

Gaining access to the personal papers of  Donnell in early 2020 provided additional insight into 
Cedric Lindo. Gladys died before Cedric, and in his later years he moved to a new address in Kingston, 
Abbey Court, from which he continued to work and correspond, including with literary professionals 
in the field and a number of  researchers eager to learn about this exciting time in the development of  
Caribbean literature. Cedric had worked at UWI and was recognized in his own right as a source of  
knowledge in this area. Access to the details and style of  writing in these later letters offers a useful point 
of  comparison, as we can be sure that they were not written by Gladys. Having access to letters penned 
by Cedric allows for some close analysis of  the handwriting, style, tone and taste as compared with the 
earlier letters to Swanzy. In the letters to Donnell written after Gladys’s death, Cedric claimed the role 
entirely as his own, making no reference to a ‘we’ or to his wife having a role in the work. Tellingly, his 
description of  how he fulfilled the BBC role does not match the content of  the letters sent to Swanzy, 
suggesting that Cedric did not know how detailed elements of  the relationship had been conducted. 
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There were numerous instances in which Gladys pushed for Swanzy to give a more fulsome reply or 
advocated for a particular cause, which does not align with Cedric’s description of  the role as merely a 
“coarse sieve” in his letter of  15 August 1991:

Now to your questions. It was not a matter of  my recommending poems 
to Swanzy which he rejected. I sent on to him all but the quite unusable 
poems and stories and it was expected that his rejections would be numerous. 
Frankly I did not think that any of  the women poets deserved the adjective 
‘good’, but some were, shall we say, passable? He did not give reasons for his 
rejection nor was it expected that he would do so. I was a sort of  coarse sieve 
merely to cut down on his work. (Lindo, Letter to Alison Donnell)

This description does, however, reflect the tone of  the early reports sent to Swanzy in 1946, which were 
brief  and formal, listing titles and authors with very little accompanying narrative or persuasive analysis. 
Cedric also states that he showed no support for “any” of  the women, which does not correspond with 
Gladys’s more nuanced view and attempt to represent samples of  work by women who had already 
been rejected by Swanzy. Cedric’s description echoes the manner of  an entry he contributed to Savacou 
in 1973, while Gladys was still alive, for Frank Collymore’s eightieth-birthday edition, in which Cedric 
makes much of  the connection he feels with ‘Colly’; yet the sensation on reading his dedication is of  a 
connection claimed with very little content (“Frank Collymore”). Why didn’t Gladys submit a piece? Her 
contribution could have contained more relevant insights due to the parallel roles that she and Collymore 
played in terms of  the editorial, gatekeeping and caretaking duties conducted in their respective work for 
BIM magazine from Barbados and Caribbean Voices from Jamaica. Cedric’s prominence in society and the 
public sphere within critical circles has surely contributed to obscuring Gladys’s work, both during her 
lifetime and for more than a decade beyond it.

Another key reason for Gladys persistently being overlooked is that researchers have tended to 
follow mainstream, male-focused narrative lines in the Caribbean Voices and Swanzy archives, narratives that 
extend existing lines of  interest. In following the existing paths in their search, scholars looking for Swanzy 
found what they were looking for and entrenched the erasure of  Gladys. The fact remains that there was 
an important onus on scholars to acknowledge the full extent of  what Swanzy had achieved on behalf  
of  Caribbean writers and their writing. Swanzy has since received this critical attention, and the NGC 
Bocas Henry Swanzy Award has been named after him, which means that other notable Caribbeanists 
are measured against him and his role and achievement. Indeed, Walmsley was the 2018 recipient of  the 
Swanzy Award for her distinguished service to Caribbean letters. Swanzy was an influential ally for many 
Caribbean writers and an ambassador for their publication, and the writers who sought to elevate and 
celebrate him may well have been unaware of  the role that Gladys Lindo played. At this juncture and 
from this perspective, Gladys was not being wilfully or intentionally excluded. Many of  the Caribbean 
writers who were in a position to voice and be heard in the 1950s and 1960s were in the United Kingdom 
and may never have gone through the process of  submitting their work through Gladys Lindo; therefore, 
they would be unaware that they were doing anyone a disservice in attributing the success of  Caribbean 
Voices solely to Swanzy. 

As we have seen, scholars researching Swanzy and more recent research on Swanzy’s Ichabod have 
revealed that Swanzy himself  contributed to the invisibility accorded to Gladys. Based on Campbell’s 
recent review of  Ichabod, it is evident that Swanzy’s proximity to Gladys through correspondence and 
while living with her for a fortnight in Jamaica did not incite him to ‘see’ her. This may explain why 
Swanzy was renowned for being humble about his own singular significance in shaping the field. In What 
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Does Mr Swanzy Want?  Nanton described how, “The knowledge and experience which his task entails 
and the ideals which he held out for the programme were studiously played down in public by Swanzy” 
(2000, 65). Years later, Rob Waters (2016) described Swanzy’s discomfit at being lauded for his role, but 
it is not possible to know if  he felt any discomfort because of  Gladys’s lack of  acknowledgement. Nanton 
uses Swanzy’s correspondence with Gladys as the basis for his argument that Swanzy was a singularly 
vital ambassador for the changes to Caribbean writing brought about by the Caribbean Voices programme 
without engaging with Gladys’ side of  the conversation. There are hundreds of  letters from Gladys 
challenging and changing Swanzy’s aims and motivations. Is it really to be believed that the whole sweep 
of  the programme was made solely by Swanzy and not in dialogue with his main correspondent? It is 
important to note that Nanton does place Gladys in her professional role when he quotes Cedric Lindo 
as ‘the husband of  his [Swanzy’s] official agent Mrs G. Lindo’ (63) but the potential significance of  this 
information is diminished by the linguistic foregrounding of  Cedric:

Twice a month manuscripts were sent to Swanzy in London via Jamaica. 
Selections were made there and edited by Swanzy, and the rest returned 
via the official agent in Jamaica with comments about their quality, style or 
relevance for the programme. In 1951, Cedric Lindo, the husband of  his 
official agent Mrs G. Lindo, estimated that there were 200 authors on file 
across the region.  (Lindo, 1951)

Nanton explicitly identifies “his [Swanzy’s] official agent Mrs G. Lindo” but no reference is made to 
this being a significant contradiction to an existing narrative and no further exploration of  Gladys’s 
contribution follows. Instead, Cedric is brought into focus. Cedric was the speaker at the PEN club in 
1951 and therefore the quotation must be correctly attributed to him, but referring to Cedric Lindo by 
his full, first name in contrast with the less personal ‘Mrs G. Lindo’ keeps the figure of  Gladys at a relative 
distance, an effect compounded by the absence of  any exploration of  her work or inclusion of  her words. 

In a chapter entitled ‘A Bridge Between’ (2011) Anne Spry Rush clearly allocates the role of  
official agent to Gladys and draws on multiple archival sources to demonstrate that ‘in 1941 the BBC 
created the part-time position of  West Indian representative, which, until it was discontinued in 1963, was 
filled alternately by Cedric and Gladys Lindo, who were based in Kingston, Jamaica.’ (182) Spry Rush 
describes and introduces some of  Gladys’s other literary work in Jamaica which begins to reveal Gladys 
more fully and in her own right. 

In the key critical texts about Caribbean Voices which have followed, Cedric continues to be featured, 
quoted and cited more often than Gladys; for example, in the index to Griffith’s BBC and the Development  
(2016) where the ratio is sixteen to three in Cedric’s favour. Throughout this detailed history of  the work, 
Griffith states that all the letters to Swanzy attributed to Gladys were actually the work of  Cedric. This 
explanation is supported by an interview with Wycliffe Bennett, former secretary of  the Jamaica Poetry 
League and Cedric’s friend, who “offered a detailed account of  the sub-editor’s rationale for listing the 
BBC appointment in his wife’s name, thus affirming that it was Cedric rather than Gladys who actually 
functioned as the regional sub-editor” (Griffith 35).

Before Swanzy took up his role at Caribbean Voices in 1946, BBC records show Gladys employed as 
early as 1943. Despite the narrative that has been woven, which places Swanzy as creator, caretaker and 
taste maker, he depended on an already established and complex network of  people and processes, which 
enabled the Caribbean Voices programme to flourish. He relied on the intellect, contacts and insight of  its 
founder, Marson, the steadying presence of  Mary Treadgold, who held the role of  producer after Marson 
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and before Swanzy, and the ongoing commitment of  John Grenfell Williams at the BBC to establish an 
office in Jamaica. When Swanzy took up his role as producer, careful work had already begun in Kingston 
to create the conditions for a literary ecosystem upon which the success of  the programme relied—the 
extent of  which Swanzy himself  may not have been able to fathom from London or during his visit to 
Jamaica in 1952. Gladys Lindo held the central role in the process of  submission from Caribbean writers 
to Caribbean Voices, and yet her work selecting and discussing contributions with Swanzy has since been 
reattributed to a man or some men: her husband, her colleagues.  

What Will Be Gained by Restoring Gladys’s Side of  the Story?

Restoring Gladys’s side of  the story signifies a considerable shift in critical attention: moving away 
from the long-held focus on an individual male figure in London to a perspective that includes women’s 
agency and illuminates the detailed workings of  a network of  transnational exchange. This lens foregrounds 
new information, such as methods of  renegotiating established forms, ideas and assumptions. Gaining 
a fuller understanding through Gladys’s correspondence of  the multifaceted structure that enabled the 
Caribbean Voices programme to thrive will yield considerable new insights in the field.

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys states, “[T]here is always the other side, always” (82). This feels 
pertinent in the case of  Gladys Lindo, where the danger of  having a story in place about how something 
happened obstructs even the possibility of  a new one being considered and included. The presence of  the 
known story serves to conceal the gap that is in our knowledge, while research and publications continue 
to build upon the known story, all the while further burying the gap in our knowledge and the likelihood 
of  it being filled. Gladys Lindo is so integral to the story of  Caribbean Voices and the development of  
Caribbean literature that without her it is an incomplete story. In her TED talk “The Danger of  a Single 
Story” (2009), Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie explains the problem of  beginning the story of  colonialism 
with the invaders. What a wholly different story it would be if  it began with the lives of  the people before 
they were rebranded as peripheral characters in another’s narrative: “The single story creates stereotypes, 
and the problem with stereotypes is not that they aren’t true, but they are incomplete. They make one 
story become the only story” (Adichie).

In “Caribbean Women Writers,” Fulani describes her approach “as a Caribbean writer and scholar 
concerned about the practice of  ‘unhearing’ by influential individuals in the U.S. publishing industry” 
(65). Fulani refers us to Carole Boyce Davies and Elaine Savory Fido’s introduction to Out of  the Kumbla, 
in which they “invoke the concept of  voicelessness to explore the historical absence of  critical and creative 
texts written by Caribbean women, and the consequent absence of  specifically female perspectives on 
major social and political issues” (Fulani 64; emphasis in original). They interpret voicelessness to signify

textual non-representation as well as silence. They define silence to refer both 
to the inability of  women to articulate their position and to the negation of  
those opinions and positions that are expressed. Silence, in other words, may 
be an imposed condition, a consequence of  “articulation that goes unheard” 
or is ignored in the “master discourses.” (64)

This is relevant to the loss of  Gladys’s voice and to the way in which clear articulations by Gladys Lindo, 
Courtman, Walmsley and Spry Rush have gone “unheard” and been excluded from the mainstream, 
male-focused discourse. Fulani goes on to quote Hélène Cixous, who reminds us that silence provides a 
universal refuge for women from the “double anguish”: the risk and the danger of  public speech and the 
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painful knowledge that the masculine ear hears only its own language. (64) The silence that still shrouds 
Gladys is composed of  unhearing, and— whether intentional or not—it has applied itself  to her during 
her life and long after her death. The risk of  speaking out and claiming her power and words could have 
resulted in the loss of  her position of  influence. What feels pertinent here is the painful knowledge that, 
were she to have spoken out as a woman, she would not have been heard. In order to have Swanzy listen 
to her, he had to believe that he was speaking to a man. By his own admission in his private Ichabod diaries, 
after his meeting with Gladys in Jamaica, he could not believe it was her writing the letters to him, so he 
did not believe it; he chose to operate according to his belief  that it must have been Cedric all along.

Fulani goes on to explain that for Caribbean women, the unhearing ear is not only masculine 
but also Eurocentric and colonial/neocolonial: its owner may be the European/American critic, the 
gatekeeper and defender of  the “standards” of  the Western literary canon; he may also be the Caribbean 
or African American critic who unmindfully or deliberately mimics the standards and exclusions of  the 
Western literary tradition. He may be the editor or publisher who also serves this tradition; and in this 
latter capacity especially, he may actually be a she (64–65). 

This is variously applicable to the characters integral to the story of  Caribbean Voices, where Swanzy 
can be cast in both the masculine and colonial unhearing ear in the role of  gatekeeper, defending the 
standards, and Cedric falling recognizably into step with him. Gladys Lindo challenged the unhearing 
ear with some success, but the price she paid was her own recognition. She made a difference, but she has 
not been remembered or given credit for it. 

Through Fulani’s work, we can see the enormous gains to be made by restoring the female decision-
making voice to this partial history of  Caribbean Voices, within the same tradition of  recovery applied to 
Caribbean women writers by many other female scholars, notably Donnell, Evelyn O’Callaghan, and 
Spry Rush. The restoration of  Marson’s incredible legacy by Delia Jarrett-Macauley (1998) and the 
attention and acclaim she has since received offers a model and suggests that there is an appetite for 
information about the lives of  innovative Jamaican women who sustained professional literary positions 
against all odds and paid for their achievements with the cost of  being forgotten. 

Conclusion

My research has revealed that Gladys Lindo made a significant contribution, from her home in 
Jamaica, to the direction of  Caribbean literature, both at home and abroad in the 1940s and 1950s. This 
role has repeatedly been denied to her even to this day. Despite some critics who acknowledge that she 
played a part, the correspondence has not been re-examined with a view to reading and understanding its 
meaning when attributed to her. Gladys corresponded regularly with Swanzy, who could not “fathom” her 
and would not credit her with a meaningful contribution to the work. She was not the public spokesperson 
or face of  the role—a position Cedric held during her lifetime and for more than ten years after her death. 

While it is therefore unsurprising that Lindo was denied a position and reputation for her work 
during her lifetime, it is important that this situation be rectified in order to restore the true nature of  the 
exchange, which—with her contribution fully reinstated—provides a detailed picture of  the creation and 
maintenance of  a transnational, collaborative exchange. We may never know the full story, but what we do 
know is this: without a doubt, Gladys Lindo was instrumental in shaping the Caribbean literary scene in 
a capacity well above what has been acknowledged. We know this from multiple reputable sources: First, 
the letters to Swanzy signed by Gladys Lindo, which contain a number of  explicit references identifying 
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their author as female; in one of  these instances in 1947, Gladys writes the memorable aside to Henry, 
“[T]his was before I took over from my husband” (Lindo, Letter to Henry Swanzy, 4 Aug. 1947). Second, 
Gladys has her own personal folders at the BBC, with a number of  contracts, distinct from her husband, 
that do not alternate, with Cedric and Gladys being contracted at the same time and on one occasion for 
an overlapping period of  up to two years. Third, significant evidence from Jamaican sources has also been 
brought to light. The article from the Gleaner’s archive reporting on Cedric’s speech to the PEN Club states 
that Gladys is the formal BBC representative for the region, as does private correspondence belonging to 
Aarons, who knew Cedric and Gladys personally and recalled that it was Gladys who worked as the BBC 
representative from Jamaica. The kind rejection letter from Gladys to Aaron’s father is a representative 
example of  the work that Gladys undertook for writers across the Caribbean. In Jamaica, it seems that 
the people writing and aspiring to feature on Caribbean Voices knew very well that they were corresponding 
with Gladys, who liaised with Swanzy on their behalf  in the United Kingdom. It also seems, tellingly, 
that among the literary folk of  the Caribbean whose lives connected with the UK scene—Gladys had 
been either unknown or irrelevant. With all of  this evidence in mind, Walmsley’s clear statement that it 
was really Gladys who was in control, and not Cedric “at all”, and Spry Rush’s research which positions 
Gladys in the role during Swanzy’s tenure, it would certainly be considerably more difficult to make a case 
for Cedric as taking a lead in this work rather than Gladys. Only the echoing narrative that Cedric was 
worried about a clash with another professional role stands in the way of  us seeing the extent of  Gladys’s 
agency and effect. 

By undertaking archival research and restoring the critical intervention of  Spry Rush it has been 
possible to recuperate evidence that challenges the perception of  Gladys as silent. Between the repressed 
silence and an unhearing lack of  attention, there is a strong voice that speaks clearly to a particular fresh 
kind of  awareness. This article calls for a new approach to the archive, which includes a consciously 
raised expectation of  women’s potential for cultural intervention in the Caribbean, and for a return to the 
letters in search of  traces of  Gladys’s agency—not to replace Swanzy in a central position but in order to 
understand the wider ecosystem of  relationships that shaped the literature of  Caribbean Voices.

Notes
1 In the main text ‘Lindo’ refers to Gladys Lindo. Where reference is made to ‘Gladys’ or ‘Gladys 

Lindo,’ it is done so in order to distinguish Gladys from her husband, Cedric Lindo. While 
unconventional, this distinction is necessary to avoid confusion and it mirrors the article’s offer of  
clarity on the individual contributions made by each. 

2 Focusing so exclusively on Henry Swanzy and relying on Cedric Lindo’s explanation of  the 
working relationships behind the Caribbean Voices programme has caused scholars not to ask certain 
questions of  the archive. Asking those questions about what Gladys Lindo’s role might have been 
and looking for answers in the archive is the focus of  my Leverhulme Trust funded doctoral 
research and this article includes examples of  unpublished excerpts from Gladys Lindo’s letters to 
Henry Swanzy which gesture toward the nature and extent of  her influence.
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3 The key repositories mentioned in the beginning of  the article are the Papers of  Henry Valentine 
L. Swanzy held at the University of  Birmingham and the Caribbean Voices Correspondence held 
at the BBC Written Archive, Caversham and the UWI Special Collections, Trinidad.

4 See also “Anne Walmsley Collection.”
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An Archival Exploration of  
Radio Dramatic Hinterlands: 
Caryl Phillips’s Hotel Cristobel
Bénédicte Ledent

Caryl Phillips, an internationally reputed and prize-winning novelist and essayist 
born in St. Kitts, does not require much of  an introduction for readers of  the Journal of  West 
Indian Literature. What needs mentioning about him, however, is that he also has considerable 
experience as a dramatist, both for the stage and for the radio. In the summer of  2019, his 
drama generated renewed attention when his very first play, Strange Fruit, was staged by the 
Bush Theatre in London, under the direction of  Nancy Medina. This play had originally 
been produced by the Crucible Studio in Sheffield in 1980 and published by Amber Lane 
Press in 1981. In the wake of  its acclaimed 2019 revival in London, the English publisher 
Oberon Books, which specializes in drama, produced a collection of  three of  Phillips’s stage 
plays that had been out of  print for some time (Plays One). His radio plays, however, have so 
far received little attention, even if  they constitute a compelling body of  work that can be 

Source: “radio on” by flavijus is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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read not only in relation to his fiction—which they might be said to complement thematically—but also 
in their own right, as texts whose generally compact format provides a powerful treatment of  Phillips’s 
favourite themes, such as history, migration, (un)belonging and identity. 

Nine of  Phillips’s radio plays were broadcast by BBC Radio 3 and 4 between 1984 and 2016. 
However, with the exception of  The Wasted Years, released in 1985 in an anthology of  radio drama published 
by Methuen, none of  them has been published so far. His radio drama is therefore not accessible to the 
general public, except via the Beinecke Library at Yale University where the scripts of  the radio plays 
are kept among the author’s archives.1 These dramatic texts, which I am in the process of  editing for a 
prospective publication, can be roughly divided into three thematic groups: three texts address the history 
of  slavery and racism (Crossing the River [1985], The Prince of  Africa [1987] and Somewhere in England [2016]); 
three have a biographical focus, dealing with such famous diasporic figures as James Baldwin, Marvin 
Gaye, Richard Wright and C. L. R. James (A Kind of  Home [2004], A Long Way from Home [2008] and Dinner 
in the Village [2011]); and the other three are perhaps more difficult to label precisely but tackle various 
issues around contemporary life in England (The Wasted Years [1984] and Writing Fiction (1991]) and in the 
Caribbean (Hotel Cristobel [2005]). 

Radio plays are generally thought to constitute a generic hinterland in most literary traditions 
(Crook 3; McMurtry 15). This is undoubtedly the case in Phillips’s writing career, in the sense that his 
radiophonic production has not been widely read or discussed, mostly because of  its limited availability. 
My exploration of  such a hinterland was made possible in 2003 and 2019 thanks to two scholarships 
awarded by the Beinecke Library, which allowed me to spend several weeks consulting the writer’s 
archives. In this article, I use the findings of  this archival research to demonstrate—through a discussion 
of  one of  Phillips’s unpublished radio plays—that his audio drama, however marginal it might appear to 
be in his oeuvre, deserves wider recognition.2 By extension, this essay will also show how Phillips’s papers 
can serve as a springboard for critical engagement, illuminating, as they do, not only some of  the thematic 
and formal features of  his work but also its context of  production. 

Phillips’s two-act radio play Hotel Cristobel, which was broadcast by BBC Radio 3 on 13 March 2005 
and has hardly ever been critically examined because it is still unpublished, is an ideal object of  analysis 
in this context. Phillips’s archives reveal that this radio play had a complicated genesis and a long history 
that is worth unravelling. That the drama was eventually aired testifies to its importance in Phillips’s 
journey of  the imagination, even if  one should not underestimate the role played by such intermediaries 
as dramatic agents and producers in the airing of  any drama.3

Hotel Cristobel actually began as a stage play, with the first typescript in the archives dating back 
to December 1985 (with corrections made in October 1990). The Beinecke archives contain several 
subsequent drafts of  Hotel Cristobel that correspond to different stages in the life of  this dramatic text and, 
as we will see later, attest to the changes that it underwent in the twenty years until its airing as a radio play 
in March 2005. Unless otherwise mentioned, it is on the basis of  the seventy-four-page BBC typescript of  
this broadcast, dated July 2004, that the discussion included in this article is based, and not on the play as 
performed. It must be added that the Beinecke archives contain a later typescript, dated February 2005, 
which does not bear the BBC imprint and, as I will show, presents only a few minor differences from the 
previous version. 

At this juncture, some details about the specificities of  Phillips’s archives are necessary to clarify 
the nature and the results of  the research that underlie this essay. The collection of  Phillips’s papers at the 
Beinecke is extremely rich and comprises some 111 boxes containing various materials, including drafts, 
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scripts, notes and emails, which were acquired in three successive waves, in 2000, 2006 and 2015. These 
documents have not yet been catalogued, which means that they are not ordered chronologically and 
that the papers pertaining to a specific literary work can be found in different boxes—in the case of  Hotel 
Cristobel, mostly boxes 15 and 52, acquired respectively in 2000 and 2006, but also other boxes, including 
those containing correspondence between Phillips and his dramatic agent, Judy Daish. Some detective 
work has thus been necessary to connect the various pieces of  Hotel Cristobel’s archival puzzle. In spite of  
my efforts, however, the information I gathered from not only the archives but also from exchanges with 
Phillips himself  about the history of  the play and its various productions is still incomplete. 

As far as I could ascertain, the theatre play Hotel Cristobel was given a first staged reading in October 
1994 at the Boston Playwrights’ Theatre, under the direction of  Kate Snodgrass (Poster; Snodgrass). In 
1996, it was performed at the Reichhold Centre for the Arts of  the University of  the Virgin Islands, 
St. Thomas Campus (Cooper), produced by Summer Theatre and directed by David Edgecombe 
(“David Edgecombe”), yet this production does not seem to be mentioned anywhere in the Beinecke 
archives. Hotel Cristobel was then to be performed in New York City in November and December 1998 by 
Rattlestick Productions (Adams). The play had been cast and the rehearsals scheduled (Adams). However, 
the performance eventually failed to take place, due to problems with subsidiary rights. Phillips explains 
this cancellation as follows:

The play was cast and ready to start rehearsal. The main actor had flown in 
from Trinidad and was in New York (it was Michael Cherrie, who had played 
the lead in the TV production of  The Final Passage). However, the theatre 
wanted to take a percentage of  the profits should the play move to a larger 
theatre. I’m not sure of  what the actual details were, but the theatre said this 
is what they did with every production, and Judy Daish said she couldn’t 
allow a play to be burdened with this agreement. So, Judy said that she was 
not going to agree to this, and there was a stand-off between her and the 
theatre. Despite the production being quite advanced—it had been advertised 
and it was ready—the theatre and Judy could come to no agreement so the 
production was cancelled. (Phillips, Email) 

In 1999, another reading of  the play took place at the Manhattan Theatre Club, in front of  an invited 
audience (Phillips, Email), but no stage production followed. Hotel Cristobel was finally produced as a radio 
play by BBC 3 in 2005, directed by Ned Chaillet. 

Hotel Cristobel is set in an old-fashioned, English-owned hotel, on the verge of  bankruptcy because 
it is unable to compete with the success of  package holidays and all-inclusive resorts. It is located on an 
unnamed, post-independence Caribbean island—presumably modelled on St. Kitts, as the territory is 
described as having forty thousand inhabitants (radio play 19).4 In spite of  this recognizable element, 
the hotel, which is depicted as an old “colonial building” (2), could allegorically stand for the recently 
independent island itself  or for the Caribbean region as a whole. The title of  the play encapsulates its 
political ambitions. “Hotel” raises the issue of  tourism, which can be viewed as a form of  neocolonial 
undertaking affecting the entire archipelago, and, like George Lamming’s fictional island San Cristobal 
in Water with Berries (1971) and Natives of  My Person (1972), “Cristobel” evokes the place’s first invader, 
Christopher Columbus, whose Spanish name was Cristόbal Colόn, suggesting thereby that the region is 
still shaped by its colonial past. 
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The play focuses on the power dynamics between three characters, each of  whom carries significant 
historical baggage. Kathleen, the white English woman who owns and runs the hotel, is in her mid-60s 
and is nostalgic for Britain’s past imperial grandeur, thinking, for instance, that local people “have no 
culture except that which we gave to them” (26). John, her black employee of  twelve years, is in his thirties 
and would like to take over the hotel from her to turn it into a bar and leisure centre for local people. 
Finally, there is the only resident of  the hotel: the American Schultz, a man in his early 40s, who visits 
the place for both business and personal reasons. The two acts consist of  the lively exchanges between 
the three protagonists and take place on the hotel’s gallery, overlooking the Caribbean Sea, the sound of  
which is heard in the background, as indicated in the stage directions. 

This synopsis of  the radio play applies, broadly speaking, to the different scripts of  the stage play 
found in Phillips’s papers. The fact that the version for radio is not radically different from the original 
version for the stage might suggest that Phillips’s drama is by nature more geared towards the aural than 
the visual, relying primarily, like radiophonic plays, on the interaction between voices rather than on 
visual effects. This aural aspect is confirmed by the fact that many scenes refer, in both the stage version 
and the radio version, to the characters’ ability or inability to hear each other, which is also an index of  
their many communication problems. This is clear from the very first scene, for example, when John tells 
Kathleen, “I’m not deaf. I heard you” (3), and she responds, “[might] I ask you to keep your voice down. 
I am not deaf ” (7), “I’m all ears” (8) and “I can hear you, John” (11). 

It is not possible here to conduct an exhaustive genetic comparison of  the various typescripts of  
Hotel Cristobel that are available in the Beinecke archives. What seems more important is to establish the 
general direction of  the corrections made over the years. These were particularly extensive in the many 
drafts dated 1998, revised in preparation for the New York performance that, as mentioned above, did 
not take place. As the Beinecke papers confirm, Alison Summers—who was to direct the play and, 
in this capacity, edited the typescript—faxed Phillips copious notes in the summer of  1998, in which 
she commented on the version of  the stage play that had been last revised in May 1995, and then 
on the subsequent revisions of  this script. The suggestions for change that she made were in several 
cases accepted by the author, even if  Phillips did not implement the queries that would have required 
elaborating directly on the colonial situation of  the island. For example, when Summers suggested in a 
fax dated 21 July 1998 that more details should be given about John’s lack of  engagement with the history 
he was taught at school, Phillips wrote in the margin of  his copy of  the fax: “A bit on the nose. Implicit” 
(Summers). Otherwise, edits written in pencil on the revised script dated March 1998, and presumably 
authored by Summers, mostly relate to what this commentator thought was a lack of  focus in the plot in 
the second act and to the characters, particularly the role played by Schultz. Notably, the edits remark 
that the American had not been given his own agenda, being a mere facilitator between Kathleen and 
John. In the subsequent versions of  the play, Phillips made the second act more concise, while clarifying 
Schultz’s motivation in visiting the island and transforming him from the librarian-cum-tourist that he 
was in the earlier scripts into a businessman with an interest in buying the hotel, but also a man keen to 
reconnect with an islander called Denmark Smith, with whom he had had a brief  affair in New York. 

The radio play keeps this crucial change in the plot, while displaying some minor differences with 
the stage version. Not only have a few passages been slightly reformulated in the version for radio, but its 
stage directions predictably contain more references to sonic details. If  one takes the opening lines, for 
instance, we can “hear the wind whistling through the trees,” “hear the occasional shutter bang closed,” 
“hear [Kathleen] walk as the planking for the gallery is old,” and we are told that “[John] taps his foot” 
(radio play 2; emphases added). The 2004 radiophonic text, like the 1998 script of  the stage play, is also 
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characterized by some cuts, the effect of  which is to give us fewer details about the characters’ personal 
lives, as if  Phillips’s aim was to concentrate as much as possible on their exchanges within the remit of  the 
play rather than on their background, which increases the dramatic clout of  the dialogue. In this respect, 
the February 2005 version of  the radio play contains an interesting cut: a short passage about Schultz’s 
relationship with his parents, suggesting that they had rejected him because of  his homosexuality. Schultz’s 
isolation in this final script of  the radio play is still implicit, but the details of  his life as a social pariah 
are left for the reader to imagine. In regard to these changes, the Beinecke archives contain quite a few 
handwritten preparatory notes, not always dated and not always fully legible, where the author outlines 
how he views his characters or where he lists some elements of  their personalities (see Figure 1). 

Fig. 1. Caryl Phillips Papers. 
General Collection, Beinecke 
Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, Yale University. © 
Caryl Phillips
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 Not only does this confirm the character-centred nature of  Phillips’s work (Ledent, “Caryl 
Phillips: A Master” 2005), but it also indicates that even though the writer does not provide his readers 
with the full particulars of  his protagonists’ lives, he has a clear vision of  who they are and what their 
existences are like. In the specific case of  Hotel Cristobel, one can find among the documents acquired in 
2000 an early sketch of  the characters’ interactions, in which Phillips explicates how each of  the three 
protagonists relates to the other two. This undated document states, for instance, that John “resents 
[Kathleen’s] posturing with power” and “wants to set her down gently,” while he regards Schultz as 
“another yankee pretending he likes black people” (Sketch). This comes across in the play, of  course, 
but in a much more roundabout way. Likewise, in several pages of  notes entitled “July 13th 1998” 
and obviously written during a period of  intense revision of  the play, one can read such statements 
as “[Schultz] can’t be that person in America in the same way that Kathleen can’t be in England,” 
as if  the author needed to pin down for himself  the commonalities between the two white characters 
whose respective identity conundrums are presented in a much more allusive way in the play. Another 
observation in the same document, “Keep Kathleen as ‘racist’ iron fist in velvet glove,” similarly 
suggests that Phillips needed to set himself  guidelines clarifying the disposition of  the individuals he 
wrote into his narratives (Notes). Clearly, if  the first use of  Phillips’s archives is to give researchers access 
to some of  his unpublished works,5 the Beinecke collection also provides scholars with various papers 
that can illuminate Phillips’s writing process, notably his meticulous portrayal of  characters. 

Like Phillips’s other works, both novelistic and dramatic, Hotel Cristobel testifies to his marked 
preference for atmospheric intimacy and for characterization that revels in ambiguities rather than in 
certainties, even if  all three personalities at the heart of  this drama have something of  the archetype about 
them, in the sense that each can be regarded, to some extent, as representative of  their community. The 
play also confirms Phillips’s interest in the central role of  the past in human affairs, especially in matters 
relating to identity. In spite of  displaying these familiar Phillipsian hallmarks, the play nevertheless has 
two distinctive features. The first is that it is one of  the few narratives by Phillips—with the exception 
of  the film script of  Playing Away (1987)—that contains elements of  comedy; here they are concentrated 
in John, who in several places comes across as a joker, even though he also appears to be very serious in 
the pursuit of  his project of  taking over the hotel. In addition, Hotel Cristobel is one of  the rare texts in 
which Phillips directly addresses the economic and social predicament of  post-independence Caribbean 
societies, a fact that might be surprising if  one considers that Phillips’s birth in the Caribbean has shaped 
his vision of  the world and that the region has therefore played an essential role in his development as a 
diasporic writer (Waters). Clearly, then, in depicting the Caribbean as a place with a complex and painful 
history that is nevertheless often regarded in the context of  tourism as a hedonistic backwater, the radio 
play Hotel Cristobel is not only generically marginal in Phillips’s large body of  work but also thematically 
so, with the possible exception of  a few essays and the 1986 novel A State of  Independence. 

Some detour via this particular novel, as well as Derek Walcott’s Pantomime, is necessary here. Far 
from being a gratuitous diversion, a brief  comparison between Hotel Cristobel and these two texts will not 
only allow placing this unstudied radio play in Phillips’s oeuvre and in Caribbean literature, but it will 
also help to better appreciate some of  the play’s specific features, notably its avoidance of  a strictly dual 
vision of  the Caribbean pitting former colonizers against formerly colonized people in favour of  a more 
complex, ternary architecture, and its inclusion of  the white female voice. 

The focalizer of  A State of  Independence is Bertram Francis, who goes back to his native Caribbean 
island, probably St. Kitts, after a twenty-year residence in England. The structure of  the novel is unusually 
linear and traditional for Phillips, with only a few flashbacks. The narrative concentrates on the failings of  



101

this small ex-colony celebrating its independence from Britain. While the island cannot truly liberate itself  
from this age-long relationship, it is now in the grips of  an American cultural and economic invasion, 
which makes one character declare, “As a people we come like prostitutes just lifting up our skirts to 
anybody with cash” (132). J. Dillon Brown attributes the relative critical neglect of  this second novel to 
“its ambivalent representation of  the United States” (85), which, for the critic, constitutes an “uneasy 
fit with the conventional modes of  postcolonial criticism” (89) that tend to prefer “the easy comforts of  
[…] Manichean allegiances” (101). As I will argue in the rest of  this article, Hotel Cristobel too, in spite of  
differing from A State of  Independence in terms of  plot, offers an unusual, possibly disturbing vision of  the 
Caribbean, a vision that is, to quote Brown again, “[s]usceptible neither to the seductions of  celebrating 
a transnational global equality nor to the political charms of  the customary colonial binary” (101). This 
subtextual closeness between the novel and the play is not surprising if  one considers that the first draft 
of  both texts was written at about the same time, in the mid-1980s. Some minor intertextual elements can 
even be traced between the two. For example, John, whose real name is Johnstone (Hotel Cristobel, radio 
play 24), has a few common points with Bertram’s putative son in A State of  Independence, who is called 
Livingstone. Apart from the patronymic echo, Livingstone too works in a hotel run by a white woman 
(124), but it is a five-star establishment in his case, not a small resort. There are also similarities between 
John’s and Livingstone’s hairstyles: while the former uses Afro Sheen, the latter has his hair “relaxed and 
sheened in the manner of  prominent black American entertainers” (101). 

Likewise, Patsy, Bertram’s former girlfriend in the novel, declares that “[n]othing in this place ever 
truly falls into the past” (142), which might be said to echo Kathleen’s declaration in the 1994 version 
of  Hotel Cristobel, the stage play: “The past is never dead. In fact, it’s not even past” (stage play 74). In 
addition to these resonances, which relate both to the letter and the spirit of  the two texts, we will see later 
on in this article that there are other meaningful variations distinguishing the radiophonic narrative from 
its novelistic counterpart, differences that might have been facilitated by the specific formal possibilities 
offered by the radiophonic genre as opposed to the rather conventional realistic fiction that one can find 
in Phillips’s second novel and which may be considered a form of  anomaly in his work. 

If  Phillips’s Hotel Cristobel shares features with his novel A State of  Independence, this radio play is also 
clearly reminiscent of  St. Lucian Walcott’s 1978 play Pantomime, which is set in a dilapidated Tobagonian 
guest house and stages the confrontation between a white Englishman called Harry Trewe and his black 
employee Jackson Phillip.6 Through the two characters’ rehearsal of  a pantomime staging a reversed 
version of  the Robinson Crusoe story, the play economically evokes a reenactment of  “the history of  the 
British Empire” (np), in which master and servant tear at each other yet finally become aware of  their 
common humanity. The filiation between Walcott’s Pantomime and Phillips’s Hotel Cristobel is unmistakable, 
even if  Walcott’s play relies more on visual comedy than Phillips’s, which is meant to be heard rather 
than seen. Both are set in a run-down hotel representative of  a crumbling empire, and their white 
characters are described as isolated individuals cut off from their families; in both plays, the colonizer and 
the colonized entertain prejudices about each other, and some sort of  post-independence, neocolonial 
change in power dynamics is suggested in the narrative future. The differences between Walcott’s play 
and Phillips’s Hotel Cristobel can give a measure of  the latter’s special take on the postcolonial situation. 
Indeed, instead of  having two protagonists facing each other as in Pantomime, Phillips portrays a trilateral 
relationship, involving a local man, an English woman who has settled in the Caribbean but also an 
American visitor. I am not suggesting here that the dual structure of  Walcott’s play betrays a simplistic 
approach to the postcolonial situation—far from it, as Walcott is expert at pointing out the ambivalence 
of  the interactions that he portrays. As Edward Baugh has argued, Walcott proposes in this “two-hander 
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[…] a change in consciousness” (135) and not a perpetuation of  the “victor-victim stasis” (135). Rather, 
what I want to highlight is Phillips’s avoidance of  any form of  binarism, which, as Brown argues, is 
clearly displayed in A State of  Independence as well. Phillips’s preference for the triangular is to be linked 
not only to generational specificities and an increasingly complex geopolitical environment but also to 
his status as an avowedly diasporic individual whose allegiances are even less easily defined than that of  
his Nobel Prize–winning elder. So, while Walcott could describe himself  in his poem “A Far Cry from 
Africa” as “divided to the vein” between Africa and the English tongue, Phillips’s vision of  identity is even 
more intricate, involving at least a ternary structure rather than a binary one. This trend also surfaces 
in the geographical configurations of  such novels as Higher Ground (1989), Cambridge (1991) and Crossing 
the River (1993), three books in which Phillips brings together England, Africa and the Americas. In her 
examination of  Phillips’s drama, Suzanne Scafe underlines his tendency to privilege triangular identities 
for his characters and views this trilateral trend as a way of  dramatizing “the continued significance […] 
of  triangular Atlantic crossings and their echoes in history” (63).7

If  one considers Hotel Cristobel, such a ternary identity could in the first instance be more readily 
construed as applying to Phillips himself, as an individual who has been shaped by three continents, 
rather than to his protagonists. Nevertheless, the three figures at the heart of  this radio play are neither 
one-dimensional nor monolithic. They each have a hidden agenda and do not hesitate to lie: Kathleen 
tells Schultz that her husband has died, while he actually left her to go back to England; John lies to his 
friends, telling them he has been making out with Kathleen; and Schultz conceals from Kathleen and 
John the real reason for his visit to the island. However, these secrets and lies are readily exposed as the 
play unfolds, confirming John’s statement that “[t]his island is so small that you sneeze on the south coast, 
somebody on the north coast is going to say ‘Bless you’” (radio play 40). Such pervasive mendacity at 
the individual level replicates the historical and systemic deception around the characters, reflected first 
in the name of  the region, the West Indies, but also in the notion of  independence itself, which is shown 
to be merely nominal, as it also is in A State of  Independence. In line with this, the characters’ identities 
are far more confused or fluid than they might look at first sight, even if  the three protagonists could 
simultaneously be seen as prototypes of  their own racial or national groups. As someone who, according 
to John, has “[her] body in this century and [her] head in the last” (13), who has her radio “tuned into 
the BBC World Service day and night” (11), is irritated by BBC announcers’ frequent habit of  dropping 
their aitches (48)8 and speaks an elevated and occasionally old-school form of  English, Kathleen seems 
to have all the features of  the obnoxious, backwards-looking, bossy white expatriate, who is cut off from 
her surroundings. And indeed, she is overbearing and keeps patronizing John, suggesting, for example, 
that he is incapable of  any “independently conceived ideas” (8) or calling him “impudent monkey” (13). 
Still, behind this reactionary veneer, one can glimpse a more vulnerable woman, whose use of  pronouns, 
for instance, betrays her own cultural and existential confusion, as the “we” she uses alternately refers to 
expatriate white English people on the island (18), to the British (54), to white people in general (20) and 
(mostly when speaking to Schultz) to all the inhabitants of  the island (16, 39), regardless of  their racial 
identities. John, too, is a complex individual, in spite of  his comic interventions. Clearly a proponent 
of  local culture—he promotes steel-band music (9), for example—he is also obviously influenced by 
African American fashion since, as already mentioned, he uses Afro Sheen (3), while being fascinated 
by his African ancestry, which he believes to be of  “warrior stock” (33). While he can be cheeky with 
Kathleen, he is determined to see his business plan succeed and is wary of  not being too aggressive 
towards her. As for Schultz, he too is difficult to place in any definite way. He first comes across as a 
naive tourist who travels the world “to bond with people who are in touch with their environment” (17), 
“people who are pure” (17), but we realize as the play unfolds that he is not as innocent as he might first 
seem to be. In spite of  his political correctness, he is shown to be white ‘mansplaining’ history to the 
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local people. For instance, he explains to John the reasons why his father left the family before he was 
born and how this places him in regard to the social and historical context of  the Caribbean, without 
really considering the personal impact of  such a fact: “You see, you’re a part of  the most important of  
all historical movements: migration, in your case for economic reasons. This pattern of  importing and 
exporting labour has been a dominant feature of  American life since the time of  slavery” (33). In spite of  
his extensive historical knowledge, however, Schultz does not seem to fully understand how history has 
shaped human interactions in the Caribbean and how it still determines current relationships, including 
his own with the islanders. More importantly, his visit to the island is partially motivated by greed, by the 
quest for gold that already drove the very first invaders to the Caribbean. Indeed, he works for a company 
that wants to buy Hotel Cristobel, raze it to the ground and build upscale villas in its place. He is also a 
sexual predator of  sorts, driven by selfishness, as he is trying to contact Smith, his former lover who, as a 
family man, refuses to respond to his attempts at communication. This, incidentally, reveals another form 
of  mendacity in Caribbean societies: the fact that same-sex relationships are not always openly accepted 
there, for, as John declares to Schultz, “Denmark don’t carry on with men and that kind of  palaver down 
here. We all know what kind of  man Denmark is, but Denmark don’t carry on so down here” (63). 

It is interesting to note that Schultz is only referred to by his surname, which is of  German origin 
and “originally denoted a man responsible for collecting dues and paying them to the lord of  the manor,” 
an etymology in line with his role as a neocolonial business middleman (“Schultz Family History”). The 
absence of  his first name in the play indicates that he is still a relative newcomer to the place. Meaningfully, 
the other two characters, Kathleen and John, representing colonizer and colonized, are on first-name terms 
with each other, possibly a reference to a form of  weird intimacy as “mistress and servant” (61), which has 
its roots in the shared past of  their respective communities on the island. However, it is also significant 
to learn from Kathleen that John’s real name is Johnstone (24), which she finds “a ridiculous mouthful” 
(24) and never uses to address him directly—a patronymic truncation certainly suggesting familiarity, but 
also a form of  identitarian castration that has its roots in the island’s slavery past too. While Schultz is 
historically excluded from Kathleen and John’s age-long love/hate relationship, he is shown to act as an 
intermediary, a negotiator between the two, occasionally developing a sort of  complicity with either John 
or Kathleen, depending on the situation at hand. As also shown in Phillips’s A State of  Independence, this 
new triangular relationship, involving variable levels of  bonding between the protagonists and including 
the United States in the postcolonial equation, seems to have replaced the triangular trade of  old and 
makes it impossible to see post-independence Caribbean territories through a purely dualistic lens, as 
more constituencies are at stake than just yesterday’s colonizers and colonized. 

For all the subtextual and contextual closeness between A State of  Independence and Hotel Cristobel, 
there is a difference between the two texts: the presence in the radio play of  the white female point 
of  view, while the novel—written, unusually for Phillips, in conventional third-person narrative form—
concentrates on a single storyline, that of  black Caribbean-born Bertram.9 Arguably, the inclusion of  
the white female voice in Hotel Cristobel is facilitated by the formal possibilities offered by the radio-play 
format, a format that, as I have argued elsewhere (Ledent, “Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River” and “Radio 
Drama”), has become a model for Phillips’s most formally daring novels and their concern with giving the 
floor to marginalized voices. Testifying to Phillips’s cross-generic radiophonic imaginary, such a formal 
choice promotes a form of  empathetic understanding of  characters who are far from flawless but tend to 
be disregarded in mainstream narratives, and therefore need to be listened to. 

One could argue that both John and Schultz are in some regards marginalized people who also 
deserve to be heard,10 but it is certainly Kathleen who is the most tragic character of  the three, in spite 
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of  her annoying bossiness and the undeniable privilege linked to her whiteness. While she claims that the 
hotel and the island are “her home” (Hotel Cristobel, radio play 56), she finally decides to go back to Britain, 
which for her amounts to being dead (47) because of  her “pitiful […] status” there (28). While John tells 
Schultz, “Just go home. Back to America” (67), and Kathleen imperiously orders John to “go home!” at 
the end of  the play (74; actually, the last words before the final stage descriptions), it is quite telling that 
she herself  has no real home to go back to and comes across as the ultimate outcast, although not a mere 
victim either. As shown in the following extract, if  her voice is not always heeded by the two male figures, 
she is also the one who interrupts and silences them: 

KATHLEEN. […] Have you listened to anything that I have shared with you 
about what this hotel means to me? 

SCHULTZ. I listened to you, ma’am, but …

KATHLEEN. But you heard nothing. (52)

Yet, in spite of  her irritating intolerance and her many racial and class prejudices, Phillips obliges us to 
listen to her, to feel for her, thereby bestowing on her the dignity that she thinks it is her duty to maintain 
(50). 

It is quite fascinating to consider what Kathleen shares with the character at the heart of  Phillips’s 
latest novel, A View of  the Empire at Sunset (2018), which was written about forty years after the play. The 
novel dramatizes, in a puzzle-like narrative, white Dominican Jean Rhys’s return to her native Caribbean 
in 1936, after many years spent in England. Like Rhys, whose real name is Gwen Williams, the elderly 
expatriate in the radio play comes across as a homeless, ambiguous figure and does not understand what 
she perceives as the hostile attitude of  black people towards her, even if  she was not, like Rhys, born in 
the Caribbean. Strikingly, Kathleen plans to take “the name of  [her hotel] with [her] and drop it into the 
middle of  the Atlantic Ocean” (Hotel Cristobel, radio play 72), in the same way as Rhys is shown to drop “a 
piece of  her heart […] into the blue water” (View 324) of  the ocean at the end of  the recent biographical 
fiction. It is equally fascinating to read that, after Kathleen decides to allow John to run the hotel so as 
to turn it into an “upmarket ‘Roots Cabin’” (Hotel Cristobel, radio play 71), she tentatively asks him in a 
reconciliatory scene if  there might “be a little garret in this ‘Roots Cabin’ for a relic of  the past” (71), 
which evokes Rhys’s famous white Creole protagonist, Antoinette, who ends locked up in an English attic, 
on the verge of  madness. In these two texts, Hotel Cristobel and A View of  the Empire at Sunset, Phillips asks 
us to not judge but just understand such dislocated beings. The only way to do so is to listen to what they 
have to say, and radio drama seems to be the perfect medium for us to do so.

Notes
1 The Beinecke archives do not contain the radio play entitled Somewhere in England, which was 

broadcast in 2016 and is adapted from the last section of  Phillips’s 1993 novel, Crossing the River. 
One can find several versions of  a projected film adaptation of  the same section in Phillips’s 
papers; a comparison between these scripts and that of  the radio play is likely to be enlightening. 
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2 See Ledent, “Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River” and “Radio Drama,” two articles that do the 
same for other radiophonic texts by Phillips. 

3 I owe this remark to one of  the two anonymous readers of  this article. I would like to thank them 
both for their constructive comments. 

4 The earlier versions of  the stage play mention that the island had its public library destroyed by 
fire, which actually happened in St. Kitts in 1982.

5 In addition to the nine radio plays already listed in this article, the archives contain the scripts of  a 
radio drama called Settling Down, written in 1979–80, which was never aired. One can also find the 
texts of  two very short radio plays, titled Going It Alone and A Desire to Work, which were written for 
an educational programme called Speak, broadcast by BBC Radio in 1981 and 1982 (Caryl Phillips 
Papers, box 20). 

6 At least two other Caribbean plays are set in a hotel and combine serious issues with humour: 
Trevor Rhone’s Smile Orange written in 1970 and Mustapha Matura’s Independence, written in 1979. 
However, these plays have an extended cast and for this reason do not have the same allegorical 
resonance as Walcott’s and Phillips’s texts. I owe these references to participants in the 38th West 
Indian Literature conference that was held in Georgetown, Guyana, in October 2019, where I 
presented an earlier version of  this piece. 

7 Here Scafe is actually referencing Ulla Rahbek, another critic of  Phillips’s stage plays, who was 
herself  inspired by Stuart Hall. 

8 These lines about the BBC, described by John as “old style” (11), already feature in the 1994 and 
1998 versions of  the stage play (14, in both manuscripts).

9 Walcott’s play disregards the female point of  view completely, whether black or white. 
10 Schultz is also a Jewish (Ashkenazic) name, which might suggest that, in spite of  his hegemonic 

nationality, this character is ethnically marginalized. His sexual preferences also point to some 
form of  ostracization.
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Arranging and Describing 
Literary Archives: Impacting 
Research and Scholarship
Lorraine Nero

Introduction

Researchers may first interact with a literary archive through a finding aid that records 
in precise language the contents of  the collection.1 This instrument, which helps in the 
discovery process, is the outcome of  an archival creation. Jennifer Douglas, who writes on 
creatorship in the processing of  archives, argues that people who arrange archives and design 
these instruments are ultimately shaping the perception and utilization of  collections (“A 
Call to Rethink” 39). In the library and information science (LIS) profession, self-reflection 
and discussions have been taking place as librarians and archivists question archival silences 
(Fowler, “Enforced Silences” 2), interrogate their collection policies and the representation 
of  information in discovery tools (Fowler, “Inappropriate Expectations” 59), and open their 

Source: “’We Are All In Great Distress’: William & Mary Leading up to the Civil War Exhibit” by W&M Libraries is licensed 
under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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procedures for scrutiny from a wider community so that the power relationships embedded in the act of  
archiving can be understood further. It is within this context that this paper adopts a reflective approach 
to examine the organization of  literary archives held at the University of  the West Indies (UWI), St. 
Augustine. It also considers how these have been used and how the experience in organizing collections 
underscores the need for continuous evaluation and evolution of  procedures. 

Marcia J. Grant states that reflective practice in LIS literature has followed two paths: the 
analytical and nonanalytical (157). The first is characterized by reports providing descriptive accounts 
of  past incidents, mainly to record biographies or the outcomes of  activities. This analytical approach, 
while being descriptive, recollects the past to probe the practice and to seek to project the impact on future 
procedures. It is this analytical approach that will be adopted in this paper. To guide my reflection, I 
apply the model of  Gary Rolfe, Dawn Freshwater and Melanie Jasper, which suggests that reflection 
can be understood according to three phases guided by asking oneself, “What?” “So What?” and “Now 
What?”  The “What?” phase is descriptive and guides the initial period of  enquiry as the writer recollects 
any observations and feelings surrounding the incidents. “So What?” discusses what was learned as the 
reflecting person examines their actions, and “Now What?” requires the articulation of  definite action 
that can improve practice. 

Arrangement and Description of  Papers

The creation of  a finding aid is referred to as the arrangement and description of  papers. It 
involves the analysis of  the archive to determine the creators, collection scope and how the owners would 
have used the materials.2 The representation of  this information in any form commonly becomes the 
main access point to collections. The creation of  finding aids, therefore, implies that researchers must 
depend on archivists to thoroughly understand both the nuances of  the archives and the creative process 
of  the collection owners, and have a broad knowledge base to make linkages of  that archive to other 
collections within the repository or with other institutions holding similar materials. We librarians/
archivists acknowledge that there will always be gaps in how we represent these collections and that these 
gaps can create unintended silences (Fowler “Inappropriate Expectations” 57).

To mitigate the subjectivity that can occur during arrangement and description, two principles, 
original order and respect des fonds, are used as the primary professional guidelines for processing collections. 
These principles are designed to help maintain the authenticity of  an archive, integrity in the handling 
of  materials, and to instil some form of  neutrality in how archives are processed across institutions and 
geographic borders. Original order refers to keeping records, files and collections in the order in which the 
owner or creator of  the collection has previously used them. The application of  this concept has proven 
to be challenging when considering personal archives, which can arrive in myriad forms. It has led the 
Society of  American Archivists to qualify in its glossary that “[a] collection may not have meaningful order 
if  the creator stored items in haphazard conditions” and further advises that the archivist is expected to 
impose order where none is perceptible (Pearce-Moses 281). Respect des fonds means that the materials 
coming from one creator should not be intermingled with that of  another. These principles focus on the 
functionality of  the archive and, once appropriately applied, should help researchers to understand the 
context of  how the creator formed or used their archive. 

The discourse about archival arrangement has now moved beyond the functionality of  the archive 
to include consideration of  the archive as a mental map of  the creator. Catherine Hobbs has been an 
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advocate for taking into consideration the psychology of  the archive and not just the transactionality of  
the resource (“Character” 127). She writes that “viewing personal records as documentation of  individual 
character (as well as of  transactional functionality) brings a formal disjunction with archival appraisal 
theory as it has usually been articulated” (128). Archival appraisal theory has largely focused on the 
transactionality and functionality of  archives, which is ultimately reflected in the ways in which archives 
are organized for future users.

Maurizio Savoja and Stefano Vitali purport that “the archive is the creator itself, in the sense that 
the original order of  the archive […] is the manifestation of  the administrative structure, the history, 
and in some way, the very essence of  the record creator” (qtd. in Douglas “Original Order”, 16). Hobbs 
argues that how people used their archive is indicative of  their psychology, personality and character, 
and, as such, arrangements must be sensitive to this perspective and seek to maintain that mental mind 
map (“Character” 127). Hobbs’s position is provocative and, if  pursued, would have broader implications 
on how collections are currently organized. If  trying to preserve the mental map of  writers becomes 
the norm in our profession, then much thought would have to go into how archivists can capture and 
maintain this in finding-aid descriptions.

The ways in which collections are organized reflect a curator’s interpretation of  the author’s 
“original order”; there is no wrong or right way to organize a collection since the approach would always 
be a subjective interpretation of  how an author used the archive. It is important that the curator document 
the approach.

 

The C. L. R. James Collection: Original Order

Cyril Lionel Roberts James was a Trinidadian writer, historian, cultural theorist and political 
activist, whose work covered several genres. Among his works is Minty Alley (1936), a novel frequently 
discussed as a pioneering work in social realism and yard fiction. His historical text, The Black Jacobins 
(1938), is recognized for its contribution to the discourse on the Haitian Revolution. Out of  his Haitian 
research, in 1934 James also wrote the play Toussaint Louverture: The Story of  the Only Successful Slave Revolt in 
History (1936). Another of  James’s popular works is Beyond a Boundary (1963), a cultural studies text that 
explores the game of  cricket and its impact on West Indian society.

The C. L. R. James Collection acquired by UWI is comprised of  the books, manuscripts, 
correspondence and ephemera that were in his London residence after his passing in 1989. Some of  the 
subjects covered in the collection include several drafts of  his unpublished autobiography, correspondence 
with members of  the Marxist group Johnson-Forest Tendency, his work on Pan-Africanism and drafts of  
many of  his publications. In the case of  the C. L. R. James Collection, the interpretation of  the original-
order principle when sorting the collection was to leave materials in the folders in which they arrived in 
order to retain the creator context surrounding the files. Minimal reordering was done, but some attempts 
were made to keep folders with similar subjects together in the boxes. In the collection, the folders dealing 
with James’s unpublished autobiography were kept together, but that does not mean that information 
on this topic would not be found also in other folders scattered throughout the collection. As a result of  
this consciously minimal sorting, a folder in the archive can have a variety of  materials and subjects. For 
example, folder 527 has several formats and topics, as its description reveals:
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Contains diaries for 1981 and 1984; greeting cards and a photograph of  an 
unknown female; 4 pieces of  correspondence; articles and clippings including 
“The man and his works by Martin Glaberman”, “An audience with C.L.R. 
James”; “CLR: still batting for Marx”; “A place for all at the Rendezvous of  
victory”; Photocopy of  a David Bayley photo of  C. L. R.; “George Headley 
by [CLR] James”; “Still an optimist,” “Radical on the boundary.” (folder 
527)

Deep indexing was applied to this collection to compensate for the decision not to provide the hierarchical 
structure more familiar to researchers. Each folder was given a detailed description along with keywords to 
facilitate searching of  the C. L. R. James Database. It is a process not traditionally used in the description 
of  archives because it can be labour intensive; however, it was felt that the James archive needed this 
approach in order to make information retrievable regardless of  the organizing principle adopted by the 
archivist. Both researchers and staff have appreciated the indexing done on the database, since it is easier 
to pinpoint information. 

Opting to leave the materials uninterrupted as described above can be problematic for researchers 
who prefer the structured hierarchical approach in the archival arrangement and description, which 
involves the separation of  the collection into series and subseries. The hierarchical model is outlined in the 
General International Standard Archival Description (International Council on Archives 36). Several series can be 
identified with this approach. Items can then be shifted out of  their original folder and be redistributed 
according to the series. The following is an example of  a series based on the content of  folder 527 in the 
C. L. R. James Collection:

Diaries 1981–1984

Correspondence

 Letters (arranged by sender)

 Greeting cards

Articles about James’s work

Articles by James

Research clippings

Photographs (uncaptioned)

This arrangement by series is the more popular approach adopted by many archival institutions, and it is 
what UWI has used for most of  its collections. The series approach compartmentalizes the archive and 
has the benefit of  pointing researchers directly to a series pertinent to their topic. We have noted that 
on a few occasions, particularly from people schooled in using finding aids, there are requests for the 
entire C.L.R. James finding aid, as researchers try to understand the organizational structure of  the 
collection. In these cases, I admit that the researchers are at a disadvantage because the structure is 
not easily discerned. What would be at stake if  we were to reorganize an archive to meet these readers’ 
expectations? Reorganizing an archive has implications internally for the custodial institution but would 
have a far-reaching effect on scholars. It affects the published works of  persons who would have used 
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the archive in the past. Scholars would have documented and cited the materials from the collections, 
probably down to the folder level, so that others can follow their research path. Rearrangement would 
disrupt that citation history, as such extreme care would have to be taken in recording precisely where 
former materials were located and how this correlates to the new arrangement. 

Even before engaging in any rearrangement, the archivist has to consider why items are in one 
folder and whether there is an unidentified theme, apart from them coming from James collection? Was 
this indeed how James kept these materials? Were they packed this way by the custodians who transferred 
the collection to the library? If  the folders were to be rearranged, would the contextual information 
surrounding items such as an uncaptioned photograph and its relationship to the resources in the folder 
forever disappear? Work on the James papers began in the early 2000s. The decision was made to 
interpret original order in its purest form and leave the folders as they were received. In hindsight, that 
decision would come closest to what Hobbs advocates as archival practice to preserve any order that can 
offer some insights into the essence of  the creator (“Character” 128). However, is it justifiable to use this 
arrangement in order to allow readers to consider James’s psychology during his creative process? The 
archive could have been affected by his assistants, the people responsible for packing and shipping, the 
people who would have worked on the archive and researchers who continue to interact with it. The 
concept of  original order is an ideal, but this may not always be possible to replicate given the various 
factors that can affect the process. Caution should be applied if  the archival arrangement is to be used as 
a reliable reflection of  the creator’s psychology.

I reflect on the “So What?” and “Now What?” of  managing the C. L. R. James Collection 
and note how this experience continues to inform everyday practice. One outcome of  recognizing the 
consequences that follow the archival arrangement chosen is the decision to devote more time to fostering 
relationships with owners of  collections, as well as with their families (if  the creator is deceased), to gain 
a better understanding of  how the writer operated and to assess the authenticity and meaning of  the 
structure in which the archive is presented. Similarly, more effort is spent on gathering provenance data 
by interviewing donors and former custodians to determine the order of  the materials and to ascertain 
what factors other than author creation have influenced the archives. Through these relationships, context 
can be determined, uncaptioned photographs identified, and the creative process of  the writer can be left 
intact; or, if  interference has taken place, then the nature of  the factors influencing the construction and 
shape of  the archive can be better understood. Another strategy that has been subsequently implemented 
is to require a biography and curriculum vitae from donors, which provide background about the author’s 
work. Staff working on the collection are not usually subject specialists in the topics covered, but they are 
required to research and compile a bibliography on the subject before interacting with the archive so 
that they too can determine the context and understand the nuances. A more recent strategy has been to 
listen to feedback from researchers who delve into our collections and, where possible, use their advice to 
enhance retrieval capabilities in the finding aids. 

The Earl Lovelace Manuscripts: Arranging by Genre

Arranging by the genre and title of  work is yet another approach that could be applied. This 
method was adopted for the arrangement of  the Earl Lovelace manuscripts.3 The collection contains the 
drafts of  Lovelace’s works, from his first novel, While Gods Are Falling (1965) to his Commonwealth Prize–
winning novel Salt (1996), short stories, essays, plays and notes. The collection contains an impressive 
number of  drafts for most of  the novels; for example, there are at least ninety-four folders with materials 
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for the novel Salt, sixty-six for The Wine of  Astonishment (1982) and thirty-seven for The Dragon Can’t Dance 
(1979). However, we were only able to acquire a few items for his earlier novels. A collapsed version of  the 
finding aid for the Lovelace collection is available to demonstrate the logic of  the organization:

Earl Lovelace manuscripts

Series 1 Novels

 While Gods Were Falling

 The Schoolmaster

 The Dragon Can’t Dance 

 The Wine of  Astonishment

 Salt

 Unpublished works

Series 2 Plays

Series 3 Short Stories

Series 4 Essays, Speeches, Interviews

Series 5 Poetry

Series 6 Other documents (Special Collections Department)

This arrangement has been efficient in providing access to the collection and imposing a structure that 
some researchers would have preferred for the C. L. R. James Collection. However, this approach also 
has its weakness, as works that cross genres are scattered across several areas. In the case of  Lovelace’s 
manuscripts, The Wine of  Astonishment and The Dragon Can’t Dance are novels that have also been reworked 
and produced as plays. If  researchers are interested in the work of  The Wine of  Astonishment, they would 
need to pull together the materials across genres. Even if  they are unaware that materials exist across these 
categories, keyword searching of  the finding aid would help identify them. Another way of  considering 
the arrangement for the archive would have been to use the work as the primary focus and pull all 
materials, regardless of  genre, under that heading. 

One question that arose when the Earl Lovelace Collection was being processed was to what extent 
the arrangement imposed on a collection can affect the interpretation of  the order in which the writer 
prepared his manuscripts. Quite often, the archivist has to balance between prioritizing the possible 
discoverability of  the collection and working out issues such as the order in which the manuscripts were 
written in order to reflect these in the finding aids. While the chronology of  the publication of  Lovelace’s 
novels was clear, it was difficult to determine precisely the order in which the manuscripts for the novels 
were written, especially as titles evolved in some cases. Even the creator of  an archive can be doubtful 
at times about the exact order of  multiple manuscripts. The notes from the author were helpful, but 
from the archivist point of  view, it can be challenging to determine the production order of  manuscripts. 
When it is not possible to make this determination, some assumptions are made in placing one version 
of  a manuscript in front of  another. Therefore, these assumptions should be recorded in the finding aid 
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so that readers using the collection do not take the order to be reflective of  a strictly verified chronology 
of  the writer’s works. Indeed, not promoting assumptions within the structure is important, given that 
researchers are sometimes engaged in manuscript archaeology to determine the order and the progression 
of  the author’s work. This experience of  expressing uncertainties within the structure has also shaped 
our recent acquisition of  literary archives, as we ask writers to label, if  they can, the order in which the 
manuscripts were written.

Other factors that influence how archives are organized include the legal agreement that governs 
the management of  the collection, the size of  the collection and the staff available to process the collection. 
The Lawrence Scott Archive is a work in progress and is being arranged according to the chronology of  
the fictional works he produced.4 Through a legal agreement, the archive is being acquired incrementally 
from the author and begins with his first novel, Witchbroom (1992). My experience of  working on other 
literary archives has been beneficial, and Scott was encouraged to label the manuscripts in such a way 
that the progressive development of  the novel can be charted in the finding aid. He was also asked to 
provide details for uncaptioned photographs and information about the events surrounding the folders. 
This information has also assisted in speeding up the process of  preparing materials for researchers. As 
Scott has also spent a good bit of  time arranging his archive, once the materials are received, they are kept 
primarily in the order they were sent, with minor adjustments to highlight different activities surrounding 
the production of  the novel.

Even when the archival team thinks that the right combination of  techniques has been discovered, 
each archive presents its own challenges because each is unique. The Ian McDonald Archive is a compelling 
case.5 It is unique because of  its size and scope. McDonald is known for his novel The Hummingbird Tree 
(1969), poetry available in numerous anthologies, stewardship of  the literary magazine Kyk-Over-Al (since 
the passing of  Guyanese writer, A. J. Seymour), his work as a newspaper columnist, editor of  several literary 
compilations and as a significant figure in the Guyanese literary circle. All of  these areas are captured in his 
archives. His archive is not strictly about literature but also reflects his work in sports and decades of  service 
in the Guyanese sugar industry. His collection is therefore rich with correspondence with other writers, drafts 
of  manuscripts submitted to Kyk-Over-Al and works shared by others for critical evaluation. The archive not 
only is about him but also documents a significant portion of  Caribbean literary production. To facilitate 
granular discovery in this collection requires deep indexing in which the names of  authors are used as 
keywords, similar to the method used with the C.L.R. James Collection. This approach would go against 
the current arrangement trends advocated by Mark A. Greene and Dennis Meissner in which minimal 
processing of  collections is suggested as a way of  reducing archival backlogs and getting collections to users 
quicker. Greene and Meissner’s theory is referred to as “More Product, Less Process.” A decision to do 
detailed processing and go against this trend for the McDonald collection has to be considered in the wider 
environment of  the acquisition and preservation of  writers’ archives in the Caribbean. Some institutions 
have engaged in this practice, but not enough. Within recent years, more activism to encourage archiving 
these collections has been led by Alison Donnell and the Caribbean Literary Heritage project. There is now 
more awareness among current writers about the need to preserve their work and to establish partnerships 
with Caribbean institutions. UWI has benefited from this advocacy since the institution was able to acquire 
the Monique Roffey Papers through Donnell’s recommendation.6 In the Caribbean, there is now a period 
of  identification and recovery and of  a growing interest in literary archives as a valuable research area in the 
humanities. As scholars try to identify the works and original manuscripts produced by previous generations 
of  Caribbean writers, detailed indexing of  collections such as that of  McDonald can be instrumental in 
this recovery process. It also helps to unearth archival history for writers who were unable to preserve their 
archives and for those whose materials are now scattered across various locations and collections.
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Self-Censorship and Silences 

Not every paper artefact belonging to a writer gets transferred to an archive, and not everything 
that is transferred to the library is kept or revealed. Grave concerns about privacy, confidentiality and 
interpretation of  their work can drive writers to perform self-censorship on their archive. When a writer or 
heir/custodian decides to hand over a collection, at UWI we try to ensure that the donor understands how 
the private aspects surrounding their writing and life would become sources of  study and interrogation. 
Some people choose to hand over everything, while others go through a process of  deselecting materials. 
Whichever method of  handing over is selected, the writer and custodians are controlling the narratives 
that would follow the writers. In the UWI collection, we have instances in which archives arrived highly 
sanitized, that is, stripped of  all personal details except for those strictly related to the writing. This is evident 
with the Eric Roach manuscripts and the Lovelace manuscripts, which included no correspondence among 
friends or families, no diaries to express thoughts and no extraneous information to inform about other 
personal influences on these works. Where correspondence happens to be present, it is strictly business 
related. But if  the archive arrives without the author or donor having weeded it, then the archivist may 
need to make this decision. 

Sarah Hodson addresses one of  the primary issues that archivists face when processing collections: 
what to reveal, seal, or discard. It is accepted that materials such as medical records, test scores and bank 
information are not usually revealed in an archive unless prior approval has been granted. In Trinidad 
and Tobago, there are pieces of  legislation to be considered when processing archival materials. The most 
recent of  these is the Data Protection Act, sections 44–45 of  which deals with disclosure of  collections 
for archival purposes:

44. The archives of  the Government of  Trinidad and Tobago or the archives 
of  a public body may disclose personal information or cause personal 
information in its custody or control to be disclosed for archival or historical 
purposes if— (a) the disclosure would not be an unreasonable invasion of  
professional or personal privacy; (b) the disclosure is for historical research 
and is in accordance with section 42; (c) the information concerns someone 
who has been deceased for twenty or more years; or (d) the information 
is in a record that has been in existence for one hundred or more years. 
45. Notwithstanding sections 42, 43 and 44, medical information shall not 
be disclosed by a public body except— (a) with the consent of  the person to 
whom such information relates; or (b) by order of  the Court. 

Before the Data Protection Act, Trinidad and Tobago’s Freedom of  Information Act specified that 
certain documents, including personal information, should not be released to the public (Part IV, Exempt 
Documents). This document served as a guide when considering how to treat personal information. As 
a result of  these legislations, deliberate questions are asked of  potential donors about different types of  
materials in the archives and whether these can be made accessible. To mitigate any damaging effects 
of  making sensitive information public, the donor and the university sign a legal agreement. The legal 
instrument describes the collections and specifies restrictions, if  necessary. It also indemnifies the university 
from any legal challenges that may arise as a result of  the materials in the collections. 

Admittedly, there can be unforeseen questionable items in the archive, and this is where the 
subjective consideration of  the archivist steps in. The law uses the phrase, “[D]isclosure would not be 
an unreasonable invasion of  professional or personal privacy” (Trinidad and Tobago, Data). We have 
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considered “unreasonable” to mean an ‘item that has the potential to negatively impact individuals.’ Not 
every document that comes into the archive gets detailed scrutiny, so we also run the risk of  permitting 
“unreasonable” materials to be accessed for research. The LIS literature has instances where undiscerning 
revelations of  materials caused public uproar. For example, there was a furore when Maria Bustillos used 
the marginalia from the library and archives of  author David Foster Wallace to make conclusions on 
his psychological state, family relationships and attitudes to other writers. The Harry Ransom Center at 
the University of  Texas, the custodial institution, in agreement with Wallace’s estate subsequently sealed 
some of  the content to safeguard the living relatives. When in doubt about items, our repository also 
chooses to seal them for a period of  time and place an explanation for this decision with the collection. 
We anticipate that as time passes, the impact of  the materials may be diffused. We have also had instances 
in which we returned materials to the donor for further consideration. There was one situation in which 
an autobiography of  a deceased creator contained salacious information about the person’s life and had 
the potential to impact the public lives of  the heirs. I considered whether this should be revealed or sealed. 
I questioned whether the creator, in writing this document, anticipated that it would be shared publicly. 
Eventually, I decided to consult with the family, who read the document and decided that the item should 
be removed entirely from the archive. I understood the impact that this type of  censorship would have on 
researchers’ understanding of  the person’s life and tried to convince the family to have it sealed for some 
years, but they were resolute in their decision. In the cases where persons are deceased or the donors are 
unavailable, the archivist would have to determine whether these types of  records should be sealed or 
made available.

I have often returned to that situation mentally, questioning whether I should have just kept silent 
and sealed the documents for the sake of  research. It was in that moment of  having to make the decisions 
about the document that the concept of  how custodians and archivists can shape the narrative of  an 
archive resonated with me on a personal level. Would I do it differently now if  faced with that same 
situation? Probably not, because the politics of  donor relationship is a significant factor in how our 
archive operates. One scandal can erode the goodwill fostered with the community by generations of  
librarians who have collected and curated these collections over the years. The issue is still not closed for 
me, as I have contemplated whether I should document in the archival record that an autobiography for 
the individual exists and that the family should be consulted for further information. Would this also have 
a negative impact? While this type of  silence can be haunting professionally, within our archive, we have 
been trying in different ways to unearth silences in literary archives. 

Donnell writes that reconstructing literary archives for Caribbean writers is a vital activity for 
scholars and points to some of  the challenges involved in the process (309). While we have focused at 
UWI, St. Augustine, on the acquisition of  archives, reconstructing the archival history of  a writer is new 
territory for us, and we got into it serendipitously. This involves the story of  the archive of  Marguerite 
Wyke, who was a Trinidadian poet, artist and political activist. During the processing of  different 
collections, invariably her name kept reappearing among documents. At first, it was a curiosity for the 
special collections team to see where her name and correspondence would show up next. We realized 
that a pattern was developing and, through further research, discovered that she contributed to the 
political, literary and cultural landscape of  Trinidad and Tobago. Her poems are published in different 
outlets, and in 2008 her “A Plume of  Dust” was reissued in the UWI sixtieth-anniversary edition of  the 
Caribbean Quarterly journal. Among the highlights of  her career was her leadership of  the Trinidad and 
Tobago Independence Committee, which was responsible for designing the emblems and overseeing 
the celebrations. She also served as a senator in the West Indies Federation. A collection of  her literary 
papers was discovered in the Eric Williams Memorial Collection (EWMC), which is the collection of  the 
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first prime minister of  Trinidad and Tobago. Wyke participated in the early People’s National Movement 
political party, which was led by Williams; William’s daughter, who actively collects anything related to 
her father, got materials related to the party, including the Wyke’s papers and included them as part of  
the EWMC. 

Wyke’s archival materials are located in various places because of  her artistic and cultural activities: 
in the EWMC; in the Carlisle Chang Collection, which has the documents from the Trinidad and Tobago 
Independence Committee; and the Derek Walcott Collection, among others. The principle of  respect des 
fonds recommends that we should not pull these items from the various collections and create a ‘Marguerite 
Wyke Collection.’ Instead, the process of  reconstructing her archive has to take place virtually. Several 
references to Wyke in different collections have been collected to produce an online guide to archival 
sources on her. This has been a test case for us to determine the resources needed to carry out this type 
of  archival excavation and reconstruction. While we understand the importance of  doing this work, 
we also have to consider whether our archive should actively pursue reconstruction given our resources 
or whether it is preferable for us to function in the role of  facilitator and let the scholars do this kind 
of  work. More importantly, what this experience has shown is the need to partner with and encourage 
scholars to become more active in the field of  literary archives, so that the challenges of  doing archival 
reconstruction can be shared across disciplines.

Conclusion

The end product of  the finding aids that we (librarians and archivists) prepare is often 
a hierarchical document broken down into series. The ordered appearance of  this artefact contrasts 
with the nuances and influences that impact how researchers eventually consume these guides that lead 
them to archival discovery. It is a position of  power. We need to acknowledge this even as we maintain 
our primary objectives, which are to provide access and to preserve the archives. As archivists and other 
collections professionals reflect on and interrogate our practices in terms of  archival arrangements and 
descriptions and of  our decisions to seal or reveal documents or to pursue anecdotal discoveries, the extent 
to which we too are constructing the narratives of  writers and influencing which stories and whose stories 
can be told becomes clearer. More importantly, in speaking about our practices in non-LIS environments, 
we widen the conversation to hear from our stakeholders so that we can re-examine our practices to 
satisfy their needs better.
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Notes

1 The terms ‘archives’ and ‘collections’ are used interchangeably in this paper. 
2 ‘Creator’ refers to the person responsible for making the archive or for whom the archive is named. 
3 Earl Lovelace is another Trinidadian writer whose novels are considered works of  social realism. 

From his first novel, While Gods Are Falling (1965), to the most recent, Is Just a Movie (2011), Lovelace 
celebrates the life of  folk culture and the heroic endeavours of  the everyday man. Lovelace also 
produced short stories, articles for his newspaper column, essays and plays, two of  which are 
derived from his novels The Dragon Can’t Dance (1979) and The Wine of  Astonishment (1982).

4 Lawrence Scott, Trinidadian writer, has published at least eight works of  fiction, including short-
story compilations and at least one nonfiction book, Golconda: Our Stories, Our Lives, which records 
oral-history testimonies of  sugar workers in Trinidad. Scott received the 1999 Commonwealth 
Writer’s Prize for the best book in Canada and the Caribbean for his novel Aelred’s Sin (1998). His 
works have been shortlisted for various prizes, and his first novel, Witchbroom (1992) was abridged 
and serialized for the BBC Radio 4 programme Book at Bedtime.

5 Ian McDonald was born in Trinidad and Tobago but spent most of  his adult life in his adoptive 
homeland Guyana. McDonald’s first and only novel, The Hummingbird Tree (1969), was awarded 
best regional novel by the Royal Society of  Literature. Poetry is the genre in which McDonald has 
been most productive.

6 Dr. Monique Roffey is an award-winning Trinidadian writer who has published five novels and a 
memoir. The White Woman on the Green Bicycle (2009) was shortlisted for the Orange Prize in 2010 
and the Encore Award in 2011. In 2013, her novel Archipelago (2012) won the OCM Bocas Award 
for Caribbean Literature. She has been incrementally donating her manuscripts and research 
materials to UWI. To date, her collection contains materials for Sun Dog (2002), With Kisses of  His 
Mouth (2011), Archipelago (2012), House of  Ashes (2014) and The Tryst (2017).
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Contemporary Caribbean 
Authors’ Papers: Record 
Keeping, Creative Practices 
and Preservation in the Digital 
Age
Marta Fernández Campa

Introduction

The historical origins of  record keeping in the Caribbean region are entangled with the 
legal and political mechanisms of  oppression designed and imposed by the imperial powers 
of  Britain, France, the Netherlands, Spain and, latterly, the United States, through looting, 
forced labour, occupation and interference in Caribbean territories. Colonial societies relied 
heavily on an extensive archival system that sought to legitimize and to exercise control over 
enslaved and indentured peoples through records. The Caribbean’s struggle against colonial 
rule and interference has been shaped by, and documented through, oral, visual and written 
records that revise and confront the authority of  the colonial archive. As Jeannette A. Bastian, 

Source: “Mitchell School & Family Atlas” by Edu-Tourist is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0.
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John A. Aarons and Stanley H. Griffith point out, the process of  “decolonizing the archives is one critical 
manifestation of  that developing ‘decolonizing the mind’ and the records that a community creates are at 
the heart of  that progression” (Bastian et al., Introduction 3). 

The literary papers of  Caribbean writers constitute an archive that also reflects this ongoing 
critical process; they document Caribbean literature as a literature that engages profoundly in rewriting 
histories and contesting the silences embedded in the colonial archives.1 The record-keeping practices 
of  Caribbean literary collections from the acclaimed mid-twentieth-century generation of  authors, such 
as Kamau Brathwaite, V. S. Naipaul, Jean Rhys, Sam Selvon, Derek Walcott and others, also reveal a 
heightened awareness of  the significance of  documenting and preserving a historical record of  literary 
movements and culture. Brathwaite, one of  the founders of  the Caribbean Artists Movement (CAM), 
along with Andrew Salkey and John La Rose, engaged in active correspondence with Caribbean and 
British writers, scholars, editors and journalists to forge the necessary support, spaces and networks to 
shape and continue the movement;2 as Anne Walmsley points out, “Sessions were recorded from the 
start, and the tapes have been carefully stored. Notices of  CAM sessions and correspondence were filed 
and carefully preserved” (xviii). The detailed and comprehensive contents of  other archival collections 
from that generation show a similar awareness among authors of  the historical value and legacy of  their 
work. For example, the Derek Walcott Collection (a split collection with holdings in Trinidad, Canada 
and Jamaica) reveals the author’s meticulous record keeping of  a wide range of  materials, from diaries, 
notebooks and journals to storyboards, drawings, manuscripts, correspondence, event-related materials 
and more. Many of  the documents in Walcott’s collection provide precious insight into his work. For 
instance, the heterogeneity of  writing found in several diaries in the Derek Walcott Collection at the 
Alma Jordan Library in Trinidad reveals the role that visual elements played in conceptualizing works. 
The documents also illustrate the coexistence of  the quotidian, the inspirational and the highly creative. 
In diaries, Walcott wrote sections from poems and notes on What the Twilight Says, calculating costs of  play 
productions, notes on key dates in Trinidad’s history such as the Black Power March in Port of  Spain on 
5 March 1970 and a self-interview (Walcott, Derek Walcott Collection). These disparate elements seem 
to speak of  the ways in which, in practical terms, all the elements of  a writer’s daily working life can be 
mirrored in one single space, and inform and reflect their creative process. This begs the question: What 
would this archival trace look like in a digital workspace? 

Literary archives not only provide additional sources for enriching the study of  established 
writers, but they can also yield unknown or neglected works and writers. The scholarship and recovery 
research of  Alison Donnell, Evelyn O’Callaghan, Glyne Griffith, among other critics, has insisted on and 
demonstrated the vital role that archival research can play in revising literary histories, for instance, by 
centring the role that Caribbean women writers have played (see O’Callaghan; Donnell, “Una Marson”; 
Griffith). Given that there is more archival scholarship taking place today, the possibility of  loss for physical 
papers of  earlier generations is reduced, as increased research invigorates archives. Interestingly, however, 
work produced now may be equally (and sometimes most) under threat. Future risks of  manuscript loss 
now lie significantly in the realm of  the digital, particularly due to the impermanence and precarity of  
online environments. As a special-collection librarian with responsibility for West Indian literary archives, 
Lorraine Nero (who also notes the existing gaps in archival knowledge due to “the seeming absence of  
papers from women writers” [341]) argues for the need “to identify, collect and preserve the papers of  
the generation of  writers who follow on from this period” (341). Kenneth Ramchand, who has played a 
vital role in the Caribbean’s archival tradition by facilitating the initial acquisition of  West Indian writers’ 
archives by the University of  the West Indies, stresses the need to assess the changes brought about by 
the computer, the Internet and digital media. As Ramchand argues, “[T]he main differences between 
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authors’ processes and papers in the 1960s and 70s and now are obvious enough, and certain conditions 
persist, but there seems to be a new imperative” (323).

This essay investigates this “new imperative” of  born-digital archives and the impact of  digital 
technology on both creative processes and record-keeping practices, as well on the general process of  
archiving papers for contemporary authors. Born-digital records are those created and managed digitally. 
They include documents in different formats such as PDFs, digital photographs, video; web material; 
email records, social media, web browser bookmarks; audio such as podcasts and (radio) interviews; 
book libraries; music libraries; manuscript drafts and notes, material in electronic journals and writing 
applications and software, among others. If  largely physical and paper-based, writers’ archives, such 
as Walcott’s, are often highly heterogenous in their contents; this is even more so in the case of  hybrid 
archives: those that comprise both paper-based and born-digital material (Molloy). However, born-digital 
archives (either in the hands of  authors or held at repositories) present a set of  specific challenges that 
archivists, researchers and specialists in digital preservation and curation continue to grapple with, in 
order to ensure the safeguarding of  materials—particularly as digital formats, storage and technology 
can prove unreliable and precarious. For example, as Ramchand notes, there is the risk of  loss due to an 
overreliance on online records (323), particularly if  there is no backup of  those materials or other copies 
are lost. The issue of  the unequal economic resources in the Caribbean, as opposed to those in the United 
States, the United Kingdom or Canada (important locations of  the anglophone Caribbean diaspora), has 
a significant impact on—and increases the challenges faced by—Caribbean archivists today in regard 
to born-digital archives (Stratchan-Innerarity 363–84; Sutton, Preface 3). Equally though, the online 
environment enables the means of  creating and preserving current writing practice in unprecedented 
ways.

Drawing from a series of  interviews and conversations with critically acclaimed Caribbean writers 
Karen Lord, M. NourbeSe Philip and Sharon Millar, the three case study authors who have participated 
in this research, this essay investigates different types of  physical and digital content in their personal 
archives.3 It considers how their record-keeping interests and practices inform both their creative and 
writing process and provides an insight into what they, as authors, value through the process of  safeguarding 
their work. I interviewed Lord, Philip and Millar over the course of  three years, during which time I 
was researching some Caribbean literary archival collections more broadly to establish a comparative 
framework for understanding different practices. Needless to say, but important to stress, record-keeping 
practices are as diverse as people’s histories, interests, preferences and working habits. Although there 
are definite common threads and issues that emerged from my interviews with the three authors, which 
I point out below, I have chosen to highlight different elements in my conversations with each. This 
methodology aims to shed light on subjects or themes that stood out as important to each author during 
the conversations and to reveal key aspects of  their interest in record keeping and its relationship to their 
own working process. I consider the factors involved in the decision to engage actively in an archiving 
process; the role of  social media in capturing authors’ thoughts on literary issues; the role of  digital tools 
in planning and drafting works or working collaboratively; how actual records from an author’s papers 
can figure in, and be central to, their work; and how the use of  digital spaces and the archival structure 
of  the laptop can influence authors’ writing processes. Although their papers remain within their private 
hands at this point in time, Lord, Philip and Millar have all been attentive to record keeping and have 
noted becoming even more aware of  the role of  their own archive and formal repositories.
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“You begin to approach phrases like ‘posterity’ and ‘legacy’ with a bit more nerve than 
previously.” 

Karen Lord is a Barbadian author, editor and research consultant. Her professional experience 
as diplomat, part-time soldier and academic connect with the themes and scope of  her writing, which 
deals significantly with issues of  cultural memory, bioethics, justice and philosophy through sci-fi, fantasy 
and speculative writing. Her background in science and religion, with a bachelor’s degree in science and 
a doctorate in religious studies, informs issues of  faith, science and community in her work. Lord is the 
author of  numerous short stories, nonfiction and novels, including Redemption in Indigo (2010) which won 
the 2008 Frank Collymore Literary Award, the 2010 Carl Brandon Parallax Award and the 2011 William 
L. Crawford Award; The Best of  All Possible Worlds (2013), winner of  the 2009 Frank Collymore Award and 
the 2013 RT Book Reviewers’ Choice Awards; The Galaxy Game (2015) and Unraveling (2019). 

 Fig. 1. Karen Lord at Clarion West Writers Workshop, Seattle 2018. Photo credit: Jae Steinbacher.
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In our first interview in the summer of  2017, Lord talked about the key role that conversations 
with archivists and fellow writers had played in making her more aware of  the importance of  her own 
papers (see Fernández Campa):

What had me beginning to think seriously about all this was a request from 
Texas A&M University to have some of  my work [temporarily] as part of  their 
archives. I hadn’t really considered it previously. I suppose I had a vague sense 
of  my papers, but I had not thought that far ahead. Then there was another 
request in 2016 when Nalo Hopkinson—a fellow sci-fi and fantasy writer 
from Jamaica and a professor at the University of  California, Riverside—
invited us [a group of  Caribbean writers] to a seminar and encouraged us 
to share our materials with the archivists at the Eaton Collection [one of  the 
most prestigious collections of  sci-fi writing]. (Lord, Personal interview, Aug. 
2017) 

During our various conversations (2017–20), Lord expressed the wish to start the process of  organizing and 
building her personal archive and library at her home, though her preference would be for her papers to be 
held one day at a regional repository. During a videoconference conversation in April 2020, Lord showed 
me her home library and storage of  print materials, and also stressed that the unprecedented impact of  
the COVID-19 global pandemic had reinforced her initial determination that her papers remain in the 
Caribbean. 

For Lord, some of  the motivations for preserving her work centre on the importance of  community 
and mentorship in the support of  writing careers in the region. She explained, 

You begin to approach words like ‘posterity’ and ‘legacy’ with a bit more 
nerve than previously. It’s no longer the case of  something that you do because 
you’re feeling patriotic. [Caribbean writing] is something that more people 
in the region and abroad need to know about. What we have done, what 
we continue to do and are able to produce […] I will document absolutely 
everything I have to, so that people understand just what we go through to 
bring art and culture to the world. (Personal interview, Nov. 2018) 

Record keeping for Lord is equally motivated by and involves documenting vital elements in a writer’s 
career: “The industry has changed a lot in the last twenty-two years. Much has changed in terms of  
managing your career and we need to be documenting that as well” (Personal interview, Nov. 2018). Lord 
views her papers as necessarily including key documents that can show “what a contract looks like, 
what initial reviews look like and how publishers operate” (Personal interview, Nov. 2018). She also 
underscored her belief  in the positive impact that documenting Caribbean literature, in archives and 
through publishing, can have as “the more people understand Caribbean literature and culture, the easier 
it will be when we have to interact with people who promote our work, and people who will have to edit 
and read our work” (Personal interview, Nov. 2018). 
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One of  the departures for my research was the 
awareness of  the crucial ways in which digital media and 
technology are influencing aspects of  record keeping and 
storage, as well as writing and publishing. From our early 
conversations in Manchester and Barbados, it was clear 
that these were important issues for Lord. As authors’ 
practices are tied to life circumstances and often to the 
busy international travel in their lives, Lord’s shift to 
digital media was partly due to the practical possibilities it 
offered while travelling (Fernández Campa). However, if  
the general tendency for Lord—as for most authors since 
the increase in the use of  digital technology, particularly 
from the turn of  the twenty-first century—has been 
towards working more with born-digital material, during 
our third meeting in April 2019, she mentioned that a 
few things had changed since our previous interview in 
November 2018: “You asked me a question about how 
much I operate with paper and how much I do so digitally, 
and I said it is a bit of  both. Curiously enough, I seem 
to be going back more and more to paper, in two ways” 
(Personal interview, Apr. 2019). Lord then explained that 

although previous publishers had sent her either a digital or a physical copy of  the galley proofs, DAW 
Books, the publisher of  her latest novel Unraveling, had sent the document in three formats instead: a 
digital copy, a physical advanced reader’s copy and a loose physical paper copy, which had facilitated the 
proofing process. “It would allow me to do searches with the e-copy, and I would do the proofing with the 
bound book because that is where the errors would really jump at you. When it came to noting the errors, 
I would note them in the loose print copy. It was a fascinating experience” (Personal interview, Apr. 2019). 
This example, as others throughout our interviews, illustrates how changes in working practices shape 
changes in writing and editing processes, as well as in record keeping. Similarly, Lord mentioned that she 
was printing out (and storing) more digital documents, such as book reviews, in order to ensure multiple 
copies were saved in different formats, aware of  the precariousness of  links on the web, particularly those 
hosted on websites of  outside parties as opposed to authors’ own websites. She also spoke about how, 
as part of  a growing awareness of  the types of  materials that interest archivists and researchers, and as 
a consequence of  having arranged more space for her papers at home, she was also keeping annotated 
documents relating to events (Fernández Campa).

An interest and concern with memory and heritage are also at the centre of  Lord’s research 
and writing. Lord has worked on various projects with the Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of  Social and 
Economic Studies (SALISES) at the University of  the West Indies in Barbados as socio-economic research 
consultant. Lord’s academic publications such as “Barbados at 50: National Values Assessment Survey,” 
which looks at Barbadians’ national and cultural values (their continuity and/or loss) since the nation’s 
independence, focus on issues of  community formation, a subject central to her fiction. Similarly, notions 
such as religion and faith feature in Lord’s academic writing (see “Implicit Religion”) and are explored 
philosophically in her novels, from Redemption in Indigo to Unraveling. In The Best of  All Possible Worlds, after 
their planet is destroyed, the characters from Sadira initiate a series of  investigations and alliances with 
groups from various planets, historically intertwined, in order to preserve their culture—a process in 

Fig. 2. Karen Lord and Margaret Busby at the 
Edinburgh International Book Festival (2018). 
New Daughters of  Africa, edited by Margaret Busby, 
features a short story by Lord.
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which research is key to protecting that heritage and a process embodied in the relationship between its 
main two characters Dllenahkh (Sadiri) and Grade Delarua (Terran). The precariousness of  memory and 
its mediums is also problematized in the novel’s sequel, The Galaxy Game, in which the issue of  obsolescence 
is raised. In this novel, Narua, Grace’s godchild, takes a series of  “datacharms” to a “databroker” in 
Terminal 5 in order to access messages from times past. The databroker responds, “I can work with that 
one or the Sadiri vault. No guarantee with the audioplugs. Some of  the channels are no longer on-air and 
plugs won’t play without their channel linkup. The card is another antique, likely bioblocked” (6). The 
issue of  how new technologies replace old ones is an ever-increasing problem, and Lord here is indicating 
that it must be taken into account in digital preservation and safeguarding strategies.

During our first interview in Barbados, Lord mentioned different ways in which her awareness 
of  the precariousness of  digital formats, including failed links on the Internet, is now heightened, partly 
as a result of  witnessing the loss of  her own content. The podcast SF Crossing the Gulf, which she co-
hosts with her colleague and friend Karen Burnham and which had run for four years to date, was 
previously available through SF Signal’s website, but at one point the link ceased operating. As a result, the 
audio files became temporarily unavailable until the sci-fi magazine Locus offered to host the podcast via 
their website, which means that it is again available online (Burnham and Lord). “That was a sobering 
experience, because we are talking about years of  content that had [temporarily] disappeared” (Lord, 
Personal interview, Nov. 2018). This experience is not unusual on the web; content can be affected by 
faulty links or nonoperational websites, and in those cases there is a risk of  total loss if  no backup or 
multiple copies of  content have been kept. Lord also spoke about her computer crashing in 2010, resulting 
in the partial loss of  digital files, those that had not yet been backed up. However, she explained how her 
computer’s Time Capsule had thankfully avoided a larger loss.

Yet, if  one of  the challenges and risks to the loss or damage of  digital media lies in the precarity of  
technology, it is technology that equally provides a wealth of  possibilities and is logically the key to its 
preservation. Some of  these possibilities are the connectivity and dissemination of  work through the 
plethora of  digital platforms, from blogs and websites to social media channels that have been capturing 
the work of  authors and literary culture and history, in real time, for decades. The various platforms 
in web 2.0 technology have radically altered the roles of  and relationship between authors and between 
author and reader. Discussing social media, Lord pointed to LiveJournal as an important digital space where 
early in her career she developed connections with readers and other authors, as in the case of  Malaysian 
author Zen Cho. Lord does not use Facebook regularly and has expressed a preference for Twitter instead, 
as a space to engage with fellow writers, colleagues and readers; she has noted that, for her, Twitter direct 
messages (DM) as much as emails carry important communication worth preserving. As an example, Lord 
mentioned a conversation she had via DM with sci-fi Caribbean writer Tobias S. Buckell that initiated the 
idea for a collaboration: “I find myself  thinking I really want to capture that moment. You don’t think of  
Twitter DM until it becomes important” (Personal interview, 2018). Lord also mentioned the exchanges 
with Pilar Caballero, Spanish writer and reviewer, who has created digital fan art based on the characters 
Grace Delarua, Rafi Delarua and Dllenahkh from The Best of  All Possible Worlds. Caballero would share on 
Twitter the graphic images of  a scene or a couple of  scenes from Lord’s novel and tag Lord in her tweets; 
they are now also documented on Lord’s website and Tumblr.

The discussion on social media also focused on the existing pressure for authors to build their 
own profile and networking using social media platforms (Barnard 494), and the likely impact of  that 
pressure on writing and community. Lord mentioned this issue when we spoke in the fall of  2018, but in 
a later conversation  the following year, she noted that the pressure had generally started to ease off in the 
industry. Lord has also spoken about the ways in which social media can become at times an unhelpful distraction 
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for writers, with negative effects 
on productivity and creativity, 
which critics have also noted 
(Wilkins 68; Barnard 495), 
and how a savvy and careful 
approach to the interaction 
with web 2.0 technology 
is important, particularly 
for upcoming writers. Kim 
Wilkins notes the pressure on 
authors to actively maintain 
their online profile, which can 
take a considerable amount 
of  time and restrict their 
own creative stimulation (69–
70), something that Lord had also 
pointed out. However, Wilkins 
and Rebecca Romdhani have 
also stressed the ways in which 
digital spaces such as blogs or 
social media can be catalysts of  
creative processes and become 
the means to document such 
processes. 

Lord’s Twitter account illustrates the ways in which authors are also engaging with social media 
as a space to initiate and continue important conversations on writing, poetics and politics. In a thread 
of  tweets from 14 May 2019, Lord offers reflections on key characteristics of  African diasporic literature 
that extend to her own work. It was posted on her website on 16 May 2019 with the title “The Joys and 
Challenges of  Story”: 

I realise that my work requires a lot more trust from readers than the work 
of  the average Western author. The more I write, and read and judge for 
awards, the more I accept that non-linear storytelling is a fundamental feature 
of  African and Caribbean literature (1) / Is it that we better understand our 
mortal/immortal selves; the magic of  memory as shifting, unreliable creation; 
and the delightfully dangerous play of  telling our truths slant? (2) / There’s 
also a greater willingness to be confused, to be out of  one’s depth for a while 
or even for the duration. (3) / I think that stems from a generation or two of  
being educ/indoctrin//ated on literature that came from foreign places and 
cultures - knowing spring as a metaphor but never as an experience. (4)

The tweet (which as of  23 May 2020 had 386 ‘likes’ and has been retweeted one hundred times) has 
sparked positive responses and welcome dialogue as other authors echo Lord’s experience in the comments 
section. Tweets like these offer a unique insight into politics of  location and readability, and illustrate why 
it is important to include social media in the digital-preservation strategies of  authors’ papers. 

Fig. 3. Fan art from Pilar Caballero. Characters from Lord’s The Best of  
All Possible Worlds watch the 75th edition of  Worldcon (the World Science 
Fiction Convention) in Helsinki where Karen Lord was toastmistress, 9-13 
Aug. 2017.
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The archiving of  web 2.0 content, as Sara Day Thompson points out, follows a different and 
more complex system than that of  web 1.0 content, as the latter consists of  static content as opposed 
to interactive and user-generated content. Web 2.0 technology requires the use of  APIs (application 
programming interfaces) in the archiving process to preserve and capture, as much as possible, its 
elements of  interactivity. Popular web 2.0 technology such as Facebook, Google and Twitter offer their users 
a backup service in different capacities and to varying degrees, and there are third-party services such 
as ArchiveSocial and MirrorWeb (Thompson 12). Thompson notes how self-archiving “could be a solution 
for authors, politicians and other public figures when depositing their personal archives” (13). Since the 
technology, infrastructure and logistics to implement digital archiving at repository level and for collection 
holders is still emerging globally—and in unequal systems of  access and resources, particularly 
across geographies—self-archiving remains crucial to the preservation of  author’s data to ensure the 
future incorporation into libraries and archives.

Digital technology also offers great possibilities in terms of  collaborative writing. The record 
keeping and safeguarding of  the different drafts and manuscripts is vital for future born-digital archives. 
These digital records are created, modified and stored in cloud-based systems (with a protocol of  copies 
saved in various devices) and are valuable, as they document the collaborative process and the composition 
arrangements. During our first two interviews, Lord described the process of  writing with Buckell the short 
story “The Mighty Slinger,” a story of  a galactic uprising fuelled by the music of  a calypso band. Using 

the shared writing feature of  Google Docs, Buckell and 
Lord wrote the story by readapting digitally a process 
that Buckell had previously followed in another 
collaborative writing project with Karl Schroeder. After 
a Skype session to brainstorm ideas, Buckell and Lord 
devised a plot line and then started the compositional 
process. One author would write a line, which the other 
would then edit before writing the next, and so forth, 
progressing into paragraphs and later sections, in a 
process that Buckell described as “pair writing,” based 
on the programming term ‘pair programming’ (It’s Just a 
Draft 211–12); Lord described this process as “intensive 
shared work, not just something that you are passing 
back and forth,” adding that “working with someone 
means that you have to work with an outline, of  course. 
But I’m still in awe at how flexible that can still be” 
(Personal interview, Nov. 2018). Buckell also documented 
this process in his book It’s Just a Draft (2019). 

“The letter appears to me a bridge between the 
personal, even the intimate, and the public.”

M. NourbeSe Philip is a poet, essayist, novelist 
and playwright from Tobago who lives in Canada. She 
practised law in Toronto for seven years before turning 
to literature full time. Her five books of  poetry include 
the seminal She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks 

Fig. 4. M. NourbeSe Philip reading at a collective 
performance of  Zong! at Arika in Glasgow, 2013. 
Proto credit: Alex Woodward.
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(1988) and the acclaimed book-length poem Zong! (2008), a conceptually innovative, genre-breaking epic 
that explodes the legal archive as it relates to slavery. Her four collections of  essays include her most 
recent nonfiction work to date, Bla_K (2017), a collection of  essays on racism and culture. She is also the 
author of  the young adult novel, Harriet’s Daughter (1988), Looking for Livingston: An Odyssey of  Silence (1991) 
and the play Coups and Calypsos (2001). Philip has received numerous awards, including the Casa de las 
Americas Prize (Cuba, 1988), the Lawrence Foundation Prize (USA, 1994) and the 2020 PEN/Nabokov 
Award for Achievement in International Literature (USA). 

Describing the contents of  her papers, Philip shares, “In my records I have a combination of  
paper, digital files and video recording of  written text, interviews and performances.” (Personal interview, 
Apr 2019). During our first interview in London, Philip pointed out, “There is digital record keeping now, 
which has made the process a little more difficult.” She also mentioned that “the computer completely 
changed [her] writing life”:

I’ve never felt as in control of  this method of  producing work as I did with 
the typewriter. Having said that, however, I could not have written Zong! in 
any other time but in this age of  digital technology. […] Without digital 
technology, I couldn’t have written sections such as “Ebora,” where the text is 
cramped and which resulted from an ‘accident’ with a laser printer. (Personal 
interview, Apr. 2018)

In “Notanda,” the section at the end of  Zong! that describes its conceptual, spiritual and writing process—
largely drawing from her journals—Philip writes,

Having completed the first draft of  one section I attempted to print it; 
the laser printer for no apparent reason prints the first two or three pages 
superimposed on each other—crumped so to speak—. […] The subsequent 
pages are, however, printed as they should be. I have never been able to find a 
reason for it and my printer has not since done that with anything else I have 
written. (206) 

The resulting visual effect on form in the printing of  the poems inspired, partly, the compositional 
arrangement of  the poem in later final drafts, characterized by the splitting of  the text.

Philip views digital technology ambivalently in terms of  its relationship to the creative process. She 
mentions experiencing an increased distrust of  the computer as working medium yet, at the same time, 
that intervention with form and text in Zong! would be harder to realize otherwise. The arrangement of  
words and textual fragments across the page in Philip’s She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks and Zong! 
is achieved through the formatting possibilities offered by digital technology. The resulting disruption of  
conventional Western narrative and genre asks readers to read, think and approach text differently. This, 
in turn, invites an active interrogation an active interrogation of  the white supremacist violence and 
underlying silences and silencing in the history of  the African diaspora, past and present. The assemblage 
of  registers and text from slavery-law edicts, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, The Book of  Common Prayer and other 
sources (in She Tries Her Tongue) is juxtaposed to Philip’s poems on the mechanisms of  colonial oppression 
through physical violence, language and discourse, as well as poetic articulations of  resistance. Through 
this poetics, “Philip highlights the interplay of  memory and forgetting” (Reed 48), a poetics that, as she 
herself  notes, is exploded in her elegiac poem Zong!, in which a combination of  words and word clusters 
are arranged unconventionally, taking space outside the usual parameters of  margins across the pages 
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(“Notanda” Zong!). Some of  those words emerge 
from a refiguration of  the archival document 
Gregson v. Gilbert, a report from the legal case that 
confronted the underwriters of  the slave ship Zong 
in dispute with the ship’s owner over insurance 
monies, in the aftermath of  the 1781 mass 
murder of  150 enslaved Africans aboard the ship, 
under the orders of  Captain Luke Collingwood. 
The language of  the report re-enacts a further 
dehumanization of  the enslaved; their lives are 
erased from the text and they are only referred 
to as property. Philip’s linguistic dismemberment 
and textual rearrangement of  Gregson v. Gilbert 
in Zong! reject straightforward narrative, as the 
“story that cannot be told must not tell itself  in 
a language already contaminated” (“Notanda” 
Zong! 199).

There is an archiving process in Philip’s 
oeuvre, from She Tries Her Tongue and Looking for 
Livingstone to Harriet’s Daughter and Zong!, that 
disrupts the silencing of  enslaved Africans and 
their descendants in Eurocentric historical 

narratives. These works aim to ‘archive’ both processes of  erasure and countermemory. This critical 
praxis relies significantly on the inclusion of  materials from Philip’s papers, which heighten and add 
another layer to the politics of  memory work. In her writing, Philip has included sections from her 
journals, letters and emails. As previously mentioned, “Notanda” reflects on the genesis and composition 
of  this long poem, drawing from journal entries and notes that contextualize the writing and memory-
making process. Philip has kept entire journals dedicated to her works, covering their conception, writing 
process and postpublication: “In terms of  my writing, I always keep journals that are directly related to 
the work. I think about these journals as an artist’s notebook, where you do sketches and you’re working 
out ideas” (Personal interview, Aug. 2018). As Philip explains, 

In Zong! there are quotations from a journal I was keeping and which is 
specially related to the ideas I was working through. The journals cover 
the particular text from beginning to end. In the case of  Zong!, I continued 
keeping a journal after the book was published in 2008, which was helpful in 
thinking about the work and in trying to understand what it was all about. Of  
course, I did know what it was about, but there are always other levels to the 
work that I’m coming to understand. (Personal interview, Aug. 2018)

“Notanda” includes journal notes from 2001–02 and excerpts from entries in a journal specific to the 
poem. Philip writes how on 15 June 2002 she decided to “keep a journal on the writing of  Zong! I have 
made notes all along but there is a shift: ‘Am going to record my thoughts and feelings about this journey,’ 
I write, ‘as much a journey as the one Captain Collingwood made; like him I feel time yapping at my 
heels – have about 3 months to deliver this manuscript’” (Zong! 190).

Fig. 5. Announcement for a live stream reading of  Zong!, 
May 2020.
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Philip, who has been archiving and keeping record of  her work for years, mentioned having several 
archive boxes dedicated to Zong! containing journals, manuscripts, letters from university students and 
other related materials, including notices of  performances and individual and collective readings. Philip’s 
archive of  Zong! offers an insight into the life of  the composition, beyond its publication, particularly as 
there have been several collective readings of  the poem since it was published in 2008, which initiate a 
performative engagement with the original text and open up a space of  mourning. Often filmed and/
or photographically documented, some public readings of  Zong! mark the publication’s anniversary, 
while others memorialize events such as the wake for Trayvon Martin at Naropa University in 2013 
(Philip, “Zong! Recent Readings”). Public readings also engage in a form of  ‘wake,’ which Christina 
Sharpe describes “as a means of  understanding how slavery’s violence emerges within the contemporary 
conditions of  spatial, legal, psychic, material and other dimensions of  Black non/being as well as in Black 
modes of  resistance”; Sharpe identifies this understanding in the work of  Philip and other Caribbean 
writers such as Dionne Brand and Kamau Brathwaite (14). 

The Group for Literary Archives and Manuscripts has divided the different stages in the genetic 
history of  a literary work as follows:

·	 Pre-compositional phase: notes, sketches, drawings, work plans, 
notebooks, marginalia, annotations.

·	 Compositional phase: rough drafts, reworkings, corrected fair copies.

·	 Pre-publication phase: reworkings of  manuscript and definitive 
manuscript.

·	 Post-compositional phase: author’s proof  copies, editor’s proofs, 
collated proofs, other production records.

·	 Post-publication phase: author’s annotated editions of  a published 
work. (“What Are Literary Archives?”)

Philip’s personal archive contains materials from all phases in the creation of  Zong! The book itself  
captures these, as reflected in the relationship between the different ‘texts’ within Zong! There are three 
distinct parts in the book: first, the long poem, followed by “Notanda,” and finally a full reproduction 
of  the text of  Gregson v. Gilbert at the end (210–11). Therefore, this archival legal text is part of  the 
precompositional phase, as it forms part of  Philip’s research into the Zong massacre; it is included in the 
work but displaced to the end, which neatly debunks its authority in Philip’s poem. Elements from the 
pre- and compositional stages, such as the journal entries, appear in the postcompositional phase as they 
become part of  the final manuscript. And new journals appear in the postpublication phase.
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Fig. 6. Fragment from “Ventus”, Zong! As 
Told to the author by Setaey Adamu Boateng, by 
M. NourbeSe Philip, p. 82.
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Philip’s essay “Fugues, Fragments and Fissures: A Work in Progress” (2007) is structured around 
a series of  “fragments” that also consist of  entries from Philip’s journals from January 2004; they 
interconnectedly resonate with each other in a call-and-response dynamic, appropriate for an essay 
on calypso. This essay, which features Philip’s conceptualization of  the fugue—both in its cultural 
and psychological meanings central to the aforementioned interplay between memory and forgetting 
in Philip’s writing—draws significantly on her journals in a way that blurs the boundary between the 
personal and the collective, echoing the relationship between individual/collective, private and public, 
which is characteristic of  calypso. 

This takes us to another important record in Philip’s archive: the letter, which features considerably 
in her nonfiction. In 1968, Philip wrote to the London Free Press in Canada, her first recorded letter, 
denouncing racism and discrimination in housing: 

I’ve been writing letters about public life including the political because it 
deeply interests me. […] I have a large collection of  letters to newspapers, 
as well as letters to friends. I corresponded for a while with the Canadian 
Caribbean writer Claire Harris. I have thought about publishing some of  
these letters. […] It seems to me that the letter offers me a better way of  being 
in control of  my side of  the conversation. The letter appears a bridge to me 
between the personal, even the intimate and the public. (Personal interview, 
Aug. 2018) 

Philip prints and keeps hard copies of  important emails that are “expressing an idea that I may want to 
revisit or that is important to me” (Personal interview, Aug. 2018). In Bla_K, Philip’s recent collection of  
essays and interviews, the author includes pieces from various letters and emails. An excerpt from a letter 
to Claire Harris is included in the introduction, one that was in the end never mailed, as Philip notes, 
and which follows a discussion that both authors once had “around belonging and becoming Canadian” 
(45). The excerpt is italicized and organically integrated into the text. The following sentence captures 
Philip’s argument in the conversation: “While religion and language in the Caribbean bear the unmistakable stamp of  
Christianity and England, Africa has left an indelible mark on these. […] As Rex Nettleford has argued, Europe may have 
governed but Africa ruled” (45; italics in original). 

The form of  the letter as both intimate and political/public address has also been, for Philip, a 
useful model for essay writing. Several essays in Bla_k, including “Letter, June 1991: James Baldwin” and 
“Letter to Haiti,” take this form. “Letter, June 1991: James Baldwin,” which, like some of  the other essays 
in the collection, had been published years ago, is published here with a coda that highlights the urgency 
and resonance of  Baldwin’s words on the nature and history of  racism in America: “The young need 
your guidance now more than ever” (193).4 The inclusion of  letters and emails, as well as their creative 
refiguration in Philip’s writing, raises questions about how the contents and documents in writers’ papers 
can shape the work in terms of  content and style. 

Despite the accessibility of  email archiving—by using either the archiving tools provided by account 
companies or external software (Prom)—this type of  born-digital records presents specific challenges to 
archivists and researchers, and, in contrast to physical letters, are more precarious and reliant on outside 
factors given that, for example, “commercial providers can close down, leading to the deletion of  millions 
of  emails” (Jaillant 287). Similarly, as Lise Jaillant warns, “preserving email collections is one thing, making 
them accessible is another.”5 Although these issues mostly affect repositories and established collections, 
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email archiving and the printing and safe storage of  selected important emails by writers can ensure the 
safeguarding of  those e-records. 

The safeguarding of  emails and the awareness of  their role in writers’ work—particularly as they 
are increasingly featured in nonfiction—can lead to a further appreciation of  their role in contemporary 
literature and in illuminating aspects of  literature in the digital age. Another important advantage of  
emails over letters, since it is rare to find both the sender’s letter and the recipient’s response in literary 
archives, is that emails offer the possibility of  accessing both sides of  the correspondence (provided that 
ethical and legal clearance is obtained) and therefore give a better sense of  dialogue in correspondence 
between authors. 

“The blog is interesting. It does, in a way, serve as an early indicator of  where the work 
is going to.”

Trinidadian writer Sharon Millar was born 
and lives in Port of  Spain, Trinidad. She holds an MFA 
in creative writing, and her short-story collection, 
The Whale House and Other Stories, was published in 
2015, winning the 2013 Commonwealth Short 
Story Prize. Millar has also been awarded the 2012 
Small Axe Short Fiction Award. Her short stories 
have appeared in journals such as Adda, Granta and 
Small Axe and have been anthologized in Pepperpot: 
Best New Stories from the Caribbean (2014); WomanSpeak: 
A Journal of  Writing and Art by Caribbean Women, volume 
8 (2016); Trinidad Noir 2 (2017); Griffith Review Edition 
59: New Commonwealth Now (2018); Pree Lit: Caribbean 
Writing (2018) and Thicker than Water (2018). Millar is 
currently at work on her second collection of  short 
stories and her first novel.

When I asked Millar about the nature of  her 
papers in terms of  the physical to born-digital ratio, 
she confirmed that most of  her records were born-
digital. Addressing the question of  her interest in 
record keeping she noted, 

I have only recently realized the significance of  keeping papers. A question 
I asked myself  is, “If  something would happen to me tomorrow, how would 
anyone figure out my process? How would they find what I’m working on 
right now? How would they know where I was drawing my references from?” 
So, I am making a much more conscious effort to record and organize my 
papers and more clearly label folders in my computer. (Personal interview, 
Feb. 2019) 

For Millar, as for Lord and Philip, posterity—and the future legacy and understanding of  their work—is a 
motivating factor in the process of  keeping an active record of  a personal archive. One of  the challenges 

Fig. 7. Sharon Millar speaking at Campus Literature 
Week at The University of  the West Indies, St. 
Augustine, 2015. Photo credit: Ryan Durgasingh.
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that contemporary authors face in their record 
keeping—as in the case of  most people with an active 
writing life, including researchers and scholars—
is keeping a record of  a great number of  files and 
establishing a system that allows easy identification 
and simplifies and facilitates access and retrieval of  
documents. Aware of  this issue, Millar expressed 
her pleasure at “having this conversation early in 
[her] career as it means that [she] can change [her] 
practices now” (Personal interview, Feb. 2019). 

In a 2013 interview with Leanne Hynes, 
Millar noted that her journalistic work for 
magazines as a nature and travel writer, as well 
as her blog My Chutney Garden, had informed her 
practice and creative process. In the interview, she 
describes herself  as “a visual writer.” Millar would 
use photographs as inspiration and a starting point, 
a technique later useful for fiction: “My style at that 
time was to shoot with a very shallow depth of  field 
and have just one small area of  the image in focus. 
The fiction works like that as well. One sharp focus 
and then I move on from there” (Hynes). 

For Millar, the blog initially allowed a space 
of  continuity and practice of  her writing craft and 
style. Millar started writing fiction in the 1990s 
when she completed a creative writing course with 
Trinidadian writer Wayne Brown. During our 
interview, the author also mentioned the defining 
role of  the blog as an important research archive on 
its own: 

The blog is interesting. It does, in a way, serve as an early indicator of  where 
the work is going to. I began blogging in 2005, so I was an early blogger. It 
was theoretically about plants, but it was a spin-off of  everything. I wrote 
the blog more regularly from 2005 to 2009. Around that time, I started my 
MFA, and I started to do more creative writing. I couldn’t see how I could 
blend creative writing in the blog, but I was going back to the blog, because 
as you can tell, I’m very specific and careful about plant names and fauna, the 
names of  trees that only grow in a particular area. It’s then when I realized 
that I had actually been doing very detailed research in the blog for years, 
without being aware of  it, and often I would go back for a name or an image. 
(Personal interview, Feb. 2019)

The descriptions of  the landscape and references to the flora in Millar’s The Whale House and Other Stories 
are intricately detailed and finely tuned. The contrast between landscape descriptions in blog entries and 
in the stories offers insight into the development of  Millar’s narrative style and illuminates the ways in 

Fig. 8. Image of  Heliconia orthotricha. Source Sharon 
Millar’s My Chutney Garden, 2008. Photo credit: Sharon 
Millar 



137

which, as she herself  points out, the blog worked as a useful space for trying out her own voice. In a blog 
entry in My Chutney Garden from 10 January 2008, Millar writes: “Heliconias have become synonymous 
with the tropics. They can be found throughout the Caribbean, Central and South America as well as 
throughout much of  the Antipodes and South East Asia. […] The actual flower is the little tiny flowers 
that emerge from the large showy bracts” (“Exciting World”).

The references to plants and vegetation in The Whale House reveal a similar emphasis on the 
characteristics of  the Trinidadian landscape. Further research for the blog facilitated this interest and 
its shaping in the writing. A description of  a grave in Mayaro, in the story “The Gayelle,” reflects that 
attention to detail and sense of  geological specificity. The grave of  the first wife of  Mannie’s father is 
described thus: “Here she lay, her grave not yet flat but still mounded with soil that is only just begun to 
lose its freshness, even though it is nine years old, one year older than Mannie. Sometimes, when they 
visit, the grave has been decorated with the bright red canna lilies that grow wild in the swampy mud 
of  the coast” (Whale House 33). Another important digital space for this writer was the online (and print) 
magazine Caribbean Beat, edited by Trinidadian writer Nicholas Laughlin, where Millar published articles 
on art, heritage and nature from 2008 to 2016. As in the blog, the economical and precise writing style 
of  the articles (characteristic of  journalism), as well as subject matter and setting, resonates in Millar’s 
prose in The Whale House: print publication and online digital writing inform each other in her work. 
For example, the blog entry “Down the Islands” (2009) in My Chutney Garden captures the experience of  
going “down the islands” off the coast of  Trinidad, between the island and Venezuela. This short entry 
captures something about Millar’s connection to the islands and their social history, which would later 
become the setting of  her short story “The Whale House” (2013). In 2015, Millar’s article in Caribbean 
Beat, “Among the Dragon’s Mouth’s: Down the Islands, Trinidad,” offers a social history of  the islands 
of  Gasparee and Monos, with references to their physical landscape, including Gasparee’s “infamous 
Bocas centipede.” These are similarly referenced in “The Whale House,” also set in the island of  Monos 
(Whale House 78–88). These born-digital texts and platforms in their immediacy of  medium, open-access 
and interactive nature, provide a multilayered textuality through which researchers can read the author’s 
literary production in novel ways. 

In an interview with Erika J. Waters, Jamaican writer and blogger Geoffrey Philp explains how for 
him, as a storyteller, “[s]sometimes the story takes the form of  poetry or fiction and sometimes it emerges 
as a blog. I try to be true to the idea. Each form comes with its power”; and, he adds, “My blog is a public 
electronic notebook. It allows me to discuss ideas that I haven’t found a way to discuss in poetry or fiction” 
(19). Blogs and other online digital forms have had an influential role in Caribbean literature and its large 
global literary community, and have shaped a network of  connections, particularly in the last fifteen years. 
Blogging allows writers to test ideas without the restrictions of  external editing, and they can experiment 
with their writing craft, making the blog entry an important genre that shapes nonfiction (and at times 
fictional) narrative style or poetry.6

There is literary and cultural value in archiving authors’ blogs to safeguard their content for the 
future and enable their inclusion in authors’ archives. Although archiving individual blogs also presents 
less difficulty than archiving those of  large groups with more data, Pennock and Thompson stress the 
difficulties of  capturing web 2.0, a category that includes blogs, due to the interactive elements involved, 
such as a comments section, and other features intrinsic to user-generated format and content. Yet it seems 
worth the effort, since Millar, who has archived her blog, considers My Chutney Garden to be constitutive 
of  her journey as a writer.
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Discussing social media, Millar spoke about its impact in displacing the blog: “Social media 
changed the digital landscape immensely. I feel that Facebook killed the blog. It did not allow the kind of  
self-exploration that the blog did” (Personal interview, Feb. 2019). Nicholas Laughlin shares a similar view 
in an interview for SX Salon, in which he tells Kelly Baker Josephs about his shift from being an advocate 
of  online publishing and digital spaces—as early blogger and editor of  Caribbean Review of  Books—to 
manifesting a wariness of  social media today. According to Laughlin, “[S]ocial media platforms have 
essentially become the web for most people,” in particular “Facebook, whose harms by now outweigh 
its usefulness” (Josephs). Lord, Philip and Millar also raised issues and concerns around the use of  social 
media and are keenly aware of  their disadvantages (Personal interviews with all authors). Yet, social 
media tools remain a vehicle that document aspects of  authors’ thoughts, their creative process and 
experience, and as such they need to also be considered in processes and protocol of  digital archiving. 
Like Lord, Millar prefers other social media forms to Facebook, which she terms as “a failed experiment for 
me” (Personal interview, Feb. 2019), and instead uses Instagram as a means of  documenting and sharing 
her creative process and memories. Millar likened her use of  Instagram to the blog, mostly due to its 
connection to the visual, which, as mentioned above, was a key starting point for the composition of  her 
blog entries. 

Increasingly, more scholarship is looking at the role of  digital media and online spaces in writers’ 
processes and as archival mediums on their own (the content of  which, however, also needs preserving). 
In a 2018 article, Romdhani examines the various ways in which Kei Miller’s Facebook posts function as 
notes and springboards for his blog posts, and these, in turn, for later revision or adaptation to essay form. 
Like Lord, Philip and Millar, writers like Miller, Shivanee Ramlochan and Marlon James, among others, 

Fig. 9. Disintegrating leaf. Photograph by visual artist Nadia Huggins. Image featured in Sharon 
Millar’s website.
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document through social media posts their thoughts on writing and share poignant socio-political and 
historical insights that at times read as microessays. Romdhani, Josephs and Jeannine Murray-Román 
have emphasized the need to look into digital media and online ecosystems as necessary and revealing 
sources. 

The materiality of  the writing tools used by writers today is another important point of  reference 
in understanding the role of  digital technology and media in author’s papers. Laptops and personal 
computers (PCs) reproduce and contain an archival structure in themselves capable of  illuminating a 
writer’s working practice and creative process in new ways. This may seem obvious, but from their laptop 
or PC, authors not only write and save their files but also engage in research and correspondence via 
email, access the news and social media, bookmark websites, read e-books, listen to music and podcasts 
and watch documentaries and videos. Millar’s research into newspaper archives from the nineteenth 
century and the contemporary moment has shaped her writing. She mentions having a special folder 
and files in her laptop for research, facilitating the fictional drawing of  connections from different stories 
featured in 1820s news from the Trinidad Guardian: “I used the archive that way. It triggers trains of  
thought that I might have otherwise been unable to capture without the stimulus of  the archive” (Personal 
interview, Feb. 2019). The filing and coexistence of  different research notes and materials in laptops 
might be processed and used in ways that reveal the connections between different texts, and, in Millar’s 
case, also between past and present histories and narratives. 

Millar also described a technique of  blending in her writing, which is very much connected to a 
folder in her laptop where sections from previous drafts are kept and then refigured or used as inspiration 
for new writing. She likened her storytelling and writing process to her cooking style, in the sense that 
various elements or fragments are combined, often differently, so that new versions emerge: “I think I 
write very much like that as well; I pull information in, and so when the writing is finished, I think to 
myself, ‘I didn’t really see this going there.’ I might move things around, like how you pair ingredients, and 
then things are electric” (Personal interview, Feb. 2019). Digital technology, in part, allows that freedom 
in writing, and thus we need to ask how record keeping is aiding or at times challenging those possibilities 
for contemporary writers. 

Conclusion

The contents of  authors’ papers have changed considerably over the last thirty years as a result 
of  the influence of  digital technology. There is a correlation between the changes in record keeping and 
those in writing processes: “[W]riters’ working practices are changing in response to digital technologies, 
and this has, in turn, redefined the boundaries of  the archive, the way the traces of  their work are found 
in different systems, with different rights, dependencies, audiences and data protection implications” 
(Gooding et al. 380). The notion of  the “archival footprint,” and most specifically the digital archival 
footprint (Gooding et al.), is helpful in understanding the increasing challenges in capturing the variety 
of  elements in digital media. For example, Lord’s digital records of  social media content, blog and Tumblr 
posts and images are stored across various devices—from tablet to laptop—and connected via a provider 
sharing system that preserves documents, podcasts, fan art, notes, drafts and proofs, among others. Lord’s 
collaborative writing with Buckell and with the scriptwriting team of  the series Tremontaine has relied on 
digital writing and editing tools. Similarly, the archival footprints of  Millar and Philip incorporate their 
engagement with blogs and other digital platforms, documenting readings, email records and formatting, 
design and conceptualization of  work, as in the case of  Philip’s writing (particularly in her long poem Zong!). 
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An audio recording of  She Tries Her Tongue, available via Philip’s website, illustrates through a contrapuntal 
superposition of  readings of  the different texts in the poem the multimedia possibilities of  engaging with 
textuality in ways that both reflect and counter the colonial-archival predicament (“Discourse”). Recently, 
Zong!Global2020, a digital iteration of  the annual durational reading of  Zong! on the anniversary of  the 
1781 massacre, running for ten days from 29 November 2020, took place online and brought together 
a large number of  scholars, writers, artists and musicians who joined Philip in readings and “the ritual 
honouring of  those who lost their lives in the Zong massacre” (Zong!Global2020). A combination of  pre-
recorded and livestreamed videos were temporarily available via YouTube and have now been archived by 
Philip. The concern with memory and archiving—its challenges and possibilities—is highly present in 
Lord, Philip and Millar’s record keeping and also features significantly in their work (I would argue that 
it also mediates and influences their own record-keeping processes, fostering a heightened individual and 
collective awareness of  its value). 

As Raquel Stratchan-Innerarity underscores, information and awareness of  preservation strategies 
for decision makers—two of  the key elements to ensure the safeguarding of  materials—are key for future 
archives in the digital age (369). These elements have the possibility of  transforming literary studies and 
its community’s knowledge of  creative practice in the future; in turn, as Donnell points out, “As more 
archival sources, many still under-researched and some virtually unknown, become integrated into literary 
criticism and scholarship they will generate a much fuller and more engaging account of  Anglophone 
Caribbean writing right across its history” (“Researching” 747-65). This issue is particularly relevant in 
the case of  born-digital archives. David Sutton also posits a question around the ability of  born-digital 
archives to capture the “magical and meaningful” character of  literary papers (Preface 3).

Archivists and scholars in the Caribbean, including Nero, Stratchan-Innerarity and others, have 
raised the issue of  the collective awareness of  preservation and the need for collaboration between 
archivists and preservation specialists. An informative outreach, conversation and information exchange 
with authors can help in taking steps to ensure that their papers, particularly their born-digital archives, 
can be secured to avoid any loss. CARBICA (The Caribbean Regional Branch of  the International 
Council on Archives), The Digital Library of  the Caribbean, The Digital Preservation Coalition, the 
Group for Literary Archives and Manuscripts and others groups offer resources and guidelines for digital 
preservation, including good practice in archiving email, file naming, folder organization and version 
control, in addition to regular fixity checks as file-health checks to ensure that files have not been corrupted, 
particularly after being stored and not opened for long periods of  time (see “Digital Preservation”; Sutton, 
“Authors”).7 This paper has highlighted the benefits of  documenting aspects of  writers’ record keeping 
through research and by asking how finding out more about such practices and processes can illuminate 
their work, their careers, the changing industry and their sense of  authorship.

Notes
1 Literary papers are also referred to as ‘authors’ papers’ or ‘collections.’ Different terms are used 

throughout. 
2 The correspondence is part of  the Caribbean Artists Movement Collection, held at the George 

Padmore Institute in London.
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3 I would like to express my deep gratitude to Karen Lord, M. NourbeSe Philip and Sharon Millar 
for their time and fascinating insights and for collaborating in this research.

4 Baldwin famously used the letter form in his nonfiction. The first part of  Baldwin’s The Fire Next 
Time (1963) consists of  a letter addressed to his nephew as a candid warning on the pervasive impact 
of  race and racism on the lives of  African Americans in the United States. Ta-Nehisi Coates’s 
Between the World and Me (2015) similarly follows this essayistic form. Contemporary nonfiction 
collections like The Fire This Time: A New Generation Speaks About Race (Ward 2016) have engaged 
critically with Baldwin’s premise and made use of  the letter, at times addressed to family members, 
thus inhabiting the space of  the private and the public. 

5 Large collections of  email correspondence, such as the Carcanet Project, have safeguarded and 
recorded 215,000 emails and 65,000 attachments generated by Carcanet Press, but copyright and 
data protection issues mean that only a small number of  researchers and library staff have had 
access to the collection (Jaillant 287).

6 For a discussion on the role of  blogging as extending the sense of  diasporic community and 
literary practices in the work of  Jamaican writer Staceyann Chin and Cuban writer Zoé Valdés, 
see Murray-Román “Staceyann Chin and Zoé Valdés: “Sexilic Politics in the Blogosphere” (122-
158) in Performance and Personhood in Caribbean Literature: From Alexis to the Digital Age.

7 See CARBICA (www.carica.org); dLOC (www.dloc.com); DPC (www.dpconline.org) and GLAM 
UK (glam-archives.org.uk) and GLAM US (glamna.org).
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William Beckford, Esq. and 
the English and Transatlantic 
Culture of  Taste in the 1790s
Sue Thomas

In “A Short Journey to the West Indies” (1790), Robert Charles Dallas recalls a visit to 
Hertford Pen in Jamaica and praises its white Creole owner William Beckford, Esq. (1744–99) 
as “a man of  taste and learning”: 

A classical education, and a course of  well-directed travelling, 
conspired to accomplish the mind of  Benevolus; and while that 
was liborally [sic] stored with the beauties of  science and of  art, 
and with every delicate refinement, Nature pressed upon his heart 
all the noble feelings of  philanthropy. A princely fortune enabled 
him to indulge his taste in the patronage of  merit, and to enjoy 
the luxury of  doing good.

Source: Headwater of  the Roaring River, engraving (1777) after George Robertson. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Beckford_of_Somerley
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Dallas, who shares his colonial culture of  taste, also notes that Beckford is “fond of  writing, and writes 
charmingly.”1 A long obituary of  Beckford notes that during his adult residence in Jamaica (1774–86) “he 
cultivated his genius for poetry, and excelled in an eminent degree; but many of  his beautiful productions, 
as well as innumerable drawings and books” were lost when his home was destroyed by the Savanna-la-
Mar hurricane of  1780 (“Biographical Sketch” 261). On his return to England, he wrote the pamphlet 
Remarks upon the Situation of  the Negroes in Jamaica, Impartially Made from a Local Experience of  Nearly Thirteen Years 
in That Island (1788) and the two-volume study A Descriptive Account of  the Island of  Jamaica: With Remarks 
on the Sugar-cane throughout the Different Seasons of  the Year, and Chiefly Considered in a Picturesque Point of  View and 
Reflections on What Would Probably Be the Effects of  an Abolition of  the Slave Trade, and of  the Emancipation of  the Slaves 
(1790). History of  France from the Most Early Records to the Death of  Louis XVI, coauthored with an anonymous 
writer, was published in 1794. On the strength of  these writings, Richard B. Sheridan characterizes him 
in the Oxford Dictionary of  National Biography as a “sugar planter and historian” (“Beckford, William”). 
The publication and reception of  A Descriptive Account, though, launched a substantial literary career 
for Beckford in England, a career to date unknown to historians and literary and art critics.2 Beckford’s 
contributions to periodicals and the tributes of  his contemporaries, I demonstrate, offer a window into 
cultures of  English and transatlantic taste, and the social networking of  the planter class. Beckford’s 
publications in the General Magazine and Impartial Review and the Monthly Mirror: Reflecting Men and Manners 
reveal a personal culture of  taste characterized by tropicality—the othering of  the tropics in relation to 
the temperate zone—in its turn to pastoral and his self-fashioning as a pious and civic-minded Christian. 

In Slavery and the Culture of  Taste, Simon Gikandi argues that colonial fortunes made through the 
use of  enslaved labour drove “the engine of  taste” in Britain (124). Beckford’s life exhibits some of  the 
features of  the pattern of  “movement” discerned by Gikandi

that enabled the man of  taste to transcend the culture of  slavery that was his 
condition of  possibility: the son of  the planter would be sent to the mother 
country to be isolated from the brutal and uncultured life of  the plantation; 
in turn, an aesthetic education would serve as an antidote to the world of  
politics and commerce and the moral corruption associated with slavery while 
providing the financial resources that enabled the patronage of  taste. (123) 

Born in Jamaica, Beckford was the son of  the immensely wealthy planter and slaveowner Richard 
Beckford and Elizabeth Hay, his common-law wife. Brought to England at age five, William was 
educated at Westminster School, under the private tutelage of  the Rev. Dr Wilson of  Bungay and at 
Balliol College, Oxford. He became a master of  arts of  Balliol in 1765 and set out on a grand tour of  
Europe with preceptor Patrick Brydone in 1768. In 1773, William married his first cousin Charlotte Hay, 
“daughter of  Thomas Hay, Esq. formerly secretary of  the Island of  Jamaica” (“Biographical Sketch” 
261). From 1774 to 1786, they lived in Jamaica, where William owned the properties Roaring River, Fort 
William, Williamsfield, Hertford and Smithfield Wharf  and the enslaved people forced to work on those 
properties. (“William Beckford”). An advocate of  the institution of  patronage and promoter of  the West 
Indies as a suitable subject for art, William sponsored painters Philip Wickstead and George Robertson 
to visit Jamaica. William has been studied primarily as a central figure in the promotion of  the planter 
picturesque, particularly through his patronage of  Robertson, who produced views of  his estates in the 
mid-1770s, and A Descriptive Account. John E. Crowley argues that Robertson’s views “portrayed Jamaica as 
a Claudian landscape, with plantations as latifundia, slaves as peasants, and a vegetation of  botanical, not 
economic, interest. The leisurely travels of  rural folk along roads through the woods implied a mobility 
and autonomy that contradicted slavery” (333). Keith A. Sandiford summarizes Beckford’s stakes in the 
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picturesque as a “poetics of  reaction” which “holds fast to a conservative vision of  power reserved for 
traditional elites” (123).

 While sugarcane fields, the field labour of  slaves and punishment regimes are not represented in 
the views, the financial interest of  the operational boiling house in which sugar was refined is signified in 
“A View in the Island of  Jamaica, of  Roaring River, Belonging to William Beckford Esq.” by the smoke 
rising from the building’s chimneys. W.J.T. Mitchell usefully proposes that “[l]andscape might be seen … as 
something like the ‘dreamwork’ of  imperialism … folding back on itself  to disclose both utopian fantasies 
of  the perfected imperial prospect and fractured images of  unresolved ambivalence and unsuppressed 
resistance” (10). It is a “dreamwork”, though, in which genre as a “‘way of  looking’” becomes a “‘way of  
knowing’ the landscape” (Barrell, Idea, qtd. in Marshall 415; emphasis in original), and, as such, imposes 
a rationality and relationality on the prospect. The tension between and “unresolved ambivalence” 
of  the patron as aesthete and patron as businessman overseeing a commercial operation is inscribed 
in Robertson’s “A View in the Island of  Jamaica, of  Fort William Estate, with Part of  Roaring River, 
Belonging to William Beckford Esq.” The Great House is elevated over the buildings and path which 
are scenes of  labour, being positioned as the visible human-made apex of  a “chain of  subordination” 
which is Beckford’s social and political desiderata, “a chain that descends from link to link, which, while 
it preserves the strength of  the whole, gives ease and motion to some particular parts; and which, without 
constraint, ensures obedience” (A Descriptive Account 2: 348).3 The small black human figures are more 
than staffage that “indicate[s] the spatial order and dimension of  the land” (Nelson 201); they are crucial 
symbols of  that chain.

By 1788, though, Beckford uses the authority of  his local experience as a Jamaican planter to argue 
for an amelioration of  the “repugnant” conditions of  the slave trade and enslavement in the interest of  
“humanity,” “religion” and “those ideas of  liberty under which we live” (Remarks upon the Situation of  the 
Negroes in Jamaica 3, vii, 2-3). This view accords with Beckford’s later description of  the 1780 hurricane 
as “a visitation” from God “that serves as a scourge to correct the vanity, to humble the pride, and to 
chastise the imprudence and arrogance of  men” (A Descriptive Account 1: 90). The hurricane, he asserts, 
“annihilated” “cultivation” and “abundance” (material wealth and prospects and the English culture of  
taste he worked to transplant in Jamaica), leaving an “extensive and melancholy view of  desolation and 
despair” (1: 101). Beckford’s shift away from West Indian materials after the publication of  A Descriptive 
Account notably distances his authorial personae from the “figure of  the slave and the drudgery” and 
cruel inhumanity of  slavery, a repression that Gikandi suggests is integral to the British culture of  taste 
(100). Tropicality, though, arguably underpins Beckford’s later poetic favouring of  pastoral themes and 
temperate settings. As Terry Gifford notes, “[P]astoral is a retreat […] into a literary construct” (45). 
For Beckford, the tropics became, in Mitchell’s general terms, a site of  “unresolved ambivalence” and 
“unsuppressed resistance”; the retreat to European pastoral and the prospect of  the melancholic Christian 
become a locus of  “utopian fantasies” (10).

That move on his part was haunted by his acute anxiety about debt and the prospect of  financial 
ruin. In the late 1770s, William borrowed £20,967 from his cousin Richard Beckford to improve his estate 
(Bohls 28). In 1780, the sugar mill and great house, in which £10,000 had recently been invested, were 
destroyed by the Savanna-la-Mar hurricane (“Biographical Sketch” 262). Over three thousand people 
died as the category 3 hurricane travelled from Jamaica through Cuba to waters off Florida and Virginia. 
The hurricane made landfall at Savanna-la-Mar on 3 October, with the twenty-foot storm surge travelling 
a mile inland. Between 1780 and 1787, five hurricanes (Chenoweth 137), “droughts, and their constant 
attendants, famine and disease” (Beckford, Descriptive Account 2: 310), and a British embargo on trade with 
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its rebellious North American colonies, led to the deaths of  at least fifteen thousand enslaved people in 
Jamaica (Sheridan, “Crisis” 632) and to a growth of  planter debt to “merchants in London, Liverpool 
and Bristol” (Parker 343). For Beckford, the 1780 hurricane is the spectacular and telling sign of  this 
“worldquake,” to use Kamau Brathwaite’s term (127), which exposed the precariousness of  plantocratic 
agricultural and enslaved labour regimes. Beckford’s debts escalated to nearly £80,000 by the time he 
left Jamaica in 1786, with his health reportedly “broken” by recent “incessant and dangerous illness” 
(“Biographical Sketch” 262). “[M]elancholic resignation” (Sim 134) became integral to Beckford’s public 
persona and a sublime object for the friends and admirers who offered tributes to him. In the eighteenth 
century, melancholy was frequently linked with “genius and creativity” (Ingram 180). Disciplus records 
that Beckford “resigned himself, without a murmur, to the sacred dispensation,” choosing as the biblical 
epigraph to Beckford’s life Micah 6.8: “What doth the Lord require of  thee, but to do justice, to love 
mercy, and walk humbly with thy God” (200). Beckford reportedly did not accept his share of  the British 
government Jamaican disaster-relief  monies of  £40,000 to which he was entitled (“Biographical Sketch” 
262), perhaps as a mark of  Christian resignation to divine authority. He was still in Fleet Prison when A 
Descriptive Account was published but came to an agreement with his creditors, whereby for an income of  
£400 a year he ceded “his estates in trust, for the payment of  demands against him” (263). The estates 
would have included enslaved labour forces.

After Beckford’s release from prison, he and his wife lived in Hans Place, Pimlico,4 and made “summer 
excursions” to the Grange, “the hospitable seat” of  Richard Howard, the fourth Earl of  Effingham, 
secretary and comptroller to Queen Charlotte (“Biographical Sketch” 264). Through authorship, he 
cultivated public personae as a man (or pseudonymous men) of  taste. Beckford’s cultural and literary 
networks in the 1790s (apart from Thomas Bellamy and his circle) included his aunt Elizabeth, Countess 
of  Effingham; the Burneys; the Master of  the King’s Musick Sir William Parsons; writer and judge 
George Hardinge; and the poet, divine and garden designer William Mason, also a friend of  Dr Charles 
Burney.5 The Countess of  Effingham was Lady of  the Bedchamber to Queen Charlotte from 1761 until 
her death in 1791. The final years of  Beckford’s life were reportedly marked by “alarming spasmodic 
complaints,” attributed to the lingering effects of  his ill-health in Jamaica and “years of  uneasiness which 
had preyed upon his mind” (“Biographical Sketch” 263).

Beckford’s pre-1780 papers were largely lost to hurricane damage, and the salvaged and post-1780 
papers are seemingly no longer extant; if  he published in Jamaican newspapers in the 1770s and 1780s, 
this material has not yet come to light.6 My discussion of  Beckford is crucially underpinned by research 
in extant late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British sources, research complicated by his usual 
practice of  publishing under pseudonyms in magazines. To help ground further scholarship on the 
political reach of  the late eighteenth-century culture of  taste, I offer a bibliography of  Beckford’s original 
periodical contributions. To avoid confusion around a proliferation of  pseudonyms and duplication 
of  material from the bibliography in the works cited list, I link quotations from Beckford’s periodical 
publications to the numbered bibliography. 

The contemporary appeal of A Descriptive Account is indicated by the reprinting of  extended passages 
in the early 1790s, private comment, reviews, a poem inspired by it and the new-found patronage of  
Bellamy. Excerpts were reprinted in the General Magazine and Impartial Review, Bellamy’s Picturesque Magazine 
and Literary Museum, Walker’s Hibernian Magazine, or Compendium of  Entertaining Knowledge and The Town and 
Country Magazine, or, Universal Repository of  Knowledge, Instruction, and Entertainment (Beckford, “Selected Prose,” 
“Selected Poetry,” “Extract from Beckford’s Account,” “Effects of  Darkness,” “Humming-bird,” “Extract 
from Mr. Beckford’s Descriptive” and “Extract from A Descriptive”). The review in The Analytic Review: or, 
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History of  Literature comprises mostly extensive quotation from the book. In a 1791 letter to daughter 
Fanny Burney, Charles Burney writes of  his reading of  the book: “My heart bleeds for him at every 
page. I always loved him as a man of  most excellent Taste and goodness of  heart—but I now respect him 
doubly for his genius and misfortunes” (qtd. in Lonsdale 27). Beckford’s account of  the 1780 hurricane 
was singled out by reviewers and contemporaries for special praise. Jabez Hirons described it, for instance, 
as “a striking and affecting relation” (293).7 Parts of  it were reprinted in The Weekly Entertainer: or, Agreeable 
and Instructive Repository in 1791 (Beckford, “Description”) and in The Mirror of  Literature, Amusement, and 
Instruction in 1825 (Beckford, “Hurricane”). It inspired JBH in the 1790 poem “To William Beckford, Esq. 
Formerly of  Somerly in Suffolk, but lately of  Hertford in Jamaica”8 to state

Yet there are leaves (though very few)

That scorn the threat’ning blast;

For those which clothe the mournful yew

Through wint’ry whirlwinds last. (559) 

The “leaves” are the pages of  A Descriptive Account; the “threat’ning blast” is the hurricane. ‘Blast’ was a 
West Indian and regional term for a hurricane (Gilbert 113, 116; Schwartz 41), derived from hurricane-
devastated landscapes looking “as if  a fire had gone through and blasted” them (qtd. in Honychurch 120).9 

JBH puns on “yew”/ ‘you.’ One of  the “blasted signs” of  a dread levelling by hurricane that Beckford notes 
in the book is the “nakedness” of  bodies exposed by tattered clothes (1: 103). JBH represents Beckford as 
reclothing and elevating himself  over the scene of  cyclonic devastation by exercising racialized, classed, 
gendered and classically educated literacy; the debtor covers his shame. In the review of  A Descriptive 
Account in the General Magazine and Impartial Review, Beckford’s “elegant and discriminating talents” as a 
writer, “his remarks on the emancipation of  slaves, and the abolition of  slavery” and his “well-informed 
and pious” Christianity are extolled (300). The author was almost certainly the journal’s editor Bellamy. 
Like Beckford, Bellamy, the author of  the 1789 play The Benevolent Planters, favoured amelioration rather 
than abolition of  slavery.10 Hirons, by contrast, notes inconsistencies in Beckford’s attitudes to enslaved 
people and decries Beckford’s ameliorationist stance, stating bluntly that the “practice of  slavery” is 
“criminal” (291).

Beckford contributed original prose, poetry, fiction and translations to the General Magazine and 
Impartial Review and the Monthly Mirror, both founded by Bellamy. He published under the pseudonyms 
‘R.’ and ‘Recluse’ in the General Magazine and Impartial Review between August 1790 and August 1792, 
and ‘Recluse,’ ‘Florestis,’ ‘Valdarno,’ ‘Monitor’ and ‘Vicus’ in the Monthly Mirror, which commenced 
publication in December 1795. Beckford’s “A Translation of  the Canzonettes of  Metastasio, with Original 
Poems to Complete the Series,” published anonymously in 1796, the year in which Charles Burney 
published his Memoirs of  the Life and Writing of  the Abate Metastasio, had been serialized in the Monthly Mirror 
in 1796 (no. 91).11 In the eighteenth century, gentlemen characteristically contributed to periodicals under 
pseudonyms (Cheshire 26); Beckford’s pseudonyms also distinguish him from his younger first cousin 
William Beckford of  Fonthill (1760–1844), art collector and author, best known for the foundational 
Gothic novel Vathek (1786), who was reputed at one time to be the richest man in England. Beckford tended 
to write within established forms—the sonnet (as Valdarno), the pastoral dialogue and the periodical 
essay, for instance—and in his poetry favoured pastoral and classical themes. The sonnets often turn to 
illustration of  Christian virtue and character. 
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After Beckford’s death in February 1799, Bellamy continued to publish his writing in the Monthly 
Mirror. Bellamy died in 1800, and until 1805, Thomas Hill, Bellamy’s successor as editor of  the Monthly 
Mirror, maintained the practice.12 As the bibliography below demonstrates, the General Magazine and Impartial 
Review and the Monthly Mirror were highly dependent on Beckford’s contributions. Between the demise 
of  the General Magazine and Impartial Review in 1792 and the inauguration of  the Monthly Mirror in 1796, 
Bellamy edited the short-lived Bellamy’s Picturesque Magazine, and Literary Museum (1793), a journal dedicated 
to reprinting what he deemed fine writing. He included four extracts from Beckford’s A Descriptive Account 
and also reprinted his 1790 essay “On Landscape Painting: On Clouds” (no. 2). The General Magazine 
and Impartial Review is now available through Proquest’s British Periodicals database. Google Books has digitized 
some bound—but not necessarily complete—volumes of  the Monthly Mirror. I consulted the full runs of  
the Monthly Mirror and Bellamy’s Picturesque Magazine, and Literary Museum in the British Library. 

Beckford’s self-fashioning as a man of  highly refined sensibility and piety is readily apparent both 
in his periodical contributions and in the praise of  Disciplus, who memorializes him posthumously as a 
“scholar, an artist, a philanthropist, and a CHRISTIAN—to advance the interests of  literature, to establish 
good taste, to benefit society, and to exalt the deity, are evidently the object of  all his writings” (200). 
Beckford’s cultivation of  this persona requires a distancing of  himself  from the odium of  transatlantic 
slavery. The account in the Monthly Mirror of  William Beckford, Esq.’s tenure at Somerley Hall suggests 
that like his uncle Alderman William Beckford, he “perceived the country house as both a symbol of  
social standing and an expression of  his claim over the English countryside” (Gikandi 135). That claim 
was said to have been characterized by “an elegant, but unconscious display of  genuine taste,” that is, 
“cultivation of  the arts and sciences; […] encouragement to their votaries; […] liberal hospitality; […] 
frequent aid to honest industry; and […] a beneficence to the surrounding poor” (“Biographical Sketch” 
260). Beckford’s poetry stakes a literary claim to an English and classical landscape. The gendered, but not 
racialized, nature of  the claim is noted by his contemporary Mrs. Charles Mathews (née Eliza Kirkham), 
who wrote two poems celebrating Beckford as a poet: “To Valdarno” and “Elegy on the Death of  W. 
Beckford, Esq.,” both published in her posthumous Poems (1802). In the first, a sonnet to commemorate 
a sonneteer, she praises “the magic” of  his “lyre,” the “mild numbers” of  his “dulcet strain” (21); in the 
elegy, she observes that as a poet she does not share the erudition (the “learning”) of  his “classic-page” 
and records that she has “raptur’d hung” over his “moral lay,” his “genius, [… w]hilst thrilling melody 
awoke” her “song.” His “song” could “control” her “piercing woes” (65–66).

Tropicality and Beckford’s Culture of  Literary Taste

In Beckford’s imaginary, hurricanes epitomize the tropics. They are both “pestilential” (Arnold 
8)—“destructive of  […] houses,” bringing about “the ruin of  […] fortunes” and “the mortality of  […] 
friends” (no. 2, 4: 336)—and productive in shaping aesthetic vision and “animal spirits,” the embodied 
relation between weather and emotion (no. 119, 140). Felix Driver and Luciana Martins point out that 

[t]he contrast between the temperate and the tropical is one of  the most 
enduring themes in the history of  global imaginings. Whether represented 
positively (as in fantasies of  the tropical sublime) or negatively (as a pathological 
space of  degeneration), tropicality has frequently served as a foil to temperate 
nature, to all that is modest, civilized, cultivated. (3) 
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In “On Landscape Painting: On Clouds” (1790), the first of  his essays for the General Magazine and Impartial 
Review, Beckford stakes a very particular claim for Creole aesthetic perspectives, based on the experience 
of  hurricanes in the “turbulent regions of  the torrid zone”: a sharply heightened awareness of  “the least 
whisper of  a breeze, the smallest pendence of  a cloud, or heaving of  the sea” (no. 2, 336). The essay opens 
with the opinion that “[t]he most difficult study in landscape painting, that to which the first attention 
should be given, and that which requires the most consummate judgment, is the representation of  the 
atmosphere and clouds.” Beckford points out that “the atmosphere and clouds” and “changes” in them 
affect subtleties of  “tints and form, […] light and shadow, […] tumult and repose” (no. 2, 4: 335, 336). 
Representing hurricanes in A Descriptive Account as “[t]he most formidable enemy the sugar-cane has to 
encounter, and the most principal dread of  those latitudes in which it grows” (1: 89), Beckford conflates 
sugar cane with white Creole prosperity. Beckford’s pairing there of  two original untitled poems to 
illustrate the contrast between tropical abundance imperilled by hurricanes and “the safety and salubrity 
of  milder climates” (1: 396) offers a textbook illustration of  the operation of  tropicality. In 1790, Bellamy 
reprinted the poems in the General Magazine and Impartial Review (Beckford, “Selected Poetry” 564). The 
sonnet beginning, “When God descends in vengeance on mankind,” bemoans the hurricane-prone 
tropics, “dread alarms / Of  dread Omnipotence” and human powerlessness to “restrain” God’s “wrath” 
(1: 395). The sixteen-line poem “Such Is Britannia’s Sea-Encircled Isle” features “temp’rate breezes, […] 
plenteous harvests, […] show’r” rather than “sweeping storm” and “equal seasons” that “divide / The 
peasant’s labour, and his wants provide.” There “all is quiet, happy, mild, serene” (1: 396). Christianity 
and tropicality provide Beckford “with a readily available scheme by which to make sense of  despair” 
and “map out the relationship between the individual and God” in these poems (Sim 140). In his essays, 
Beckford also invokes hurricanes to highlight the difference of  a Creole standpoint: the relatively mild 
“terrors” of  English and European “tempest” do not alarm those used to hurricanes” (no. 119, 144), “the 
clouds in all their terrors, […] elemental conflicts” (no. 2, 4: 336), “elemental scourges” (no. 71, 2 (July): 
147).

The scope of  A Descriptive Account (over seven hundred pages),  may have largely exhausted William 
Beckford, Esq.’s Caribbean materials, as other explicit Caribbean references in his periodical contributions 
are very scant. “To Sir George Brydges Rodney, Bart. On his Victory on the 12th of  April,” published in 
1791, is noted as having been “Written in Jamaica” (no. 29, 444). In “The Rapacity of  Men, Inimical to 
the Objects of  Creation” (1796), Beckford acknowledges the “melancholy truth” of  European genocide 
of  Indigenous Caribbean peoples, though attributing it to “weak[ness]” in the face of  imperial power 
(represented as “rapacity […] persecution […] the insensibility of  commerce”; no. 92, 210). On the 
subject of  impressment, he asserts that military or naval service largely in the “intemperate latitudes” of  
the “East or Western Indies” exposes personnel to the additional “hazard[s]” of  disease, “fatigues of  the 
body and the miseries of  the mind” (no. 14, 498). 

The bookishness of  Beckford’s pastoral vision is amply indicated by it being peopled with “lovely 
nymphs” and “happy swains” (No. 6, 372). As in Robertson’s picturesque paintings of  Jamaica produced 
under Beckford’s patronage, the real conditions of  agricultural labour and bondage are occluded. The 
rival pastorals of  the title characters in “Mira and Oria” (1790), one of  the 1790 poems in which Beckford 
established his persona of  Recluse, have “tranquil skies” and “cloudless day.” The movement of  the poem 
endorses Oria’s more “humble” over Mira’s luxurious fare. Oria’s “cloudless day” encompasses “peace 
and soft contentment” (no. 1, 274–75). The promised pastoral of  “An Invitation to Retirement” (1790) 
is ruled over by “Health” and “liberty” (no. 5, 370). In Recluse’s “To Venus” (1797), the prospect of  her 
descent from her celestial sphere is represented atmospherically:
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The clouds before thy brightness fly,

And splendid shew the azure sky 

[………………………………………..]

The storms within their caverns keep,

The hurricane’s constrain’d to sleep. (no. 116, 50)

As Recluse, though, he writes in “Effects of  the Atmosphere on the Animal Spirits” that he “cannot envy 
the feelings nor adopt the philosophy of  that man who can only be said to exist under the impressions 
of  a serene and cloudless sky”; noting that he is “accustomed to hurricanes,” he reports that “a lowering 
morning, or a stormy day,” implicitly in Europe, “affords a species of  gratification, […] a calm” he 
“know[s] not how to express” (no. 119, 143). 

In reviewing A Descriptive Account, Hirons notes Beckford’s propensity to overly “poetical […] 
inflated or affected” style that will grate on “some ears” (290). The recourse to poetic language instances 
Beckford’s sense that a literary tradition has settled on “epithets” suited to particular themes (no. 2, 5 
(Nov.): 543); more generally, he suggests in “On Landscape Painting” that “the artist derives a bolder 
expression, a warmer enthusiasm, and a more lively ambition from the reflection, that, wherever he turns, 
he has under his eye the appearance of  a classic ground” (no. 2, 4: 337). The opening of  “Reflections upon 
the Spring” by Recluse (1796) is a characteristic example of  Beckford’s working of  a “classic ground” 
according to familiar epithets of  the day:

How delightful to a philosophic mind is the first dawning of  the spring! when 
the orient sun diffuses but a partial lamination, and saffrons over the skies 
with a soft and indecisive haze: when the zephyr but gently breathes, as if  
afraid to disturb the tranquillity of  nature: when the timid birds scarcely dare 
to innovate their song, as if  awaiting a superior influence to warrant their 
unattempted minstrelsy! When the petals, shining with dew, or depressed 
by the pearly moisture of  the shower, unfold, with coy reserve, their velvet 
cups, and, with modest blandishment, retire from the kiss of  Zephyr; when 
everything that feels, that moves, that lives, has different ideas of  perception, 
and different organs of  delight! (no. 82, 76)

The finer points of  the essay are its turns to spring as a prompter for “some” people of  reflections on 
loss and a potential futurity beyond death (no. 82, 78). The discipline of  the sonnet form—Valdarno’s 
genre—can restrain Beckford’s use of  poetic adjectives.

Beckford’s Civic Personae as Essayist

Beckford presents himself  in his essays as a judicious arbiter of  taste and Christian sensibility. 
In establishing the persona of  Recluse as an art critic in 1790, he highlights his “cultural pedigree” 
attained through the grand European tour, particularly to Italy (Gikandi 128). As with William Beckford 
of  Fonthill, Beckford’s “encounters with Italy were posited as nothing less than a mark of  cultural arrival” 
(127).13 In the first instalment of  “On Landscape Painting,” Beckford writes that “views of  Italy certainly 
claim a preference to all the other situations of  the globe,” that they “stand as the basis of  taste as well 
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as of  judgment” (no. 2, 4: 337), and in later instalments refers to art he has seen and galleries he has 
visited there as standards of  aesthetic taste. Beckford’s adoption of  the pseudonym ‘Vicus,’ “the smallest 
unit of  ancient Roman municipal administration” (“Vicus”), for an extended series of  essays “Suggested 
Improvements on a Survey of  London” (1796–98), signals his interest in civic governance and order 
on his “walks of  contemplation […] through this emporium of  the British empire, […] this wealthy 
and industrious hive” (no. 58, 1: 210). The cityscape is presented as a prospect of  improvement. Peter 
Borsay argues that the eighteenth-century concept of  improvement was capacious enough to advance 
such “cultural ideals” as “taste, politeness, civility, sociability, sentiment, […] sensibility” and “piety” 
(184–85). In her study of  the eighteenth-century literature of  walking in London, Alison F. O’Byrne notes 
that the literature addresses “issues relating to morality, luxury, class, politeness, gender, social mobility, 
and personal safety” (3). Beckford’s essays as Vicus address “[t]he policy of  a great and commercial city, 
the jurisprudence that by its lenity consoles, or that by its rigour depresses the different gradations of  
society, [which] are of  consequence to the peace and security of  individuals” (no. 58, 2: 86). His political 
and social ideal here, as in A Descriptive Account, is a “chain of  subordination” (Descriptive Account 2: 348). 
Beckford’s topics as Vicus include grand civic planning and renovation on aesthetic lines; the ways in 
which cruelty to animals and proximity to slaughterhouses corrupt morals; resort to chapels of  ease; 
the etiquette of  fashionable visiting; grave robbing; the plight of  chimney sweeps; hackney coaches and 
chairs; and the higher social and moral standards of  the Christian middle class over the aristocracy. 

In general, while espousing conservative views, Beckford avoids controversy. Extolling, as Monitor, 
the Polish freedom fighter Andrzej Tadeusz Bonawentura Kosciusko, he (curiously given his own record of  
slave holding) describes any person “who attempt[s] to oppress and enslave their neighbours” as a “tyrant” 
(no. 78, 14). In his memorial essay on Edmund Burke, he pronounces himself  “unwilling to investigate the 
temper of  his politics” (no. 115, 36); rather, as Recluse, he discusses Burke’s “literary talents,” taking up 
the terms of  debates around the rhetorical imagination and reason of  Burke’s antirevolutionary politics 
(see Barrell, Imagining 9–29). During the severe political repression of  the mid-1790s in Britain, writing of  
royal power as Vicus, he advises, based on his civic ideal, that “[m]oderation is a better basis upon which 
to build the confidence and the affections of  the people, than that of  rigour; for as lenity is the brightest 
jewel that emanates from the crown, so is severity the most indelible spot that stains the ermine” (no. 58, 
2: 87). Richard Parker, hanged in 1797 for his leadership role in the Nore naval mutiny, is the subject of  
an essay inspired by Parker’s “manly and affecting conduct” at his trial and in the contemplation of  his 
execution. As Recluse, Beckford acknowledges that he is “among the many who would have rejoiced, 
from public and from spiritual motives, had the life of  Parker been spared, or his fate been at least for 
some time suspended” (no. 113, 19, 20).

Conclusion

After his death, Beckford’ s papers would have passed into the hands of  his wife Charlotte and 
possibly then—as the obituary does not mention children—to the Hay family. As editors of  the Monthly 
Mirror, Bellamy and Hill held publishable material from among the papers. The bibliography below 
of  Beckford’s original periodical contributions between 1790 and 1805 reveals that Beckford had an 
extensive career as a writer in England after the publication of  the well-received A Descriptive Account and 
his release from prison. After he lost his fortune to debt, his education, family connections among the 
British peerage and friendship with Charles Burney gave him scope to fashion himself  as a civic man of  
taste, learning and piety through authorship and to enjoy extended networks of  patronage and friendship 
within the culture of  taste in England. The self-fashioning, which stakes a claim to Englishness over the 
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moral degeneracy increasingly attributed to slave ownership in the 1790s, underpins his handling of  
genres beyond the tropical picturesque. Beckford acknowledges the formativeness of  his experience of  
Caribbean hurricanes and dread of  them in the development of  his aesthetic sensibility of  the 1790s. 
Tropicality underpins his seeking of  refuge in pastoral forms of  writing and melancholic resignation to a 
reduction of  means in England.

Notes
1 Dallas (1754–1824) was also a Jamaican white Creole and a “prolific author, in a variety of  genres, 

dedicating all of  his work to ‘the defence of  society and reason against Jacobinism and confusion’” 
(Watt).

2 See the historical studies by Sheridan (“Planter and Historian”) and Matthew Parker. The major 
literary critical studies are Sandiford; Casid; Bohls. Beckford’s patronage of  the planter picturesque 
of  artist George Robertson is discussed in Crowley; Quilley; O’Callaghan; Thompson; Kriz; 
Nelson. Charmaine Nelson also offers some analysis of  A Descriptive Account.

3 From here on, ‘Beckford’ refers to William Beckford.
4 In the 1790s, Hans Place was spelled ‘Han’s Place.’
5 Parsons and Hardinge are mentioned as friends in “Biographical Sketch” (263). Beckford writes 

of  his friendship with Mason in “Reflections on the Death of  a Friend” (no. 105). Parker (344) and 
Roger Lonsdale (27) comment on his friendships with the Burneys. On Mason, see Smith.

6 As Peter A. Roberts notes, eighteenth-century West Indian newspapers sometimes carried “literary 
information and pieces of  verse” (148). Newsprint, like other early Caribbean print materials, 
has been vulnerable to destruction caused by ageing, “termites and extreme climatic appetites” 
(Donnell 757).

7 The review is signed “Hi.” Lonsdale notes Hirons’s authorship (27).
8 Our contemporary spelling of  ‘Somerly’ is ‘Somerley.’
9 Honychurch is quoting an 1825 newspaper report.
10 There were two performances of  the play at the Haymarket on 5 and 10 August 1789. The play 

“privileges Christian sentiment and morality above abolitionist activism” (Iwanisziw xvi).
11 “Biographical Sketch” notes that Beckford was the author of  an “elegant translation of  many of  

the poems of  Metastasio,” that he wrote in the Monthly Mirror on “a variety of  subjects, moral, 
poetical, and instructive, under the signatures of  Valdarno, Recluse, Monitor, Vicus, and Florestis” 
and had been a contributor to “another respectable periodical work” (263). A search of  the 
General Magazine and Impartial Review shows that he published there under the pseudonyms ‘R.’ and 
‘Recluse.’ That some multipart contributions are initially signed “R.” and later signed “Recluse” 
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establishes that in 1790 ‘R.’ was one of  Beckford’s pseudonyms in the journal. The in-text citation 
here is the form that references the numbered entries in the bibliography of  Beckford’s periodical 
contributions will take.

12 Biographical details are drawn from Hayden (57).
13 The pseudonym ‘Valdarno’ references parts of  the valley of  the Arno River in Italy.

Bibliography of  William Beckford, Esq.’s Original Periodical Contributions 

General Magazine and Impartial Review

1. Recluse. “Mira and Oria.” Vol. 4, June 1790, pp. 273–75. Poetry.

2. ---. “On Landscape Painting.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1790, pp. 335–37; vol. 5, Mar. 1791, pp. 105–08; vol. 5, Nov. 
1791, pp. 543–45. Prose. The first instalment is signed “R.” and has the subtitle “On Clouds.”

3. R. “On the Discharge of  Debts.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1790, pp. 338–39. Prose.

4. Recluse. “Plindarmon.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1790, pp. 339–40; vol. 4, Dec. 1790, pp. 531–32, 533–34; vol. 5, 
Jan. 1791, pp. 17–19; vol. 5, Mar. 1791, pp. 108–10; vol. 5, Apr. 1791, pp. 179–81; vol. 5, May 
1791, pp. 231–33; vol. 5, June 1791, pp. 287–89; vol. 5, Aug. 1791, pp. 372–74; vol. 5, Sept. 1791, 
pp. 413–15. Fiction. The first instalment is signed “R.” and titled “Plindarmon’s Song.”

5. ---. “An Invitation to Retirement.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1790, pp. 369–70. Poetry.

6. ---. “Morning.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1790, pp. 370–72. Poetry. 

7. R. “On the Tenderness and Fortitude of  the Female Character.” Vol. 4, Sept. 1790, pp. 386–89. Prose. 

8. ---. “On Gaming.” Vol. 4, Sept. 1790, pp. 389–90. Prose. 

9. Recluse, “Noon.” Vol. 4, Sept. 1790, pp. 417–18. Poetry.

10. R. “On Domestic Confidence, and Family Distrust.” Vol. 4, Oct. 1790, pp. 438–40. Prose. 

11. Recluse. “Evening.” Vol. 4, Oct. 1790, pp. 463–65. Poetry. 

12. ---. “Night.” Vol. 4, Oct. 1790, pp. 465–67. Poetry. 

13. R. “To the Friend.” Vol. 4, Nov. 1790, pp. 494–95. Prose.

14. ---. “Reflections upon Press-Warrants, and Their Consequences.” Vol. 4, Nov. 1790, pp. 496–500. 
Prose. 

15. Recluse. “On Passion.” Vol. 4, Dec. 1790, pp. 530–31. Prose.
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16. ---. “Eulogy on the Death of  the late Earl of  Chatham: Supposed to be spoken in Westminster 
Abbey.” Vol. 5, Jan. 1791, pp. 5–12. Prose. 

17. ---. “On the Fine Arts.” Vol. 5, Feb. 1791, pp. 49–51. Prose. 

18. ---. “Ode on the Wreck of  the Halsewell East–Indiaman, Captain Pearce.” Vol. 5, Feb. 1791, pp. 
80–84. Poetry.

19. ---. “Thoughts on Religion.” Vol. 5, Mar. 1791, pp. 110–13. Prose.

20. ---. “Spring.” Vol. 5, Mar. 1791, pp. 149–50. Poetry. 

21. ---. “Lines occasioned by hearing a friend relate that when a boy, on a quarrel with a brother by whom 
he received a correction, he immediately ran to a tree, from whence he took a bird’s nest which his 
brother had shewn to him, and in the fury of  resentment murdered the infant brood—and that 
nothing could exceed the anguish of  his mind after he had executed the cruel deed.” Vol. 5, Mar. 
1791, pp. 150–51. Poetry.

22. ---. “On Hearing a Lady Sing.” Vol. 5, Mar. 1791, p. 152. Poetry.

23. Beckford, William, Esq., translator. “The Speech intended to be spoken by M. Mirabeau the Elder, 
upon the Equality of  Succession in the Direct Line of  Inheritance, but delivered by M. Taillerand, 
late Bishop of  Autun, in the National Assembly, on the 5th of  April 1791.” Vol. 5, Apr. 1791, pp. 
198–210. Prose.

24. Recluse. “Lines accompanied by a Serious Contemplation of  Nature.” Vol. 5, Apr. 1791, pp. 210–12.

25. ---. “Thoughts on Religion: On Consolation.” Vol. 5, May 1791, pp. 233–37. Prose.

26. ---. “The Exhibitions. Macklin’s Gallery.” Vol. 5, May 1791, pp. 267–68; vol. 5, Sept. 1791, pp. 406–
08; vol. 5, Nov. 1791, pp. 541–43. Prose. The first instalment is titled “The Exhibitions: Macklin’s.”

27. ---. “A Snow Piece.” Vol. 5, May 1791, pp. 274–76. Poetry.

28. Beckford, William. Letter to Messrs. Bellamy and Robarts. Vol. 5, May 1791, pp. 283–84.

29. Recluse. “To Sir George Brydges Rodney, Bart. On his Victory on the 12th of  April. Written in 
Jamaica.” Vol. 5, Sept. 1791, pp. 444–45. Poetry.

30. ---. “A Tribute to the Memory of  David Garrick, Esq.” Vol. 5, Sept. 1791, pp. 444–46. Poetry.

31. ---. “The Fairies.” Vol. 5, Oct. 1791, pp. 504–06. Poetry.

32. ---. “On the Loss of  Sight.” Vol. 5, Oct. 1791, pp. 506–09. Poetry.

33. ---. “Juno.” Vol. 5, Oct. 1791, pp. 509–11. Poetry.

34. ---. “The Bard: An Ode.” Vol. 5, Oct. 1791, pp. 512–14. Poetry.

35. ---. “Pastoral Pleasures.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 567. Poetry.

36. ---. “Origin of  the Pearl.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 568. Poetry.
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37. ---. “The Moth.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 568. Poetry.

38. ---. “Lilly of  the Vale.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 569. Poetry.

39. ---. “The Futility of  Happiness.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 569. Poetry.

40. ---. “The Seraphs.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 570. Poetry.

41. ---. “Saint Caecilia.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 570. Poetry.

42. ---. “The Rose-bud.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, p. 571. Poetry.

43. ---. “Stanzas.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, pp. 574–76. Poetry.

44. ---. “To the Myrtle.” Vol. 5, Nov. 1791, pp. 576–77. Poetry.

45. ---. “A Wish.” Vol. 6, Feb. 1792, p. 69. Poetry. 

46. ---. “A Rhapsody.” Vol. 6, Mar. 1792, pp. 117–18. Poetry.

47. ---. “Lines Written under a depression of  mind.” Vol. 6, Mar. 1792, pp. 118–19. Poetry.

48. ---. “To a Young Lady, On the death of  her Paroquet.” Vol. 6, Mar. 1792, pp. 119–20. Poetry.

49. ---. “On the Death of  a Much Loved Child, a Parent’s Last Hope.” Vol. 6, May 1792, pp. 214–15. 
Poetry.

50. ---. “Cupid and the Bee.” Vol. 6, June 1792, p. 262. Poetry.

51. ---. “The Lamb.” Vol. 6, June 1792, pp. 262–63. Poetry.

52. ---, translator. “A Description of  an Effect upon the Banks of  the Lake of  Geneva. Communicated in 
French to Recluse, By whom, at the Author’s request, it is here translated.” Vol. 6, July 1792, pp. 
287–89. Prose.

53. ---. “The Death of  Adonis. The idea partly taken from Bion.” Vol. 6, Aug. 1792, pp. 356–59. Poetry.

Monthly Mirror: Reflecting Men and Manners. With Strictures on Their Epitome, the 
Stage

54. Monitor. Letter to the Editor of  the Mirror. Vol. 1, Jan. 1796, pp. 145–46. On what he anticipates in 
a fine journal.

55. ---. Letter to the Editor of  the Mirror. Vol. 1, Jan. 1796, pp. 152–55. On Maria Teresa.

56. Valdarno. “The Nautilus.” Vol. 1, Jan. 1796, p. 186. Poetry.

57. ---. “The Halcyon.” Vol. 1, Jan. 1796, p. 187. Poetry.

58. Vicus. “Suggested Improvements, on a Survey of  London.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, pp. 210–11; vol. 1, Apr. 
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1796, pp. 329–30; vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 86–87; vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 90–91; vol. 2, July 1796, pp. 
138–40; vol. 2, Aug. 1796, pp. 208–09; vol. 3, Feb. 1797, pp. 79–80; vol. 3, Mar. 1797, pp. 148–50; 
vol. 3, May 1797, pp. 266–67; vol. 3, June 1797, pp. 339–41; vol. 4, July 1797, pp. 21–22; vol. 4, 
Aug. 1797, pp. 75–76; vol. 5, Mar. 1798, pp. 140–42; vol. 5, Apr. 1798, pp. 208–10; vol. 5, May 
1798, pp. 267–69. Prose. After the first instalment, the comma after “Improvements” in the title 
is dropped. The numbering of  instalments suggests that “On Fashionable Visits” (June 1796) and 
“On the Wretched Situation of  the Chimney-Sweepers” (Aug. 1796) are parts of  the series. A note 
after the fourteenth instalment identifies “On the General Conduct of  the Middling Orders of  
London” (Mar. 1798) as no. 13 of  the series. There is some inaccuracy in numbering.

59. Monitor. “Maria Teresa of  France. To the Editor of  the Mirror.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, pp. 213–15. Letter.

60. Recluse. “On the Shortness of  Life.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, p. 240. Poetry.

61. Valdarno. “The Solitary Cygnet.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, pp. 240–41. Poetry.

62. ---. “On Apollo and Hyacinthus.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, p. 241. Poetry.

63. ---. “A Simile.” Vol. 1, Feb. 1796, p. 241. Poetry.

64. Florestis. Letter to the Editor of  the Mirror. Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, pp. 278–79. Promising “an essay 
upon the progress of  the seasons” and “thoughts, from long experience and investigation, upon 
ornamental and kitchen gardening.” 

65. Monitor. “The Prince of  Conde.” Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, pp. 276–78. Prose.

66. Valdarno. “To the Nightingale.” Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, p. 305. Poetry.

67. ---. “The Italian Fire-Flies.” Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, p. 305. Poetry.

68. ---. “To the Moon.” Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, p. 306. Poetry.

69. ---. “To the Sun.” Vol. 1, Mar. 1796, p. 306. Poetry.

70. Recluse. “On Cruelty Towards Animals.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, pp. 339–40. Prose.

71. Florestis. “Rural Reflections.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, p. 345; vol. 2, May 1796, pp. 16–17; vol. 2, July 1796, 
pp. 145–47. Prose.

72. Valdarno. “The Rose.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, p. 367. Poetry.

73. ---. “The Carillons.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, p. 367. Poetry.

74. ---. “The Swallows.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, pp. 367–68. Poetry.

75. Recluse. “A Song, Intended for Viola in Twelfth Night.” Vol. 1, Apr. 1796, p. 368. Poetry.

76. ---. “A Pastoral Dialogue.” “First. The Introduction,” vol. 1, Apr. 1796, pp. 369–70; “Second. The 
Invitation,” vol. 2, May 1796, p. 46; “Third. The Regret,” vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 114–15; “Fourth. 
The Wish,” vol. 2, Sept. 1796, p. 309; “Fifth. The Presents,” vol. 2, Oct. 1796, pp. 373–75; “Sixth. 
The Preparation,” vol. 2, Nov. 1796, pp. 435–36; “Seventh. The Banquet,” vol. 3, Feb. 1797, pp. 
115–16. Poetry. The first of  the dialogues was published anonymously; later instalments are signed 
“Recluse.”
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77. ---. “On the Instability of  Religious Precepts.” Vol. 2, May 1796, pp. 13–14. Prose.

78. Monitor. “The Ill-fated Koschiusko.” Vol. 2, May 1796, pp. 14–16. Prose.

79. Valdarno. “Birds of  Song: Less Frequent in Deserts, Than Near the Seats of  Cultivation.” Vol. 2, May 
1796, p. 47. Poetry.

80. ---. “The Camel.” Vol. 2, May 1796, p. 47. Poetry.

81. ---. “A Reflection upon the Ruins of  the Alhambra, at Granada in Spain.” Vol. 2, May 1796, p. 48. 
Poetry.

82. Recluse. “Reflections upon the Spring.” Vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 76–78. Prose.

83. ---. “An Estimate of  the Comforts and Disappointments in Life.” Vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 82–84; vol. 3, 
June 1797, pp. 336–37. Prose. 

84. Monitor. “On the Migration of  Birds.” Vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 84–86; vol. 2, July 1796, pp. 144–45; 
vol. 2, Aug. 1796, pp. 212–13. Prose.

85. ---. “Free Thoughts upon Servants, and People of  Affluence and Rank.” Vol. 2, June 1796, pp. 88–89. 
Prose.

86. Valdarno. “Night Preferred to Day.” Vol. 2, June 1796, p. 116. Poetry.
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88. ---. “The Pilgrim.” Vol. 2, June 1796, p. 117. Poetry.
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90. Recluse. “Why Should a Whole Family Suffer Disgrace for the Crimes of  an Individual.” Vol. 2, July 
1796, pp. 140–42. Prose.

 91. “Translation of  the Canzonettes of  Metastasio, with Original Poems to Complete the Series.” Vol. 2, 
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and poetry. 
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94. ---. “The Lamentation of  the Desolated Wife.” Vol. 2, Oct. 1796, p. 375. Poetry.
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99. ---. “The Dying Swan.” Vol. 3, Feb. 1797, p. 114. Poetry.
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102. Recluse. “On Impunctuality.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, pp. 204–05. Prose.

103. ---. “The Comforts of  Seclusion. Derived from the Decays of  Magnificence.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, pp. 
208–10. Prose.

104. ---. “Reflections on the Patriarchal State.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, pp. 215–17. Prose.

105. Monitor. “Reflections on the Death of  a Friend.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, pp. 217–20. Prose. Tribute to 
the poet William Mason.

106. Valdarno. “Sappho to Phaon.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, p. 246. Poetry.

107. ---. “Enceladus.” Vol. 3, Apr. 1797, p. 246. Poetry.

108. Monitor. “On Gaming.” Vol. 3, May 1797, pp. 274–75. Prose.

109. Valdarno. “Reflections on a Field of  Battle.” Vol. 3, May 1797, p. 306. Poetry.

110. ---. “On the Death of  a Female Friend.” Vol. 3, June 1797, p. 366. Poetry.

111. ---. “On the Death of  a Most Estimable Woman.” Vol. 3, June 1797, p. 367. Poetry.

112. ---. “On the Orange Groves, Near Seville.” Vol. 3, June 1797, p. 367. Poetry.

113. Recluse. “Reflections Arising from the Trial and Execution of  Parker.” Vol. 4, July 1797, pp. 17–20. 
Prose.

114. Monitor. “The Dispensations of  Providence in Respect to Human Intellect Impartially Ascertained.” 
Vol. 4, July 1797, pp. 25–27. Prose.

115. Recluse. “Are Men of  Genius Exempted from the Infirmities of  Nature?” Vol. 4, July 1797, pp. 
33–36. Prose. The contents page adds the subtitle “An Essay on the Character of  Burke.”

116. ---. “To Venus. Partly translated, and partly imitated, from Lucretius and Metastasio, and partly 
original.” Vol. 4, July 1797, pp. 50–52. Poetry.

117. Monitor. “The Labours of  Men of  Science Not Often Popular during Their Lives.” Vol. 4, Aug. 
1797, pp. 76–78. Prose.

118. Valdarno. “The Mariner.” Vol. 4, Aug. 1797, p. 107. Poetry.

119. Recluse. “Effects of  the Atmosphere upon Animal Spirits.” Vol. 4, Sept. 1797, pp. 140–44. Prose.

120. Valdarno. “On Metastasio and Dr. Burney.” Vol. 4, Oct. 1797, p. 238. Poetry.

121. ---. “Jane Shore.” Vol. 4, Nov. 1797, p. 302. Poetry.

122. Beckford, William, Esq. “Reflections on Some Leading Events of  the Year.” Vol. 5, Jan. 1798, pp. 
26–27. Prose. Also signed “Monitor.”
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123. ---. “On the Assessed Taxes.” Vol. 5, Feb. 1798, pp. 79–82. Prose. Also signed “Monitor.”

124. Recluse. “On Life and Futurity.” Vol. 5, Feb. 1798, pp. 94–95. Prose.

125. Valdarno. “The Power of  Music.” Vol. 5, Feb. 1798, p. 115. Poetry.

126. ---. “Jupiter and Venus.” Vol. 5, Mar. 1798, p. 175. Poetry.

127. ---. “Venus and Jupiter.” Vol. 5, Mar. 1798, p. 175. Poetry.

128. Recluse. “On Receiving a Painting of  Natural History, From a Lady.” Vol. 5, Apr. 1798, p. 239. 
Poetry. 

129. Monitor. “On Music.” Vol. 5, May 1798, pp. 271–73. Prose.

130. Valdarno. “A Reflection Arising from a Former View of  Versailles.” Vol. 5, May 1798, p. 305. Poetry.

131. ---. “On Casting Back a Thought upon Trianon.” Vol. 5, May 1798, p. 305. Poetry.

132. Monitor. “On Languages.” Vol. 5, June 1798, pp. 334–36. Prose.

133. Valdarno. “A Solemn Reflection.” Vol. 6, July 1798, pp. 46–47. Poetry.

134. Recluse. “Reflections upon the Expedition of  Buonaparte.” Vol. 6, Aug. 1798, pp. 69–70. Prose.

135. ---, translator. “An Elegy on the Death of  Francis II. By Mary Queen of  Scots. Translated from the 
French,” Vol. 6, Sept. 1798, pp. 173–74. Poetry.

136. Valdarno. “The Navigator.” Vol. 6, Sept. 1798, p. 176. Poetry.

137. ---. “The Unreflecting Female.” Vol. 6, Dec. 1798, p. 360. Poetry.

138. Beckford, The late William, Esq. “The Storm.” Vol. 7, Feb. 1799, pp. 107–08. Poetry.

139. ---. “The Calm.” Vol. 7, Feb. 1799, p. 108. Poetry.

140. ---. “The Assassin.” Vol. 7, Mar. 1799, p. 175. Poetry.

141. ---. “Charlemagne and the Monk.” Vol. 8, July 1799, pp. 111–12. Poetry.

142. ---. “The Cottage.” Vol. 8, Sept. 1799, p. 170. Poetry.

143. ---. “Maternal Comforts.” Vol. 8, Oct. 1799, p. 234. Poetry.

144. ---. “The Phantoms of  the Desert.” Vol. 8, Oct. 1799, p. 235. Poetry.

145. ---. “On the Planetary System, an Extempore.” Vol. 8, Nov. 1799, p. 299. Poetry.

146. ---. “The Robin, a Sonnet.” Vol. 8, Nov. 1799, p. 300. Poetry.

147. ---. “The Seasons.” Vol. 14, Oct. 1802, p. 270; vol. 15, Feb. 1803, pp. 123–24; vol. 15, Apr. 1803, p. 
266; vol. 15, May 1803, pp. 338–39. Poetry. The individual sonnets are titled “Spring,” “Summer,” 
“Autumn” and “Winter,” respectively. 
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148. ---. “The Different Times of  the Day—No. II—Noon.” Vol. 15, June 1803, pp. 416–17. Poetry. Nos. 
149 and 150 are not identified as parts of  the same series.

149. ---. “Evening.” Vol. 18, Oct. 1804, p. 277. Poetry.

150. ---. “Night.” Vol. 18, Oct. 1804, p. 278. Poetry.

151. ---. “On the Heavenly Bodies.” Vol. 19, Feb. 1805, p. 127. Poetry.
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Repicturing the Picturesque: 
Archival Dreams and 
Descendant Community Life 
Writing
Jocelyn Fenton Stitt

One of  the largest archival gaps in the record of  Atlantic slavery and its aftermath is 
the connection between the enslaved, their place of  enslavement and what happened to these 
communities post-emancipation. Surviving the middle passage from Africa to the Caribbean 
and to clear fields and planting them with sugar and coffee meant not just radical cultural 
disruption. The plantation system forcibly rerouted and rerooted indentured and enslaved 
peoples, tying them to specific locales while undermining kinship. Colonizing the Caribbean 
entailed a long process of  mapping, claiming and agricultural colonization to turn it into 
the paradise of  European imaginations, with the labour of  the enslaved and indentured 
altering the landscape. Caribbean colonization was a conquest of  not only people but also 
environments in the founding of  agricultural exploitation colonies.1 Thus, the relationship 
between land, history and ancestry remains highly charged in the Caribbean.

Source: “Medallion” by William Hackwood is licensed with CC BY 3.0.
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European colonialism produced a corresponding archive of  records of  land and the enslaved, 
but one that is often incomplete or inadequate for use by the descendants of  the enslaved, present-
day Caribbean people who wish to know how their family histories are tied to specific locations. This 
essay investigates how Jamaican writers Erna Brodber and Lorna Goodison use the genre of  life writing 
in order to articulate a different relationship between the land and the people in the Caribbean than 
that depicted in colonial archives and in pre-emancipation paintings and drawings. In addition to the 
expected and yet always shocking written archives of  the enslaved (registers of  births, deaths, purchases, 
sales), visual representations such as maps, portraits of  the enslaved and landscape paintings constitute 
another repository of  information. Landscapes painted in the picturesque mode in the early nineteenth 
century framed the Caribbean in ways legible to European viewers. Picturesque images constitute 
an important archive of  European views of  the relationship between the enslaved and the land they 
worked, especially since, as Krista Thompson notes, no photographs of  slavery in the British Caribbean 
exist (“Evidence of  Things” 40); daguerreotype photography became available only in 1839 after 
emancipation. Scholars such as Thompson, Charmaine A. Nelson and Elizabeth A. Bohls suggest that 
European picturesque representations of  the Caribbean promoted colonization in the region through 
visual stories that framed slavery as desirable and inevitable. The colonial picturesque as a body of  visual 
images remains important to understanding contemporary modes of  decolonial feminist resistance to 
the legacy of  colonial ideologies concerning value of  the lives of  the enslaved and the land they worked. 
Considering picturesque imagery as relevant to the present brings into focus specific interventions into 
a decolonized epistemology of  Caribbean belonging and the environment. For this reason, I bring this 
archive into conversation with Caribbean life writing by Jamaican authors Brodber and Goodison. In 
their life writing, Brodber and Goodison counter existing archives of  colonial representations, both visual 
and textual, and create alternative epistemologies for understanding Caribbean space. Their writing 
centres means of  knowledge production other than official archives, such as physical evidence in the 
landscape and oral histories of  residents.

Brodber’s nonfiction publications span many forms of  life writing: memoir, autoethnography, 
biography and recording of  testimonials of  the marginalized. Important in its own right, Brodber’s work 
also serves as a means to dig deeper into a similar epistemology of  understanding the past and historical 
absences in the work of  Jamaican poet and memoirist Goodison. Brodber’s and Goodison’s writings 
demonstrate that, for those interested in place-based historiography—whether for genealogical, scholarly 
or life-writing purposes—the effort to find complete records of  the enslaved and their descendants 
connected to sites of  enslavement is a project marked with difficulty. The “question of  recovery,” as it 
is known in Atlantic slavery studies, consists of  a dialogic approach to the related issues of  the political 
necessity of  investigating the past and “the impossibility of  recovery when engaged with archives whose 
very assembly and organization occlude certain historical subjects” (Helton et al. 1). ‘Archival dreams,’ 
as I call them, of  connecting contemporary Jamaicans to the land their ancestors worked is fraught and 
continues to be marked by absence. 

Both Brodber and Goodison use the rhetoric of  autobiography to authorize their narratives about 
the function of  land, time and ancestry. I call this ‘descendant community life writing,’ indicating texts 
concerned with tracing the relationship between a contemporary group of  people and their relationship 
to the land on which their ancestors were enslaved. The term ‘descendant communities’ can apply to any 
group with a relationship to an archaeological or historical site. While used in anthropology to refer to 
Indigenous people’s relationship with land, it is also used to describe descendants of  the enslaved who 
wish to know more about their family’s past.2 Brodber and Goodison seek to relate the experiences of  
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Jamaicans in the period after slavery as they occurred in two very specific locations: Woodside in St. Mary 
Parish and Harvey River in Hanover Parish. 

The Imperial Gaze and Brodber’s Blackspace

While Brodber is perhaps best known for her novels, including Myal (1988), Louisiana (1994) and 
Nothing’s Mat (2014), since 1980 she has employed her training as a sociologist by gathering oral histories 
related to her home in northeastern Jamaica (Brodber, “Afro-Jamaican Women”). What interests me 
here is Brodber’s confident articulation of  the necessity of  local history through her life writing and the 
community development organization Blackspace. After obtaining her PhD in sociology at the University 
of  the West Indies in Mona, Jamaica, Brodber began her work in rural Woodside. She writes, “[When] 
the university decided that it no longer needed my teaching and research skills I decided to practice them 
in my village. Out of  this determination came a theory of  community development that had as its central 
motif  the giving of  information concerning themselves to the people of  the community” (Woodside vii). 
Located in rural Jamaica, the Blackspace project celebrates and re-enacts Emancipation Day, collects 
data and transmits history to local people in both written and oral forms.3 This work has resulted in 
numerous interdisciplinary publications related to excavating the roots of  the community of  Woodside, 
which include Brodber’s personal history, oral histories of  the inhabitants of  her village and reference to 
archival documents and photographs.

Brodber’s publications The People of  My Jamaican Village 1817–1948 (1999) and Woodside Pear 
Tree Grove P.O. (2004) articulate Caribbean genealogical desire as a radical project of  recovery that is 
very much concerned with what she terms the “full emancipation” of  her community. In The People of  
My Jamaican Village, Brodber creates a pamphlet that traces the ancestry of  local people through the 
use of  slave registers on the coffee plantation of  Woodside. Difficult to obtain outside of  Jamaica, the 
pamphlet is clearly a work intended for a local audience of  general readers. The chapters are shorter, 
the language used is plain and direct, and it contains no footnotes or citations. Photographs of  current 
residents of  Woodside are placed next to Brodber’s own personal recollections, oral histories of  the area 
and genealogical information. Woodside Pear Tree Grove P.O. was published by the University of  the West 
Indies Press and includes archival location information, references to other scholarly works and footnotes. 
In distinction to many academic book authors who hope for a wide readership, Brodber states that she 
intends Woodside to be converted back into oral history and passed on to the community’s children via 
their teachers (Woodside viii ).

Brodber theorizes in her 1997 essay “Re-engineering Blackspace” that mapping and the claiming 
of  space is of  the utmost importance in “completing the task of  emancipation” (72) and creating fully 
vested citizens: 

The 311,070 persons of  African ancestry emancipated in Jamaica in 1834 and 
fully so in 1838, owned no land and were outside of  the political system—they 
had no vote. Few had family power—mates, children; few owned livestock. 
They owned no space. They had no army, no ships, no compass, no respected 
organised grouping. All they had was their individual minds and souls with 
which to create a viable space for themselves and their progeny in Jamaica 
and eventually to weld themselves in a nation or a respected part of  a nation. 
(72)
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For Brodber, “space” means the land ownership necessary to be self-sustaining, but also personal and 
community space in which to create a post-emancipation future. “Real emancipation,” Brodber writes, 
“clearly has to eventuate in some accepted claim on space (physical or otherwise) in these countries to 
which our forefathers were brought and into which we were legally emancipated” (“Re-engineering” 72). 
Claiming Blackspace means being able to locate one’s history as happening in particular places. Brodber’s 
project is more than a strategy for telling the local history of  the people of  her hometown: Blackspace 
marks an act of  cultural sovereignty in order to articulate a genealogy of  the descendants of  the enslaved 
embedded in claimed space.

An important aspect of  Brodber’s work, I argue, comes from her ability to use data that still 
carries the histories of  racism and colonization but to recreate it in order to deliver that past to present-
day inhabitants of  Woodside. Her method of  writing Woodside underscores how absence emplots this 
project: not even the location of  Woodside can be taken for granted. Brodber first has to decide where 
Woodside is. For outsiders, locating Woodside on a map is difficult. Brodber notes that it is not found on 
“signposts or consistently on roadmaps or official survey maps of  the parish of  St Mary,” something that 
has not changed with the advent of  Google Maps or detailed road maps of  Jamaica (Woodside 1). Even on a 
highly detailed Collins Jamaica Road Map, I can only locate Woodside by triangulating between three towns, 
Palmetto Grove, Windsor Castle and Pear Tree Grove, which are on the 1952 survey map that Brodber 
includes in her text. Although Woodside is labelled on the map in the text, Brodber consults a village 
elder born in 1912 for guidance on how to understand Woodside as a space constructed through human 
interaction. He instructs her to think of  Woodside as a “social space […] as well as a physical space,” 
largely based on the location of  the school for area children and the Woodside Anglican Church (Woodside 
2). Brodber then hand draws a circle on the second image of  the survey map to educate readers about the 
social space of  Woodside, which includes the towns mentioned above. The 1952 map that Brodber shares 
hangs on the wall of  her house and had to be photographed there by a friend, as it might fall to pieces 
if  moved. The map’s fragility underscores the metaphorical and real precarity of  Brodber’s archive. 
Such personal details show that, although Brodber takes pains to present her research professionally, she 
maintains a long-standing personal connection to Woodside. 

The next maps presented in the text are from the early 1800s and are credited as coming from 
the National Library of  Scotland. Before exploring records related to the enslaved workers in Woodside, 
Brodber makes clear that this is a society structured around the business dealings of  Europeans relying on 
plantation labour. John A. Aarons and Sharon Alexander-Gooding suggest in their work on Caribbean 
archives, “As far as Britain was concerned, the [Caribbean] colonies were plantations and not settled 
communities that needed to preserve records for their own use and identification” (14). Britain’s view of  
the Caribbean as spaces of  economic enterprise rather than as communities of  citizens influenced how 
the landscape was recorded on colonial maps. In the countryside of  St. Mary Parish, plantation ownership 
orders the landscape, with plantation owners’ names marking spaces, rather than the names of  towns. 
Landscape described by its possession by slave owners is a distinctive aspect of  Caribbean cartography. 
As exploitation colonies, the British West Indies were not settled in the same way as the United States and 
Canada. Settler colonies such as those in North America often had colonial or their own governmental 
mandates for establishing cities and civic structures, along with remaking the landscape for agrarian 
uses. In the West Indies, however, land was cleared for plantation labour, not for the settlement of  new 
West Indian citizens. “The Caribbean area is the classic plantation area,” Sylvia Wynter observes, “since 
many of  its units were ‘planted’ with people, not in order to form societies, but to carry on plantations 
whose aim was to produce single crops for the market” (95). The labelling of  areas by the names of  their 
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British owners creates a sleight of  hand reinforced by picturesque paintings, suggesting that such ways of  
ordering and naming the landscape were both natural and inevitable. 

Fraser Neiman, the director of  archaeology at Thomas Jefferson’s plantation Monticello, states 
that being able to connect a known enslaved person with a specific workplace is highly unusual (Gannon). 
Thus, archival absences concerning where an enslaved person lived during slavery often cannot be 
overcome with more research, since records of  the enslaved that would allow them to be traced, such as 
their surnames or points of  arrival in the Americas, often do not exist. This is a source of  frustration for 
the descendants of  the enslaved. The questions raised by working with ‘descendant communities,’ groups 
who can or wish to trace their ancestry to those enslaved at specific locations, frame my investigation into 
epistemological alternatives to relying on repositories of  materials (and the inevitable absences within 
them) created by those in power. In the British Caribbean, slave owners were not required to list the 
names of  their slaves on the ‘slave returns’ related to taxation until 1817, making tracing ancestors and 
where they were enslaved before then almost impossible.4 Impulses to recover the links between spaces of  
enslavement and the present speak to a central predicament of  contemporary post-slavery societies: How 
and why should the past be remembered? 

While issues of  archival absences and the gaps in colonial histories related to the enslaved remain 
important to my analysis, I am as concerned with archival misdirection, a colonial sleight of  hand. For in 
the British Caribbean, an archive of  sorts of  the enslaved does exist, but it is a visual archive that renders 
slavery as a natural occurrence within a tropical landscape. Slave owners conceptualized Jamaican 
space through the boundaries of  plantations and ports, places of  profit. Nineteenth-century paintings of  
Caribbean landscapes rendered in the style of  the picturesque naturalized the brutality of  slavery and 
mirrored the mapping of  Caribbean colonies through their possession by individual slave owners. The 
picturesque made the artificial—the colonization of  the environment through the use of  foreign flora to 
turn a profit—seem natural and beautiful. 

James Hakewill is just one of  a number of  writers and artists to deploy the picturesque in this 
time period, along with Edward Long, Issac Taylor, William Beckford and Matthew Lewis (Bohls 16–19). 
However, in thinking about the relationship of  the colonial visual archive to the present-day writings on 
Brodber and Goodison, when I reviewed Hakewill’s A Picturesque Tour of  the Island of  Jamaica from Drawings 
Made in the Years 1820 and 1821 (1825), I was surprised to find direct connections the places and people that 
Brodber and Goodison write about. A Picturesque Tour is a form of  life writing meant to convey personal 
experience as evidence of  a social setting: the colonial travel narrative. Hakewill catalogues his visit to 
Jamaica with illustrations, as well as commentary on the people he meets, and a moral justification of  
slavery. He lists a visit to Point Estate, Hanover, the place where Goodison’s great-grandmother was 
enslaved, as part of  his itinerary, although he does not create an image of  this particular plantation. He 
does, however, create a number of  images of  plantations in St. Mary’s Parish, where Brodber’s hometown 
of  Woodside is located, such as Trinity Estate, St., Mary’s (1824; see fig. 1), The images contained within 
James Hakewill’s A Picturesque Tour of  the Island of  Jamaica from Drawings made in the Years 1820 and 1821 
(1825) are particularly instructive of  the power of  the picturesque to shape Caribbean landscapes and the 
enslaved portrayed in them into consumable orderly tableaus for European viewers. Elizabeth A. Bohls 
frames Hakewill’s A Picturesque Tour as central to understanding how the planter picturesque allowed British 
readers to imagine slavery as beneficial for both the enslaved and their nation: “Reimagining Jamaican 
land according to a metropolitan aesthetic paradigm, the planter picturesque thus completes a circuit 
of  commodification and exchange between colony and metropole: picturesquely packaged plantations 
circulated for British consumption along with refined West Indian sugar” (22–23). The enslaved are a 
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present absence in these images and archival records—locatable within the gaze of  the artist or plantation 
scribe but missing a sense of  individuality or personhood. Many of  these images depict enslaved people 
as part of  the environment and their labour as no different than the grazing of  animals.

         The rising anti-slavery movement 
during this period represented 
a crisis for British imperialism. 
Topographic and picturesque visual 
representations arose at the same 
time that the British slave trade was 
being called into question, making 
it a likely medium to allow British 
people at home and in the colonies to 
make sense of  unfamiliar landscapes 
and to validate colonial rule (Crowley 
323). Artists who depicted the 
Caribbean through the picturesque 
made aesthetic choices that were 
anything but innocent depictions 
of  the natural world: they framed 
socio-political institutions such as 
plantation slavery as part of  the West 

Indian ‘natural’ landscape and so presented slavery as timeless and preordained to a European audience. 

 To return to what is most relevant to Brodber’s audience, however, the question remains of  how 
to trace the lineage of  those who currently live in Woodside. Brodber writes of  the lack of  evidence of  
the ancestors of  present-day Jamaicans, asking where “will we find the admissible data on the behavior 
of  people who left no memoirs?” (“Oral History” 7). What cannot be recaptured, Brodber notes, are the 
thoughts and desires of  those who did not have access to someone to record their life narrative or who 
remained illiterate post-emancipation. The people of  Woodside’s links to the land around Woodside, 
however, can be traced back to the granting of  provision ground rights. Provision grounds, Trevor Burnard 
notes, were often a key component in community solidarity for Caribbean slaves and created a sense of  
belonging that linked slaves to land, even as they lost their rights to claim each other as kin (154–56). 
Land becomes evidence of  family survival in Brodber’s vision, with the sons and daughters of  a particular 
enslaved woman, Mary Ann Drew, becoming key to the establishment of  farms post-emancipation. 

 Brodber’s Woodside takes a different approach to existing archival data than that of  traditional 
historiography. Aggregating data from archival materials such as lists of  enslaved people into searchable 
databases, while seemingly advancing the fields of  African diaspora and slavery studies, may replicate 
structures of  violence and dehumanization, such as racist nomenclature.5

 Brodber uses the only official archival evidence remaining, that of  enslaved people’s names on 
slave registers. However, she does so in a way that seeks to avoid recreating trauma for their descendants. 
In connecting Drew and the place of  her enslavement to her family in the present, Brodber pioneered 
a descendant community life-writing methodology to link present-day inhabitants of  Woodside to those 
who were enslaved there. Brodber accomplished this well before the creation of  online archives related 

Fig. 1. James Hakewill, Trinity Estate, St. Mary’s 1824, (60).
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to slave owners and the enslaved and their places of  origin (which are still emerging). Indeed, Brodber’s 
research on the Woodside area is cited in University College London’s Legacies of  British Slave-Ownership 
database.6 In 1817, the ‘registration’ of, or reporting for tax reasons, the number of  enslaved people on 
an estate began to be required by law, which gave Brodber a paper trail for her community’s origins. In a 
move that transforms the narrative from a regional history into an archival resource, Brodber publishes 
the slave returns for Woodside in 1817 in their entirety in both People of  My Jamaican Village and Woodside. 
All of  the data from a slave return is listed: name, racial categorization (i.e., mulatto), age, origin (i.e., 
Africa) and relationship to others on the estate (i.e., son of  Nancy). Reflecting on the fact that bringing 
captured Africans to the Caribbean only ended in 1807, Brodber puts herself  in the place of  the enslaved 
to underscore that there must have been people who remembered their homeland and their given names 
in the years for which records exist between 1811 and 1832. Brodber narrativizes a string of  data, the 
same kind that Johnson cautions us can reinscribe harm. She lists “Quiano(?) alias Charlotte Downs 
Negro 30 African,” noting that African-born Quiano loses her birthname to become Charlotte but is able 
to name her son Quaco, an Akan day name for a child born on Wednesday (Woodside 64). Commenting 
that on one estate twenty-one percent of  the enslaved were described as African born and old enough 
to remember their names, Brodber asks, “Where were those names? Through Jamaica they disappeared 
into ones reflecting the perceptions the masters had of  them—Congo Jack, Chamba Hack; into the 
names of  Greek and Roman figures” (Woodside 52). Another woman enslaved on John Neilson’s estate, at 
the same time as Quiano, is listed as “Fanny alias Mary Ann Drew Negro 23 African” (Woodside 60). The 
slave registers show that Drew had four children while enslaved: Edward John Marshall born in 1813, 
Billy Ferguson born in 1817, Kenneth Forbes in 1824 and Annie Forbes in 1828. Ferguson and Forbes 
are surnames held by enslaved men also owned by Neilson. It is important to note that in many cases the 
enslaved people listed cannot be traced to people still living in Woodside. Brodber does not gloss over 
these absences in order to create a positivist account; she instead gives these absences the same attention 
as those who have a traceable linage. In this way, the text enters into a conversation with the archive and 
seeks to restore humanity, cultural context and the erased paternity of  enslaved children from the bare 
facts listed in slave registers. 

 Descendants of  Drew through her Ferguson and Forbes children still live in Woodside. “Old 
Ferguson and Old Forbes have the one mother,” a descendant notes, information that Brodber is able 
to confirm archivally (People 23). Brodber uses tax and church records to trace these oral histories of  the 
descendants and to link them to landholdings. After emancipation, it appears that Mrs. Neilson gave 
her emancipated slaves rights to the village spring still in use today and acres of  land to the Marshall 
and Ferguson families. Brodber links her family to Drew, noting that her father’s sister married the son 
of  Annie Forbes. Brodber’s own aunt and uncle, then, are two generations away from Drew born in 
Africa. Thus, Brodber’s descendant community approach to life writing proves a genealogical connection 
between the formerly enslaved in Woodside and the residents living there in the early twenty-first century, 
with Drew as a founding mother. The residents of  Woodside now can see their family and community 
histories stretching back before emancipation to realize that they are rooted in the land of  Woodside 
and have contributed to the development of  its agricultural, religious and educational resources. The 
picturesque mode of  foregrounding the landscape and erasing the individual identities of  slaves working 
on it is repictured by Brodber’s painstaking work. Instead of  faceless slaves, we are presented with the 
names of  those enslaved in Woodside. Rather than figures of  humans blurred into the landscape making 
their presence there seem natural, Brodber reconstructs the roots-ripping journey of  people such as Drew, 
African. Brodber emphasizes the political agency and individuality of  the enslaved and their descendants 
in contrast to the faceless groups of  enslaved people depicted in the colonial picturesque. 
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“Where Is Here” in Lorna Goodison’s Life Writing

Brodber invites us to consider Caribbean identity as inseparable from land. Land, Brodber tells us, 
is the very foundation of  Caribbean identity: “No one—but no one—sells his land. Weeds may grow on 
it; the grass may die; you may plant nothing viable on it; but you do not sell your land. It is the evidence 
that your forebears lived; to sell it is to sell not just yourself  but your dead” (“Where” 60). Brodber’s 
work provides a critical framework for interpreting Goodison’s From Harvey River: A Memoir of  My Mother 
and Her Island (2007). Harvey River explores questions about how to create an archive of  the intertwining 
of  place and people through the lens of  the author’s mixed-race Jamaican family in the years between 
emancipation in 1834 and the 1960s.7 Brodber’s work, containing more oral and archival history than 
personal narrative, helps to clarify the feminist epistemology of  Goodison’s project, which has been 
misread by critics partially because it contains more personal narrative than oral or archival history. 

Born in Jamaica in 1947, Goodison is an accomplished author of  twelve books of  poems and two 
collections of  short stories. She has been awarded Jamaica’s Musgrave Medal and the Commonwealth 
Poetry Prize for the Americas. Her turn to family memoir in From Harvey River creates a creolized life 
narrative drawing on the genres of  oral history, folklore, European history, genealogy and her own poetry. 

Goodison reshapes themes central to her poetry, such as maternal strength, Jamaican history and culture 
and the natural world, in order to generate an immersive experience for the reader as she tells the story 
of  her family and its relationship to the environs surrounding Harvey River in northern Jamaica. Like 
Brodber in Woodside, Goodison examines in detail a small area within Jamaica, rather than attempting to 
write a national history. From Harvey River satisfies a genealogical desire possessed by many contemporary 
Caribbean subjects who deeply wish to know “where is here,” as Goodison characterizes her project, a 
connection to place through the prism of  their family history (“Reporting” 183).

From Harvey River’s richness of  ancestral memory and connection with familial homesteads stands 
in contrast to the losses of  ancestry and land experienced by most African and Asian diaspora people in 
the New World. Goodison writes of  her knowledge of  her family tree, dating back to the mid-nineteenth 
century, and her family’s ability to own and keep land as rooting her deep within Jamaican history. 

From Harvey River’s achievement in this remapping is best understood within the rhetoric of  Caribbean 
decolonial practices, of  which Brodber’s Woodside is a notable example. From Harvey River documents 
the efforts of  Goodison’s grandparents to create a viable space for themselves and their family in the 
century after emancipation. In turn, it suggests a mode of  identity and knowledge formation possible for 
contemporary citizens of  the Caribbean through their own family histories and ancestral locales. 

From Harvey River begins with praise of  Goodison’s mother’s double consciousness as a survival 
strategy to cope with the difficulties of  the present by drawing sustenance from memories of  her family’s 
land in Hanover Parish. Life in rural Harvey River is contrasted with the “hard life” of  Kingston, where 
Goodison’s parents moved after the beginning of  World War II (Harvey 183). Doris and Marcus Goodison’s 
loss of  their garage business due to war-time shortages in car parts and gasoline invokes the earlier 
memory of  Marcus’s mother losing her home “in the same way that thousands of  poor Jamaicans have 
lost their land for nearly two hundred years,” a legal system of  property set up to benefit the ruling elite 
(158). Telling even this small sliver of  Goodison’s family history from a woman’s perspective would be a 
departure within Caribbean literature, since according to Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley, “When the story of  
World War II in the tropics is told, West Indian scholars and novelists focus on its impact on male bodies 
and masculinist nationalisms” (164). In contrast, Goodison writes of  how Doris draws on her memories 
of  childhood in the country and her ancestors to give her the strength to cope with the demands of  nine 
children, the privations of  war-time life in Jamaica and the “roughness” of  post-war yard life in Kingston. 
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When Doris fears her son has been killed in a train crash, she is described as returning to Harvey River 
to cope: “Calm, for some reason my mother became completely calm, her mind goes underwater, for 
the next few hours she will do everything as if  she was swimming under the waters of  the Harvey River” 
(239). Doris’s ability to return mentally to Harvey River in times of  stress, such as when her son goes 
missing, is a form of  cultural sovereignty that grounds her and her children in a specific place.

Contemporary Caribbean life writing such as Goodison’s offers alternative ways to re-represent the 
colonial sleight of  hand of  picturesque paintings. For example, Goodison describes her great-grandmother 
Nana Francis Duhaney as having “jet-black skin” and as being descended from an African man enslaved 
on the Point Estate plantation by the Dutch family Duhaney in Hanover Parish. This plantation is among 
those that Hakewill lists in “views taken in Jamaica,” noting that he visits “Mrs. Dehany” of  Point View 
Estate (2). While the experiences of  the enslaved are passed over in Hakewill’s account, Nana Francis is 
mapped by Goodison into place—descending from enslaved people in Hanover Parish—as well as in 
time in the 1840s and through her connections with her descendants in the present. Goodison describes 
Nana Francis as refusing to wear shoes indoors,

as if  she needed her soles to always be in touch with the powerful work energy 
issuing from the Hanover ground through the floorboards, the same energy 
that enabled labourers to perform the ferocious, back-breaking tasks involved 
in the production of  sugar cane; an endless cycle of  digging, planting, weeding, 
cutting, grinding, and boiling under the ninety-six-degrees-in-the-shade sun, 
and the cut of  the whip. (Harvey 36) 

Describing her grandmother as drawing power from the Jamaican landscape may seem at first glance 
to be simply a poetic tribute to the labour of  feeding and clothing a large family. However, something 
deeper is at work here when Goodison claims a connection between the Hanover ground and her great-
grandmother’s work. By highlighting the work done by women such as Nana Francis, Goodison shows 
the labour extracted from Jamaicans by the British during colonization—an exploitation colony consists 
of  not just extracting raw materials and produce such as sugar cane but also human work. In Trinity Estate, 
St., Mary’s (fig. 1), for example, Hakewill elides plantation labour in his portrayal of  slaves walking leisurely 
with their work implements, implying but not portraying their work. As I have argued, picturesque 
paintings deliberately obscure the work performed by the enslaved by depicting them as simply existing 
in the landscape.

Despite the centrality of  visual representations to the British imperial project in the Caribbean, 
John E. Crowley noted in 2003 that “Caribbeanists have no strong tradition of  studying eighteenth-
century traditions of  their region in contrast to the many studies of  elsewhere in the eighteenth-century 
British Empire” (324–25). From the vantage point of  the present, Crowley’s argument that Caribbeanists 
have been inattentive to colonial modes of  visual production must be tempered by the scholarship of  
Nelson (2016), Bohls (2014), Thompson (2006) and Beth Tobin (2005). However, I speculate that a lack 
of  familiarity with the picturesque mode of  visual expression and its role in maintaining the colonial 
plantation economy and rule in the West Indies might further explain the lack of  a critical language 
among reviewers and scholars of  Goodison’s work to analyse her revision of  this mode of  colonial 
representation. 

In 2010, the Caribbean studies journal Small Axe commissioned several essays on From Harvey River and 
invited Goodison to reply. In her essay, Donette Francis approaches From Harvey River doubtfully, pointing 
to the disjunction between Goodison’s representation of  her loving family embedded in a nurturing rural 
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landscape and recent Caribbean life writing showcasing the region’s high rates of  violence, stigma around 
HIV/AIDS and homophobia, which “underscore that neither familial home, national homeland, nor 
immigrant nation function as safe spaces of  belonging” (161). In turn, Sandra Pouchet Paquet confesses 
to being bewildered by the absence of  Lorna’s voice: “Where is Lorna? was the question that came most 
frequently to mind” (168; emphasis in original). Francis and Paquet conclude that Goodison’s loving 
portrayal of  her mother is not simply saccharine or hagiography but instead can be seen within larger 
themes of  nation building and postcolonial self-making. However, they acknowledge that Goodison’s text 
does not do so in ways they might expect within their understanding of  Caribbean literature. Responses 
such as these to From Harvey River might be related to generic expectations of  the memoir, as well as, 
perhaps, to a lack of  cross-pollination between the fields of  visual and literary Caribbean studies, as I 
explore below. Generic expectations of  life writing, as Julie Rak has argued, structure not just our pleasure 
in reading memoirs but also the meaning we take from them.8 Generic expectations can cause us to lose 
sight of  the singularity of  Goodison’s work. If  From Harvey River frustrates our desire for Goodison to 
produce a portrait of  herself  as an artist, it also uneasily conforms to expectations of  a maternal memoir, 
which are usually focused on the subjectivity of  the mother/autobiographer or focus more directly on the 
mother/child relationship (Podnieks and O’Reilly ). Instead, Goodison presents place and people, land 
and genealogy as having intertwined histories that must be mapped together. 

Goodison’s depiction of  the Jamaican landscape is not a neo-picturesque mode of  representing 
Jamaica as Edenic. Instead, Goodison works against some of  the key modes of  racist/colonial picturesque 
representation, including (a) a Caribbean landscape devoid of  labourers, (b) a masculinist view of  the land 
and people as interchangeable and exploitable, (c) the depiction of  Afro-Caribbeans living off the land 
without cultivation on their part, (d) the naturalization of  a white plantocracy’s ownership of  land and 
(e) the inevitability of  European means of  mapping, understanding, and controlling land. Responding to 
Paquet’s essay, Goodison pushes back on expectation of  the centrality of  individual identity in life writing:

The questions ‘Who am I?’ and ‘Where am I?’ that Paquet poses are certainly 
those that engage all of  us. But in some ways I like to think that ‘Where is 
here?’—the question that the Canadian critic Northrop Frye once asked—is 
the one that my book explores on behalf  of  all Caribbean people who were 
taught history and geography from books and maps that barely acknowledged 
our existence. (“Reporting” 183; emphasis added)

In her response, Goodison redirects Paquet’s and Francis’s critiques from an understanding of  her project 
as an individual-centred traditional memoir to its broader project of  uncovering the connections between 
the historical and geographical, what I am calling ‘descendant community life writing.’ 

“Where is here?” is a central question in what has been termed Caribbean “quarrel with history” 
(Baugh; Glissant). Embedded in that question are the related issues of  how the Caribbean came to be 
and how we should interpret that history. What constitutes the Caribbean and how we talk about it 
are central questions in Caribbean epistemologies because of  the nature of  European conquest and 
the remaking of  the Caribbean through enslavement, indenture and the terraforming of  the landscape 
through imported plants and animals.9 Absences in colonial archives and what I am calling the ‘sleight of  
hand’ of  picturesque representations of  the Caribbean work to hide the what and how of  the creation of  
the region. This larger project is what I would like to attend to, since what is remarkable about From Harvey 
River is not only the admirable figure of  Goodison’s mother but also Goodison’s detailed knowledge of  her 
ancestry and their labour, and her ability to ‘map home’ across space and time. 
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Hakewill’s Bridge, Over the White River, St. Mary’s exemplifies many of  the key aspects of  colonial 
depictions of  the Caribbean landscape (fig. 2). It depicts a white stone bridge crossing a river, screened 
on both sides by tall trees that curve at the top, described by Hakewill as an “elegant frame of  bamboos” 
(56). The presence of  bamboo marks this as a colonial scene, with imported foliage planted to be of  use to 
economic enterprises. The bridge is set at middle distance with a solitary Black figure walking away from 
the river. In the foreground, two women are caring for a child, and one woman is in the river washing 
clothes. The women in this image, like others in Hakewill’s A Picturesque Tour, do not have individualized 
faces. Two baskets, presumably for laundry, are placed in the lower corners of  each side of  the painting. 
The retreating figure, as well as the laundresses, are figured as part of  the landscape, unaware of  the 
painter and seemingly unconcerned (in the case of  the woman in the water who does not appear to 
be wearing clothes) about being observed. In addition, no white overseer or male figure of  authority is 
represented, leaving open the interpretation that the women are at leisure or, at the very least, carrying 
out these domestic activities in a way that makes the coercion of  slavery markedly absent.

A number of  differences 
exist between Goodison’s 
representation and Hakewill’s. 
Goodison’s absence aesthetics 
map local women into the 
landscape and show their 
belonging to it; the landscape is 
also shown to belong to them. 
Goodison reframes what Mary 
Louise Pratt calls the all-seeing 
standpoint of  the “imperial eye,” 
one that would see European 
vantage points and occupation of  
colonized space as the central, if  
not the only, story to tell. Rather 
than simply appearing as an 
aesthetic element—as the Afro-
Jamaican women in Hakewill’s 
drawing meant for European 

viewers do—the women of  Harvey River are shown as exerting agency in their occupation of  the river 
environment. In reworking and re-representing her mother’s memory, Goodison creates a map of  the 
river space of  Harvey River that represents a local culture invisible to the colonial picturesque gaze. 

Goodison not only remaps Jamaica’s past. In mapping Harvey River, Goodison provides her 
readers in the present with an imaginative place of  sanctuary that defies colonial representations of  
Caribbean spaces by showing the labour attached to farming in the Caribbean and Caribbean people as 
having an intersubjective relationship with their land. The picturesque mode of  European control and 
mapping of  land, presented as inevitable and natural in nineteenth-century representations, is challenged 
by Goodison’s text, which provides its own countermap showing Jamaicans as exerting agency in and 
stewardship of  their environs. Goodison depicts Harvey River as a site of  memory, belonging and pleasure 
for the Jamaicans living there. Her memories of  her family members returning to Harvey River (both 
psychically and in person) mark it as a form of  ‘family land.’ Family land in the Caribbean denotes a 

Fig. 2. James Hakewill, Bridge over the White River, St., Mary’s, 1824, (52).
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space that all descendants have a right to return to and live on, even if  not all of  them own the land in 
practice (Besson). Framing From Harvey River within the context of  family land links Goodison’s text to 
Brodber’s as a form of  descendant community life writing.

By representing the history of  a place as linked to the descendant communities of  the formerly 
enslaved, “born a Harvey, of  Harvey River” (Harvey 278) or descended from “Mary Ann Drew, African” 
(Woodside 60), Goodison and Brodber use life writing as a method of  creating community-accountable 
history. Their accounts do not just chronicle what they are able to recover; they also detail the limits 
of  official archives—their inability to fully answer the questions they pose about them. Goodison must 
rely on family and community oral history to write of  her mother’s Harvey River. Brodber uses official 
archives but notes their limitations in conveying information about people before their enslavement—the 
designation ‘African,’ for example, leaves so much unsaid about the origins and possible histories of  the 
those who lived in Woodside. In acknowledging these archival absences, their works stand in contrast to 
more official histories that have either ignored the history of  the enslaved, whitewashed it or replicated 
racist biometrics or terms without a full consideration of  their potential for harm in the present day. 
Brodber’s and Goodison’s writing help us understand the harms of  not knowing the past or living with 
accounts that are partial and written by those in power.

Notes
1 The new emphasis within Caribbean studies on environmental humanities and its difference from 

North American versions informs this reading. The editors of  Caribbean Literature and the Environment 
note that while North American ecocriticism often harkens to a landscape unmarked by history or 
human labour, this is an impossible project in the Caribbean. In the Caribbean, what we think of  
now as ‘natural’ was constructed through the wholesale importation of  crops and fauna such as 
the palm tree and sugar cane that are synonymous with the region (DeLoughrey et al.). 

2 For a definition of  ‘descendant communities’ and overview of  the relationship between descendant 
communities and social science and historical interpretation, see Colwell. 

3 There are several videos documenting the work of  Blackspace as a site of  oral transmission of  
knowledge on YouTube, including “Erna Brodber on Black Space.” 

4 In the United States, enslaved persons were counted by age and sex rather than by name through 
the 1860 federal census. US census data can vary by state. 

5 For example, racist biometric categories of  the enslaved, such as ‘quadroon,’ now reappear in 
online searchable databases without comment or reference to the history of  resistance to these 
terms. Jessica Marie Johnson argues that, when “[l]eft unattended, these devastations reproduce 
themselves in digital architecture, even where and when digital humanists believe they advocate 
for social justice” (58).

6 See, for example, the entry on John Neilson, who enslaved the ancestors of  many current-day 
residents of  Woodside (“John Neilson”). 
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7 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson characterize From Harvey River as “autoethnography,” a term that 
centres a polity rather than an individual in the narrative, which accurately describes Goodison’s 
work (259). I distinguish descendant community life writing from autoethnography, as Brodber’s 
and Goodison’s narratives focus on place as much as people.

8 “The pleasure [of  genre …] lies in the recognition of  the elements that gave pleasure before 
and the desire to revisit that experience. The excess creates the need for more repetition, more 
recognition, and the generation of  more meanings that are not identical to what has gone before, 
but can be identified. They are almost, but not quite, the same” (Rak, loc. 637).

9 Kelly Baker Josephs argues that definitions of  the Caribbean are central to the region’s epistemologies 
because intellectual framings create what can be known about a place and its culture.
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Patricia Powell, 
Me Dying Trial

Over twenty-five years since its original publication, this new printing of  Patricia 
Powell’s Me Dying Trial attests to the novel’s powerful firsts and to its enduring power. Powell 
wrote Me Dying Trial her first novel, while she was just twenty, completing it as her MFA 
thesis at Brown University, and it continues to shine for the quality of  its story, the beauty 
of  its language and the pull of  its characters. In the early 1990s, when it was first published, 
Me Dying Trial was among the first Caribbean novels to openly address same-sex desires and 
relationships. Me Dying Trial was also among the first Caribbean novels published in the United 
States narrated in a modified Jamaican patois that conveys the rhythms and poetics of  that 
language while being accessible to a monolingual English reader. Writers from Thomas Glave 
to Nicole Dennis-Benn have joined Powell in writing about same-sex relationships in Jamaica 
and its diaspora, and most recently Marlon James has joined her both in writing about desire 
between men in Jamaica and in finding US publishers for novels written in modified Jamaican 
patois. 

Me Dying Trial opens with Gwennie Glaspole, a Jamaican woman painfully caught 
between her will for independence, her evangelical parents and her abusive husband. As 
she strives to free herself  through marriage, education, employment, love and emigration, 
Gwennie contends with the social strictures of  her family and island and with her own 
attachment to them. Powell has said that she wrote Me Dying Trial to figure out why a woman like 
Gwennie would make the choices that she does (Writers Series). She allows—indeed requires—a 
compassionate and critical examination of  the forces that limit and direct Gwennie, of  the 
opportunities that she misses, of  the choices that she makes, of  the constraints that limit those 
choices and of  the possibilities that she does not seize. 
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Edwidge Danticat, in her introduction to the 2003 edition of  Me Dying Trial, aptly compares 
Gwennie to Zora Neale Hurston’s Janie Crawford in Their Eyes Were Watching God  (xi). Powell’s characters 
and story offer a depth of  women’s worlds in Black diaspora contexts that recall Hurston’s. One of  
the central differences between Powell’s Gwennie and Hurston’s Janie is that Gwennie has children. As 
much as Me Dying Trial focuses on Gwennie, it also tells the story of  her children, especially her son Rudi, 
whose homosexuality marks one of  the novel’s central tensions, and her daughter Peppy, whose place in 
the family is both the tangled fishing line that ties them all together and the sharp knife that might just 
cut them apart. Peppy is the legate of  her mother’s will for independence, and as the narration turns 
increasingly to Peppy’s perspective in the second half  of  the novel, Powell beautifully brings readers inside 
how a young girl comes into her own power, pushed out and picked up by various members of  her family 
until she is able to be the one who holds Rudi, in all his gayness, close. 

Powell’s language also evokes that of  Hurston. In Me Dying Trial, both the third-person narration 
and the words of  the characters employ a modified Jamaican patois so that background and foreground—
Jamaica and Connecticut—are always presented in an insistently, if  slightly displaced, Jamaican voice. 
Powell’s language brings Mile Gully, New Green and also Hartford alive with the smells, tastes and 
sounds of  Jamaica and its diaspora, capturing the vast differences and the deep connections between 
urban and rural Jamaica and Jamaican communities in New England. The details of  description that set 
the characters up to walk off the page also allow readers to feel as if  they could walk right into the novel 
to stand next to Gwennie on the “old country bus” in Mile Gulley, which at every corner “would bend 
over so badly, all the baskets with yam banana, fish and breadfruit mad to fall over” (1). Me Dying Trial’s 
Jamaica abounds with such complex visions of  hardship and ingenuity held together by a network of  
powerful women. Peppy carries this Jamaica to Hartford and notices  that “there were no children in the 
street skipping, no firewood smells or overripe fruits” (224); delivering her high school graduation speech, 
“first she start off with the importance of  education, and how where she come from, it was education 
that make you or break you” (235), all the while looking out for her family in the audience and to the new 
network of  strong women, Jamaican and American, that she has formed.

Powell’s subsequent novels pick up on themes raised in Me Dying Trial. The Pagoda (1998) delves into 
questions of  gender identity, along with those of  sexuality, immigration and diaspora in the context of  a 
historical novel focused on a Chinese Jamaican in the nineteenth century. A Small Gathering of  Bones (2003) 
pursues the stories of  gay Jamaican men during the AIDS crisis of  the 1980s. Circling around from the 
story in Me Dying Trials that leads to and ends in immigration, The Fullness of  Everything (2009), follows a 
Jamaican-born American who has to rethink his understanding of  what it means to be a sibling, a parent, 
a spouse and a child as he returns to the island. Powell has more recently focused on writing essays and 
short stories, and a short-story collection, Come Closer, is in the works. 

While it received a wide range of  positive reviews when it was first published in 1993 and came 
out in a second edition (2003), Me Dying Trial has received relatively little critical attention. Timothy Chin 
mentions it in “The Novels of  Patricia Powell,” Dannabang Kuwabong in “Adaptive Parenting Strategies 
in Caribbean Fiction,” Joseph McLaren in “African Diaspora Vernacular Traditions and the Dilemma 
of  Identity,” Evelyn O’Callaghan in “Caribbean Migrations” and Keja Valens in Desire between Women in 
Caribbean Literature. This new edition offers an occasion for new readers and scholars to explore the many 
and rich threads of  Me Dying Trial.
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Lissa Paul, Eliza 
Fenwick: Early 
Modern Feminist

In this fascinating biography, Lissa Paul sets out to establish Eliza Fenwick (1767–1840) 
as a subject in her own right, “a literary woman worth reading” (9) rather than merely an 
incidental figure associated with the circle of  prominent intellectuals and writers that included 
Mary Wollstonecraft, William Godwin, Mary Robinson and Mary Hays. Fenwick’s literary 
legacy is fairly modest: ten children’s books, one novel (there is speculation about a destroyed 
second manuscript) and an extensive collection of  letters. While the letters provide the main 
focus of  Paul’s attentions, she also draws on her detailed knowledge of  Fenwick’s novel, Secresy, 
and various children’s stories. Paul’s interest in Fenwick developed from her own earlier 
monograph on children’s literature, The Children’s Book Business: Lessons from the Long Eighteenth 
Century, in which Fenwick’s stories featured. Detailed evidence of  Fenwick’s life is fairly scant 
and somewhat patchy, and, frustratingly, there are no images of  her or her children. Paul 
has to rely on a photograph of  Fenwick’s granddaughter Bessie, taken in 1876, for even a 
suggestion of  what Fenwick may have looked like. There is not a great deal of  definitive 
information on where she was born, who her parents were or whether she had siblings, but 
Paul painstakingly pieces together a coherent narrative of  Fenwick’s life out of  the scarce, 
scattered sources available. Following disparate leads and hunches, she mines the available 
material with sustained forensic care and fills out the relevant historical and cultural contexts 
in which Fenwick lived and worked. 

By any standards, Fenwick led a busy and adventurous life and encountered many 
difficult challenges. She was left to provide for herself  and two children early on in her 
marriage to John Fenwick, by all accounts a handsome, personable but irresponsible bon 
vivant. In her letters, particularly those to the novelist Hays, Fenwick writes frequently of  
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her struggles to make a living and the constraints this imposes on her literary ambitions. Paul is attentive 
to the literary qualities of  Fenwick’s letters throughout and is unequivocal in asserting her admiration 
for Fenwick’s courage and tenacity: “At the heart of  this book is Eliza’s colonial immigration success 
story” (3). And, indeed, the book persuasively catalogues Fenwick’s impressive achievements as a writer 
and teacher, as well as a networker and entrepreneur. After leaving England in 1814 (never to return), 
she travelled to pursue employment in Ireland, Barbados, America and Canada in order to support her 
children and grandchildren, before finally retiring to Rhode Island in 1838 to live with family friends and 
her granddaughter Bessie. 

The book is organized into seven chapters that focus, in roughly chronological order, on the many 
roles that Fenwick occupied at various points in her eventful life: “Daughter of  Methodism,” “Mother and 
Author,” “Children’s Book Writer and Friend,” “Governess and Networker,” “Colonist and Slaveholder,” 
“School Owner and Mourner” and “North American Grandmother.” Paul’s “Prelude” engages the 
reader immediately by introducing an extract from a letter that Fenwick wrote to friends, in which she 
recounted the tragic drowning of  her two grandsons in mysterious circumstances in Lake Ontario in 
1834. In deciding to “begin at an end” (1), Paul is less interested in tempting readers with the promise 
of  unravelling the fate of  the two young men than in inviting them to join her in following the clues 
that comprise the “story about the mysterious and adventurous literary life of  Eliza Fenwick” (1). Given 
the dearth of  available material on Fenwick, the reader is inducted via Paul’s careful sleuthing into the 
pleasures of  feminist archival research. When Paul returns to the Lake Ontario tragedy in the seventh 
chapter, the reader has accrued a sufficiently complicated perception of  Fenwick to more fully appreciate 
the layered nature of  the tragic scene with which the book opens. 

The engaging structure of  the text is matched by a lucid style of  writing, in keeping with Paul’s 
commitment to persuade “the general interested reader” of  Fenwick’s “historical relevance” (xvii). This 
accessible style is particularly helpful in those sections of  the book where the lack of  hard evidence 
requires Paul to fill in the gaps in Fenwick’s life with speculation and/or with detailed accounts of  wider 
contexts. The ‘generalist reader’ will learn a great deal about Methodism, book publishing, letter writing 
in the period, the intellectual circle of  people with which Fenwick was involved (many of  whom were 
involved in the anti-slavery movement) and slave holding and rebellion in Barbados. There is much to 
admire in Paul’s energetic commitment to supplementing the extant material, but there are moments, 
especially in “Daughter of  Methodism,” when information ripples too widely out from Fenwick herself. 
Furthermore, Paul’s attempts to convey the charismatic power of  Methodist preachers by drawing a 
parallel with modern-day rock stars introduces a self-conscious anachronism that becomes unwieldy 
and somewhat jarring at several moments in the text. While I am not the eighteenth-century specialist 
whose disdain about ‘presentism’ Paul anticipates in her “Notes on the Text,” I did find the insertion of  
contemporary phrasing (for example, “getting her act together” [7], “hanging in” [96], “exit strategy” 
[135]) and the frequent parallels drawn between modern cinematic representation and Fenwick’s 
descriptive powers rather strained and unnecessary. To my mind, there is ample enough evidence of  the 
remarkable in Fenwick’s travels, tragedies and achievements for it to resonate powerfully today without 
such interventions. 

Paul does an excellent job of  connecting disparate pieces of  information to establish Fenwick 
as a figure of  historical and literary significance. As well as establishing Fenwick as a writer “worth 
reading,” she is also keen to challenge the premise around which an earlier collection of  Fenwick’s letters 
was published. Edited and arranged by Anne Wedd, a descendant of  Hays, The Fate of  the Fenwicks was 
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published in 1927. As the title indicates and Paul demonstrates, the choices that Wedd made in her 
curation of  the letters conspire to convey an idea of  Fenwick as a woman lurching from one drama to 
the next without any clear sense of  direction or purpose, “someone who could not get her act together” 
(Paul 7). In her own more nuanced alternative, Paul offers persuasive rereadings of  the letters included in 
Wedd’s collection, in addition to identifying crucial omissions and offering compelling arguments about 
the misrepresentation of  Fenwick that results from such omissions. Paul notes that Wedd’s arrangement 
of  the letters in The Fate of  the Fenwicks prompted one reviewer to remark, “‘[I]f  this story were fiction it 
would be among the most moving novels of  the season’” (7). Paul’s reading of  the letters also recognizes 
Fenwick’s strengths as a fiction writer: her keen eye for detail, her descriptive powers, her attention to 
structure. But the gist of  her argument is that Fenwick’s literary talents were constrained by the very 
practical demands of  making a living for herself  and her family throughout her long life. Where Wedd 
constructs a tragic victim from Fenwick’s powerfully resonant letters, Paul suggests an agentic feminist and 
thwarted literary writer. This contestation over the significance of  women in history is both fascinating 
and vital to feminisms futures. To this end, I would have liked to see Paul offer fuller discussions of  the 
friendship between Hays and Fenwick. Given the sheer volume of  letters exchanged, what exactly were 
the ties that bound them over so many years of  correspondence? What kept it going for so long? And did 
the letters to Hays differ in tone or tenor to those she wrote to other recipients? Paul’s opening chapter 
details the way Fenwick squeezed the news of  her grandsons’ deaths into a small space at the bottom of  
a completed letter awaiting postage, “written in a tiny even hand” (1), and she notes the hole in the page 
where words that may have raised doubts about the boys’ demeanour had been erased at a later date by 
Fenwick’s descendants. Although Paul does return to the material culture of  specific letters elsewhere in 
the text, I would have welcomed more sustained close readings of  the letters themselves, as well as more 
sustained comparison with the novel, to highlight the entanglement of  the genres of  letter writing, fiction 
and life writing with which Paul’s text engages.

It may well be that the desire to fill in the wider contexts in which Fenwick travelled and worked 
constrained possibilities for detailed probing of  specific moments in her life or for offering sustained 
reflections on them. Perhaps, too, in seeking to retrieve Fenwick from the periphery of  Wollstonecraft’s 
circle while also refusing Wedd’s tragic casting, Paul is too uncritical in her rehabilitation of  Fenwick as 
heroic feminist. The many instances of  Fenwick’s discerning eye for opportunities for networking and 
employment are certainly testament to her industry and entrepreneurial spirit, but at times there is also 
something disingenuously, if  not ruthlessly single-minded in her approach. The letters to Hays that Paul 
discusses in “Colonist and Slaveholder” provide the most striking example of  this. In 1814, Fenwick 
moved with her son Orlando to Barbados, to join her daughter Eliza Ann, an actress who had travelled 
to Bridgetown with a theatre group. Shortly after her arrival, Eliza Ann married William Rutherford, 
and the couple joined forces with Fenwick to establish a seminary for girls in Barbados. Although the 
school was successful, several events conspired to make Barbados not quite the ‘paradise’ she described it 
as in her letters to Hays: within two years of  their arrival, Orlando died of  yellow fever; two years later, 
Rutherford left for England, leaving Eliza Ann and their four children to fend for themselves; and then 
there was the problem of  labour. 

Fenwick wrote to Hays, somewhat defensively, about her difficulties in managing labour in the 
context of  a slave-holding colony where “servants” (read, ‘house slaves’) steal, dawdle, lie and connive, 
despite and because she is unwilling to use physical punishments: “‘[T]he endless trouble & vexation that 
Black servants involve you in,’ she confided, ‘renders domestic comfort unattainable’”(150). Despite her 
moral objections to slavery and her initial attempts to maintain “clean hands” (150) by renting servants, 
Fenwick did buy, and later sell, five enslaved people. The advertisement for the latter in the Barbados 
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Mercury Gazette of  8 June 1822, lists chattels for sale, which include “a gig and harness, two well-toned 
piano-fortes, an excellent milch cow - and several negroes - house servants, &c - an excellent chaise,” and 
so on (183). Paul argues: “The reason why Eliza, who had been an abolitionist, a believer in equality and 
liberation through literacy, was completely baffled by the enslaved people in Barbados was that, up until 
she lived among them, her experience with them had been either metaphorical or hypothetical” (144). 
She concludes that Fenwick “had learned, uneasily, to adapt to colonial life in Barbados and the practices 
that came with it” (160). The rebuke implicit in Paul’s argument here is, to my mind, unnecessarily 
muted and suggests rather too uncritical acceptance of  the tortuous explanations that Fenwick offered to 
Hays. It also begs several questions: In precisely what sense can Fenwick be described as living “among” 
enslaved people in Barbados? And why, given the arguments that Paul makes about Fenwick’s talents 
as a literary writer, might we not expect Fenwick to be able to navigate between “experience” and the 
“metaphorical or hypothetical” with more imagination and discernment? I would argue that Fenwick’s 
manifest complicity with the evils of  slavery requires more rigorous and probing analysis. This is not to call 
for outraged condemnation (though it would certainly be deserved in relation to this period of  Fenwick’s 
life) but to insist on a ‘warts-and-all’ approach when we engage in retrieving women from history. Evelyn 
O’Callaghan, in Women Writing the West Indies, 1804–1939, cites the following from one of  Fenwick’s letters 
to Hays (though Paul does not refer to this): “‘[I]f  you knew the slavery of  managing a family in the West 
Indies with Negro Domestics (& we have seven of  them), you would wonder how I support the toil’” 
(45). Fenwick is enslaved by the labour of  managing the labour of  the enslaved! The complicated knots of  
this metaphor of  entangled labour cannot easily be disentangled, but neither should they be elided or 
avoided. Perhaps a dose of  strategic anachronism or ‘presentism,’ via contemporary postcolonial feminist 
theory (revisioned intersectionality, affect theory, debates about empathy and complicity and so on) might 
have led to a more compromised ‘feminist Fenwick,’ but one who would resonate in our current moment 
in more complicated ways. To my mind, flawed, complicit or unlikeable feminist-heroines are definitely 
worth retrieving.

“Biographers are explorers scanning oceans of  history for sightings of  their subjects” (Paul 53). 
Paul’s Eliza Fenwick: Early Modern Feminist takes the feminist scholar on a fascinating voyage of  discovery. 
While this reader was not always fully persuaded by the conclusions Paul arrives at with regard to Fenwick’s 
qualities, values and motives, there is no doubt that hers is a remarkable story of  determination, tenacity 
and skilled networking, and that Paul tells it with verve, commitment and dedication. In the process of  the 
telling, we also see Paul’s tenacity and care in pursuing scattered clues, following up hunches, presenting 
her research in an accessible manner and staying committed to the importance of  archival feminist 
research. The biographer of  this biography, then, emerges as a feminist archival scholar with whom many 
of  us can identify with pride and in solidarity.
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