
 

Vol. 29  /  No. 2 / April 2021



 

Published by the Departments of  Literatures in English, 
University of  the West Indies 

Volume 29
Number 2
April 2021

Edited by Lisa Outar



 

CREDITS

Original image: Khaffi Beckles, A Temporary Reconciliation, 18 x 11 inches, vellum, brown 
paper, India ink, paraffin wax on glass, 2016. 

Ayrïd Chandler (graphic designer)

Carla DeSantis (copy editor)

JWIL is published with the financial support of  the Departments of  Literatures in 
English of  The University of  the West Indies

Enquiries should be sent to 

THE EDITORS 

Journal of  West Indian Literature 

Department of  Literatures in English, UWI Mona 

Kingston 7,  JAMAICA, W.I. 

Tel. (876) 927-2217; Fax (876) 970-4232 

e-mail: editorial@jwilonline.org

Copyright © 2021 Journal of  West Indian Literature

ISSN (online): 2414-3030 



 

EDITORIAL COMMITTEE 

Evelyn O’Callaghan (Editor in Chief)

Michael A. Bucknor (Senior Editor)

Lisa Outar (Senior Editor)

Glyne Griffith

Ronald Cummings

BOOK REVIEWS EDITOR 

Antonia MacDonald

EDITORIAL BOARD 

Edward Baugh

Alison Donnell 

Mark McWatt 

Maureen Warner-Lewis

 

EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD 

Laurence A. Breiner

Rhonda Cobham-Sander

Daniel Coleman

Anne Collett

Raphael Dalleo

Denise deCaires Narain

Curdella Forbes

Aaron Kamugisha

Geraldine Skeete

Faith Smith

Emily Taylor



THE JOURNAL OF WEST INDIAN LITERATURE  has been published twice-yearly by the Departments 
of  Literatures in English of  the University of  the West Indies since October 1986. JWIL originated at the 
same time as the first annual conference on West Indian Literature, the brainchild of  Edward Baugh, 
Mervyn Morris and Mark McWatt. It reflects the continued commitment of  those who followed 
their lead to provide a forum in the region for the dissemination and discussion of  our literary culture. 
Initially featuring contributions from scholars in the West Indies, it has become an internationally 
recognized peer-reviewed academic journal. The Editors invite the submission of  articles in English 
that are the result of  scholarly research in literary textuality (fiction, prose, drama, film, theory and 
criticism) of  the English-speaking Caribbean. We also welcome comparative assessments of  non-
Anglophone Caribbean texts provided translations into English of  the relevant parts of  such texts 
are incorporated into the submission. JWIL will also publish book reviews. Submission guidelines are 
available at www.jwilonline.org.

http://www.jwilonline.org


 

Table Contentsof

i  Editorial Preface
Lisa Outar

1  Authorizing the Hinterlands? Forms of  History and 
Wilson Harris’s Jonestown
J. Dillon Brown

13  Caribbean Basins: Containing the Im/material in Kei 
Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” and Olive Senior’s “Gourd” 
Samantha Stephens

29  An Unsung History: Rereading David Chariandy’s 
Soucouyant through Sound
Treviene A. Harris

44  Fugitive Form in Patrick Chamoiseau’s L’esclave vieil 
homme et le molosse
Xavier Lee

62  Women Loving Women in the Erotic-Pornographic 
Binary: Sex and Intimacy via Audre Lorde in Nicole 
Dennis-Benn’s Here Comes the Sun
Janelle Rodriques

74  The Harder They Cum, the Harder Babylon Fall: The 
Queer Utopian Poetics of  Marlon James’s A Brief  History 
of  Seven Killings
Kedon Willis

90  “The thing relayed as well as the thing related”: 
Constructing Female Strength through Errantry in Nalo 
Hopkinson’s ‘Robber Queen’ Folk Tales
Amanda Bryan

108  Re-articulations of  the Flying Symbolic: Flying and 
Falling in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak! and “Without 
Inspection”
Cole A. Carvour 

122  An Anthurium Blooms: An Interview with Dr. Sandra 
Pouchet Paquet
Miguel Vasquez



 

Book Reviews

141  Anthony Kellman, Tracing Jaja
Bénédicte Ledent

144  Kinitra D. Brooks, Searching for Sycorax: Black Women’s 
Hauntings of  Contemporary Horror 
Paula Morgan

149  Kei Miller, In Nearby Bushes 
Ian Bethell Bennett 



i

Editorial Preface
Lisa Outar

It is with great pleasure that I introduce you, dear JWIL reader, to the second of  
our two-part April 2021 publication. Volume 29, number 1, edited by Marta Férnandez 
Campa and our esteemed editor in chief  Evelyn O’Callaghan, traces the importance of  
archives to the field of  Caribbean literature, and I do hope you will peruse the excellent and 
thoughtful essays they have gathered, which explore the unique decolonizing possibilities, 
vulnerabilities and commitments that Caribbean literary archives embody. The articles of-
fer insight into writers’ archives, the role of  stories in archiving diasporic and local knowl-
edge, how literary texts can expand historiography and how archival findings can revise 
literary histories.

This issue, volume 29, number 2—which benefited from the assistance of  Dr. Ron-
ald Cummings, the newest member of  the JWIL editorial collective—highlights equally 
exciting scholarship that reflects the dynamic state of  the ever-evolving field of  Caribbean 
literature and literary criticism. The eight essays, one interview and three book reviews of-
fer examinations of  the work of  both more recent Caribbean authors and long-established 
giants in the field. The mutability and power of  the Caribbean in both its literary and phys-
ical landscape has never been clearer. I write this preface under the shadow of  the eruptions 
of  La Soufrière volcano in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, which continues to highlight 
the vulnerability of  the region to both natural and man-made catastrophes, as well the in-
terconnected fates of  the different countries of  the region. Also as I write, Trinidad is back 
under lockdown in the face of  rising COVID-19 rates over a year after this pandemic start-
ed. The inequities that the global South experiences are evident anew in the general lack 
of  availability in the region of  vaccines, even as richer global North countries experience 
surfeits. Caribbean creativity in the face of  the exigencies of  the pandemic is also evident, 
however, as in the recently completed NGC 2021 Bocas Lit Fest, staged entirely virtually, 
where rich and joyful intellectual exchanges and vibrant literary and artistic offerings were 
made accessible to participants from all over the world. As always for Caribbean peoples, 
the boundaries between home and away remain porous, even as the yearning for embod-
ied experiences of  home persists in complex variations wherever we are. This is such an 
exciting moment for Caribbean literature and scholarship, as we experience a florescence 
of  novels, poetry, short stories, films, essays and critical engagements in so many parts of  
the region and its various diasporas. This issue bristles with that energy in the form of  new 
looks at how writers engage with historicity, fresh perspectives on the work and needs of  
literary historiography and astute attention to the unique ways in which Caribbean writers 
tell hard truths about our postcolonial realities, attempt to explode colonial and generic 
strictures and draw upon local traditions to pursue the hard, urgent and elusive work of  
decolonization. 

Editorial Preface
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J. Dillon Brown’s essay starts us off with a sensitive and nuanced treatment of  the 
question of  the role of  the artist in confronting history, an ever-pressing issue for Caribbean 
writers. In his reading of  Wilson Harris’s novel Jonestown, which Brown notes is “the only 
one of  Harris’s twenty-six novels whose title suggests direct historical referentiality,” Brown 
assesses the implications of  Harris’s application of  his famous mythopoeic approach to an 
event of  the recent past, one that remains palpable in Caribbean and US imaginations. 
The essay explores in thoughtful ways the promises and pitfalls of  mobilizing Caribbean 
traumas via more abstract artistic forms. Samantha Stephens’s essay on the possibilities of  
concrete poetry when wielded by Caribbean poets Kei Miller and Olive Senior takes us 
deep into the terrain of  Caribbean challenges to generic forms and unique disruptions of  
conventions of  narrativity and cultural references. Stephens insists on the power of  impre-
cision in both Miller’s and Senior’s work where their use of  the clay jar and calabash shapes, 
respectively, to engage with poetic form and content draws upon a specifically Caribbean 
lexicon while operating as a rhizomatic cartography that challenges colonial meaning/map 
making. We thank both Olive Senior and Kei Miller for graciously granting permission to 
reproduce their work for inclusion in this essay. 

Treviene A. Harris leads us boldly into a new point of  entry for considering David 
Chariandy’s powerful first novel, Soucouyant. Assessing the appearance of  sound in the novel 
in the form of  both the scream of  the eponymous soucouyant and the references to the 
calypso “Rum and Coca Cola” contained within the text, Harris offers unique insights into 
the ability of  literature to bring submerged cultural memories to light and its limitations 
for representing embodied experiences of  marginalization and haunting trauma. The idea 
of  the echoing and uncontainable nature of  the Caribbean past considered here appears 
throughout the issue. In his debut scholarly publication, Xavier Lee explores the ways in 
which Patrick Chamoiseau’s L’esclave vieil homme et le molosse engages both formally and the-
matically with the afterlife of  slavery and the plantation. Lee’s observations about how 
Chamoiseau reshapes both temporality and folklore tie nicely together with both Brown’s 
and Stephens’s engagements with formal concerns in Caribbean writing and with Amanda 
Bryan’s essay on the uses of  folklore. Lee meticulously elucidates the “fugitive form” that 
Chamoiseau offers as an anti-formalist project that pays homage to both Caribbean folk-
lore and Maroon traditions of  refusal and reconfiguration.

Janelle Rodriques’s and Kedon Willis’s works explore the ways in which the pathos 
and the potential of  the erotic are harnessed by contemporary Caribbean writers. Deftly 
using the work of  Audre Lorde to distinguish between iterations of  the potentially liberato-
ry erotic and the exploitative pornographic, Rodriques assesses how Nicole Dennis-Benn’s 
devastating novel Here Comes the Sun indicts the Jamaican nation-state for its exclusionary 
configurations of  citizenship and the costs for black women of  the country offering itself  
up as a sexual paradise for tourists. Rodriques shows the consequences for black women’s 
internalizations of  colonial and neocolonial heteronormative expectations of  embodiment, 
ones that foreclose the possibilities of  radical self-love and acceptance of  queer identity. 
Also assessing representations of  sexuality and queerness, Kedon Willis turns a keen eye 
to overlooked allusions in Marlon James’s teeming A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, arguing 
that queer male erotics are presented by James as a potent “engine for postcolonial utopian 
imagining,” one that offers “the possibility of  psychic liberation from white cultural oppres-
sion.”

Editorial Preface
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The theme of  imagined utopian possibilities, even if  stymied, features throughout 
the issue, and particularly prominently in the final two scholarly essays which examine 
quests for alternate Caribbean futures. Cole A. Carvour delves into the fictional worlds 
of  Edwidge Danticat to investigate the implications for Danticat’s incorporation of  the 
trope of  the “flying African” into her Krik? Krak! and her short story “Without Inspection.” 
Noting Danticat’s distinct pairing of  images of  flight with those of  falling and identifying 
differences from the ways in which the ‘flying symbolic’ appears in North American iter-
ations, Carvour argues for the cultural distinctiveness of  Danticat’s use of  this imagery to 
both reimagine this trope and to offer more complex formulations of  agency. Relying on 
Édouard Glissant’s theories of  errantry, Amanda Bryan revisits Nalo Hopkinson’s under-
examined incorporation of  the Robber Queen folk tales into her celebrated speculative 
fiction novel Midnight Robber. Bryan argues for closer attention to the traditions of  folklore 
that Hopkinson invokes via her featuring of  these tales and highlights the emergence of  a 
specifically relational model for expressing and highlighting female strength. 

Miguel Vasquez’s interview with the pioneering Caribbean scholar Sandra Pouchet 
Paquet continues important work that is being done in the field (including in the sister April 
2021 JWIL issue on Caribbean literary archives) of  expanding Caribbean literary histo-
riography. This rich, illuminating exchange ranges over Paquet’s cross-hemispheric move-
ments, her intellectual development and mentoring by figures such as George Lamming 
and Derek Walcott and her own indelible influences on the shaping of  Caribbean studies 
in the US especially, but with ripple effects everywhere that Caribbean literature is taught 
and studied. Vasquez’s interview reflects and highlights both the importance (and preva-
lence) of  generous intergenerational mentorship in the field of  Caribbean studies and the 
importance of  and vulnerabilities involved in building and sustaining institutional support 
for Caribbean studies and scholarship.

Finally, in our ever-lively book reviews section, Bénédicte Ledent continues the 
theme of  corrections to the elisions of  mainstream historiography with her review of  An-
thony Kellman’s Tracing Jaja, which recreates the fascinating story of  the Nigerian king Jubo 
Jubogha, who was exiled to the Caribbean by the British Crown. In her review of  Searching 
for Sycorax: Black Women’s Hauntings of  Contemporary Horror, Paula Morgan traces the scathing 
dual intervention that Kinitra D. Brooks makes into the treatment of  black women in the 
genre of  horror and into black feminist criticism’s dismissive treatment of  horror as a genre 
to be taken seriously. In his review, Ian Bethell Bennett meditates on Kei Miller’s engage-
ments with themes of  violence, paradise, inequity, and sexuality in the poetry collection In 
Nearby Bushes.

We extend special thanks to artists Khaffi Beckles, whose A Temporary Reconciliation 
graces our cover, and Tessa Mars, whose untitled work from her Praying for The Visa series 
accompanies Kedon Willis’s essay, for sharing their evocative pieces with us.

I hope you enjoy the issue and invite you to check back in November 2021 for our 
special issue on dub poetry and in April 2022 for our tribute to Kamau Brathwaite. May 
the wealth of  these offerings fuel your own creativity and scholarly interventions.

Editorial Preface
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Authorizing the Hinterlands? 
Forms of  History and Wilson 
Harris’s Jonestown
J. Dillon Brown

Source: The Jonestown Institute | Flickr 

In the annals of  a New World, post-independence history, the events that occurred 
at Jonestown, in Guyana, on 18 November 1978, represent something of  a conundrum. As 
is now well documented, on that day the religious leader Jim Jones instigated the deaths of  
over nine hundred of  his followers in a dramatic act of  murder-suicide, bringing to a shock-
ing close the experiment in communal living undertaken by Jones’s People’s Temple in the 
remote western region of  Guyana that borders Venezuela.1 Beyond the most immediately 
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visceral question of  how so many people could have been coerced into killing themselves and their children 
by drinking cyanide-laced Flavor-Aid, the tragedy’s larger, geopolitical and historical significance remains 
difficult to measure. What, if  anything, can the simultaneous deaths of  so many citizens of  one country, 
the United States, in the Amazonian jungle of  another, Guyana, tell us about hemispheric relations at 
that time?2 Is the Jonestown tragedy, as Shiva Naipaul maintains in Journey to Nowhere: A New World Tragedy, 
a fitting symptom of  the decadence of  leftist thought in the Americas, connecting New Age California 
with the faux-Marxist politics of  Guyana’s Forbes Burnham regime? Or is it instead better understood 
as one unfortunate marker of  the expedient Cold War machinations of  Burnham’s government as it at-
tempted to maintain power in a dangerous and shifting geopolitical space? Alternatively, should it rather 
be read, as Walter Rodney has argued, as a symptomatic US intrusion into Caribbean sovereignty, with 
Jim Jones serving as a microcosm of  the ease with which hubristic economic power can take advantage 
of  corrupt local officials? (Rodney).3 Or, finally, can Jonestown even be taken in any sense as representative 
of  regional interrelations, or should it merely be filed away as a wildly idiosyncratic anomaly gone awry? 

These large, knotty questions are the ones with which I first approached—in the context of  a 
sweeping project on US-Caribbean interactions—Wilson Harris’s 1996 novel Jonestown, the first major 
West Indian fictional text to grapple directly with the tragedy.4 Knowing the nature of  Harris’s work, one 
would of  course not expect any straightforward answers to such questions.5 As Michael Gilkes has aptly 
observed, Harris employs a style of  writing where “images proliferate in a manner apparently calculated 
to surprise: to disturb the reader’s normal habit of  perception” (5), a tendency that intentionally inter-
rupts and holds in abeyance any conventional readerly urge to extrapolate a single unambiguous mean-
ing. Hena Maes-Jelinek, another of  Harris’s most accomplished explicators, maintains a similar stance in 
describing his oeuvre, asserting that

[w]hether in content or form (characterization, narrative structure and style) 
Harris’s work is marked by a refusal to invest absolutely in one way of  being 
or one mode of  expression. He tends towards the reconciliation of  contraries, 
not definitely, but in evanescent moments of  vision within a constantly evolv-
ing pattern of  separation and union. (Wilson Harris xv)

Harris’s distinctive method, that is, self-consciously resists his reader’s inclination towards firm conclusion 
or stable judgement. Its aims, instead, are more extensive and correspondingly less clear-cut: to expand 
our sense of  the world and our place in it; to find profundity in the often taken-for-granted features of  the 
landscapes in which we subsist; to encourage open-endedness, cross-cultural connection and a recogni-
tion of  the Otherness in ourselves; and, finally, to pursue an awareness of  history that stretches far longer 
than one normally considers meaningfully apt. 

It is in light of  this last characteristic—Harris’s insistence on history in the exceedingly longue 
durée—that the novel Jonestown takes on peculiar interest, since it appears to be the only one of  Harris’s 
twenty-six novels whose title suggests direct historical referentiality. The rest of  his titles—from Palace of  
the Peacock (1960) to The Infinite Rehearsal (1987) and on through The Ghost of  Memory (2006)—are far more 
in keeping with Harris’s penchant for cross-cultural symbolism, archetypal systems of  thought and a fluid 
connotative style. The uniqueness of  Jonestown’s title, then, seems to augur a sense of  history divergent 
from that found in Harris’s previous works, perhaps signaling a more direct approach to a very contem-
porary, visceral and tragic historical event. Indeed, an early reviewer of  the novel enthusiastically praises 
it for its “great daring in having moved closer than ever before to recent historical fact and a half-step 
outside the synchronous dream-world of  earlier ‘composite epics’” (Morton, qtd. in Burnett 232). The 
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caution of  the wording here—“closer,” not actually ‘close’; a “half-step outside” (emphasis added)—is 
telling, however, and once one enters into the text as a reader, any pretence of  rapprochement with a 
conventional sense of  history is quickly dissipated. The novel, of  course, begins with a letter asking its 
addressee, one W. H., to edit an enclosed manuscript. While the letter identifies its geographic origin as 
Trinity Street, New Amsterdam, its time of  composition resists historicization: it is dated “Dateless Day” 
(Harris, Jonestown 3).6 And if  this gesture is not revelatory enough, one can stay on the first page, where 
the letter writer, Francisco Bone—subsequently the first-person narrator of  the novel—asserts that “all 
of  the characters appearing in the book are fictional and archetypal” and reveals that he singled out W. 
H. because of  his “sympathies for voyagers of  the Imagination” (3). This, then, is familiar Harrisonian 
territory, with an emphasis on an imaginative, rather than empirically grounded, perception of  the past, 
filtered through a sensitive, individual artistic consciousness. Indeed, even though the word ‘history’ ap-
pears at the very beginning of  Bone’s letter, it is used only to distance the text from the kind of  thinking 
normally associated with the historical. Distinguishing his own attempt at representation from more tra-
ditional chronicling, Bone reports, in Harris’s inimitable, associative, agglutinative style, “I have sought to 
explore overlapping layers and environments and theatres of  legend and history that one may associate 
with Jonestown” (3). In this rendering, history, as such, takes its place on stage as imaginative enactment, 
occupying a distinct second billing behind the concept of  legend and serving primarily as circumstantial 
raw material for creative associations. Bone goes on to describe his manuscript—essentially the novel it-
self—as a “Dream-book” (5), and the process of  self-reclamation he undergoes over its course centres, in 
fact, on various enactments of  what Bone terms “[m]emory theatre” (8)—a much more personal sense 
of  the past that links “hidden textualities of  pre-Columbian and post-Columbian place” (9) to Bone’s 
traumatic experience in Jonestown.7 In this way, it becomes clear that despite the titular implications of  
a particular place and event in time, the novel intends on putting readers in an uncannily familiar space 
with regard to Harris and his outlook on the proprieties of  history. 

Scholars and critics have not failed to notice this quality in the novel. As John Thieme observes, 
“Jonestown has no interest in documentary reportage” (40), while Paula Burnett describes how “the lo-
catedness of  the past, such as 1978 in Jonestown, is dissolved and freed from its fixedness so that it can 
signify afresh in the now or the future” (221). In a similar vein, Gemma Robinson argues that the book is 
best understood when “we read and reread the novel as a series of  non-linear memories” (59).8 For any-
one familiar with Harris’s work, none of  this comes as a particular surprise, and Harris himself  set out a 
large oeuvre of  theoretical writing explaining his authorial practice. For instance, in the essay “History, 
Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and the Guianas,” he diagnoses “the historical stasis which afflicts the 
West Indian sensibility and which may only be breached in complex creative perspectives for which the 
historical convention would appear to possess no criteria” (156). Announcing his suspicion of  historical 
thinking—he impugns historians for having no sense of  “inner time” (159)—Harris asserts his belief  in 
the salvific power of  art, which alone seems to have the resources to “bring into play a figurative meaning 
beyond an apparently real world or prison of  history” (156). As Monica Pozzi has observed with regard 
to theorizing a relationship to the past, in almost all cases, for Harris, “the gnoseological aspect of  the 
trauma shall be preferred to the historical one” (24). Despite its titular implications, then, Jonestown takes 
its place among Harris’s other works, revealing a familiar suspicion of  the traditional empiricism of  his-
torical practice. Indeed, at one point near the end, our narrator Bone enthuses over his epiphany that his 
“Dream-book was more real than the real world” (203).9 

The notion of  the real is very much at issue in the novel, and at one level, Jonestown’s allegiance to 
what we might call ‘surreality’ aligns quite closely with Harris’s well-known antipathy to the literary meth-
ods of  realism. As Bone reflects at one point in the novel, wondering how to represent the seductive con-
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version narratives of  the novel’s Jim Jones figure, he concludes, “Not by social realism obviously, which is 
blind to the mystery of  orchestrated imageries of  parallel universes of  the Imagination and to counter-
point” (123). Here, the novel makes clear its own predilection for something that can reach beyond the 
flatly, bluntly real. As Aparna Halpé notes, Harris’s aesthetic philosophy maintains “that the function of  
realism in the novel invokes an aesthetic of  persuasion which can, at best, only provide a partial vision of  
linear coherence,” and this is not enough to actualize authentic knowledge (209). This assessment echoes 
what Harris says in his early essay collection, Tradition, the Writer and Society, in which he rejects the “na-
tional and political and social simplifications of  experience in the world” (30) that he finds characteristic 
of  most realistic prose. For Harris, this style of  art ultimately serves only “to consolidate one’s preconcep-
tion of  humanity” (40); he is looking, instead, to unsettle preconceptions, to get readers to look at things 
in a different way. Bone’s mentor in the novel, Mr. Mageye, confirms this view, proclaiming that “[n]ew 
technologies should bring into play profound and new literacies of  the Imagination,” and suggesting that 
there is “the necessity for a different comprehension of  the language of  reality” (Harris, Jonestown 101). In 
this way, among others, the novel both announces and enacts an artistic practice that dynamically strives 
to avoid the traps Harris associates with ill-considered attempts to render the immediacy of  our everyday 
experience—that is, with what he understands as conventional literary realism.10

This aesthetic stance, in turn, can bring us back to Harris’s ideas about history. As Maes-Jelinek 
has perspicaciously argued, Harris conceives of  the past as both multidimensional and subject to change, 
such that Jonestown’s merging of  time frames into one Dream-book “brings to light parallel situations 
and motivations and intimates that the past itself  changes, is active in the present, and offers meanings 
to which one may have been blind” (“Tricksters” 216). For Harris, history cannot be simply fact but a 
reimagined reality, if  it is to function in any creative or productive manner. As Barbara Webb has put 
it, Harris’s novels invoke myth as the privileged form of  the past and think of  history as a “speculative 
inquiry intended to provoke consciousness” (6). Such a view is, in large part, a response to the dark and 
often unrecorded experiences of  the subordinated peoples of  the region, a way of  getting beyond the 
silence and trauma of  the colonial past.11 As Bone delineates in his opening letter, “It is essential to create 
a jigsaw in which ‘pasts’ and ‘presents’ and likely or unlikely ‘futures’ are the pieces that multitudes in 
the self  employ in order to bridge chasms in historical memory” (Harris, Jonestown 5). This sense of  art’s 
role bears strong resonances with Harris’s own essays, and, as a whole, Jonestown carries on with the main 
thrust of  all his work: if  the key problem is the quarrel with history, Harris argues that attempts to settle 
it are best made by recourse to a highly imaginative brand of  mythopoeic creation.

Critics of  Jonestown typically read the novel’s approach to history in precisely this manner: as an 
exercise in recapturing the complex echoes of  a deep, all but lost past. Robinson, for example, remarks 
that the novel is engaged in “the search for apparently irretrievable pasts (American, Guyanese, Mayan), 
the intuitive ferment of  memory” (60), while Burnett suggests that “‘[m]emory theatre’, which the book 
stages, offers an alternative to the annihilations which history records” (215). This is surely how Harris 
means us to read him. However, in light of  the novel’s subject matter, one is tempted to ask about the 
implications of  applying this mythopoeic approach—so evocative and provocative when dealing with 
more distant experiences, otherwise all but unrecoverable—to a specific episode of  the recent past, like 
the Jonestown mass murder-suicide. Is such an event—captured on camera, video, sound recordings—
especially amenable to (or so obviously in need of) this kind of  imaginative reclamation and reworking?12 
While Harris’s resort to intuition as a means to reanimate lost traces of  an ancient past seems eminently 
defensible, the implications of  enacting this process on a quite recent, recorded past are harder to define. 
The alacrity with which the novel transcends the gritty, troubling details of  the actual Jonestown and 
concentrates instead on the psychosymbolic journey of  its narrator-protagonist runs the risk of  appearing 
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as a form of  unseemly escapism, or at the very least, a kind of  quietism, in which virtually any event can 
be swept up into the well-oiled machine of  Harrisonian mythopoiesis.13 While such a reading surely goes 
against the grain of  Harris’s discernible intent, the stubborn reality of  the horror of  Jonestown (the his-
torical event) does seem to suggest some of  the limitations of  the formal historical aesthetic within which 
it is enfolded—and arguably effaced—by Jonestown (the novel). 

Harris’s theories on creatively representing history are closely related to his investment in formal 
experimentation—what we might call his ‘high-modernist stylings’—and it is in this intersection that 
certain tensions can be seen to emerge. While the vast, contentious and ever-expanding corpus of  schol-
arship on modernist literature cannot easily be summarized here, some chief  traits of  the classic figure of  
the modernist author have remained comparatively stable.14 These include an impatience with conven-
tion; an investment in individual style and originality; a concomitant tolerance, if  not pursuit, of  hermetic 
difficulty (meant in part to signal the complexity of  the world represented); a strict respect for the formal 
mastery associated with authorship; and a resolute insistence on the autonomy of  art. If  this inventory of  
characteristics can serve as a rough outline of  the archetypal modernist author, it also functions as a pretty 
fair description of  Harris, and indeed multiple critics have investigated how Harris’s texts are inflected 
by modernist protocols and concepts.15 It is not by accident that Harris’s first book of  essays, Tradition, the 
Writer and Society, echoes (in a more communal register) the Anglo-American modernist poet T. S. Eliot’s 
famous essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” and indeed Eliot’s so-called mythic method, in which 
lost features of  the past are employed to order and make sense of  an attenuated present, bears strong sim-
ilarities to Harris’s own aesthetics with regard to history.16 Categorization aside, for my purposes here the 
most illustrative aspect of  Harris’s modernist inheritance resides in his insistence on an artist’s autonomy. 

Significantly, Harris’s insistent defence of  an author’s absolute freedom to create and imagine 
involves entailments that may butt up against some of  the more progressive ideals expressed—and os-
tensibly enacted—in his novels themselves.17 Over his career, Harris has consistently defended the idea 
of  art as somehow transcendent of  the grubby material, political or social world. For instance, at the 
end of  “History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and the Guianas,” Harris argues that any true hopes 
for salvation in the region reside in the creative artist, someone he describes as “the trickster of  limbo” 
(166), seemingly the only figure capable of  circumventing the still-resonant social effects of  a deleterious 
imperial past. Because of  the region’s history, Harris contends, the artistic process in the Caribbean and 
the Guianas “places a far greater emphasis on the integrity of  the individual imagination” (165), since 
artists can produce meaningful art only by an especial attunement to hidden registers and intuitions that 
the corrupted larger society ignores.18 Harris describes the artist as a figure who recognizes “the necessity 
for a free imagination which is at risk on behalf  of  a truth that is no longer given in the collective medi-
um of  the tribe” (166), in order to explain, in his rarefied way, how a true, folk-imbued art can arise in 
a society that has suffered something like a dissociation of  sensibilities, a separation from essential roots. 
For Harris, this route is palpably individualistic: truth is no longer given in the collective medium of  the 
tribe, so artists must separate themselves from society in order to produce art. Within the problematics of  
colonial history that Harris uses to ground his thinking, the preference for an autonomous, isolated artist 
has an unimpeachable logic. It does, however, clash with the foundational efforts of  postcolonial literary 
critics to reveal how embedded the purportedly neutral sphere of  art actually was in the material, cultur-
al, social and political worlds out of  which it arises.19 Perhaps more discordantly, Harris’s championing 
of  individual genius raises the spectre of  an uneasy elitism, in which it is the artist alone who can offer 
contact with ‘the real real.’20 
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This spectre, however unintentional, gestures towards some of  the potential hazards of  Harris’s 
elevation of  art and the artist into such sacrosanct roles: the possibility that the experience and texture 
of  actual historical events might recede in the face of  the prioritization of  an individualized artistic 
consciousness. Halpé has noted this tendency towards transcendental artistic isolation in her reading of  
Jonestown, and she takes particular care to point out the hidden privileging of  authorial control implicit in 
the novel’s method, despite its overt gestures towards openness. As she observes:

The particular kind of  porousness invoked by Harris’s syncretic mythological 
imagery is filled with resonances that are constructed and mediated by the 
author himself. In Jonestown, despite the richness of  the intertextual mythical 
dialog that Harris sets up, a Christian metanarrative is written over the spec-
ificities of  history. (211) 

The danger of  Harris’s uniquely esoteric form of  writing, in this view, is the possibility of  asserting an 
individual intuition as universal truth: it is hard to guarantee the transcultural applicability of  archetypes 
from the position of  singularity that a solitary writer, however self-aware or cosmopolitan, occupies.21 For 
Halpé, this pitfall plays out in the novel’s portrayal of  the tragic history it takes up, and she ultimately 
concludes that “Jonestown becomes a tabula rasa on which Harris traces his own preoccupations with 
neocolonial consumption, behind the masquerade of  an archetypal reconstruction of  the Jonestown 
holocaust” (212). Given Harris’s insistence on the precedence of  the individual artist’s imaginative rela-
tion to the world, there is some reason to suspect that the salvific, “unfathomable body of  the Creator” 
(Jonestown 234) towards which Bone leaps at the novel’s very end might most accurately be assigned to 
Harris himself. In terms of  forms of  historical representation, the pitfalls of  Harris’s valorization of  such 
a profound, even radical type of  authorial autonomy seem to emerge most poignantly when the historical 
event being portrayed is more recent and apprehensible (and thus, arguably, less amenable to abstraction 
out to the cosmic level). If  the vanished, unrecorded gaps of  colonial and pre-colonial history seem like 
ideal vessels for sketching the “numinous inexactitudes” (Harris, “Profiles” 205) through which Harris’s 
work achieves its aims of  creative estrangement and horizon-expanding re-evaluation, in Jonestown the 
distinctiveness of  the more recent trauma must first be essentially dissolved in order to leave room for the 
familiar mythopoesis to take shape.22 

To be sure, this movement away from the quotidian and actual is quintessential Harris, but the 
unusual historical referentiality of  Jonestown’s title (as well, perhaps, as the extraordinary memorability of  
the event it references) serves to sharply accentuate this classic Harrisonian voyage into the imaginative 
hinterlands, away from the real.23 Harris, the surveyor, is a trustworthy guide out to these territories and 
beyond, where his novels aim to transport us, and the affect achieved by his writing can be salutary, illu-
minating, even liberating: Jonestown, like Harris’s work in general, seems efficacious in generating in its 
readers a certain open, ecumenical feeling towards the world and its interlocking multifacetedness. Nev-
ertheless, it bears pausing to contemplate the structural implications of  Harris’s disposition towards both 
authorship and history, for, in the context of  Jonestown, it does not take much imagination to summon a 
different kind of  prophet-seer, one who balks at convention and weaves a seductive, hermetically isolated 
world of  which he is the unquestioned master: the real-life Jim Jones. It is necessary to underscore here 
that I am suggesting a structural similarity, not one of  content—there is nothing remotely comparable in 
the intentions, stakes, contexts, careers or ultimate empirical effects of  these two men. However, if  only in 
the spirit of  Harris’s own embrace of  unlikely comparisons and the recognition of  hubris and destructive 
inclinations in oneself, the parallels in how the authority of  each is configured and organized—in effect, 
how acolytes must depend on their singular, shamanistic mediations—might be instructive.24 Considered 
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in this light, we can see that the “strangest hope for change” (Harris, “Quest” 22) that seems almost 
magically to realize itself  at the close of  all of  Harris’s novels should not be relied upon in the absence 
of  such a patently compassionate guide as Harris. In turn, we might also observe that the hard work of  
formulating a sociology of  aesthetic production and reception, as well as of  arriving at judgements about 
historical causality and responsibility, might not be so easily dispensed with if  we seek to find our way, 
properly and justly, in this world.
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Notes

This essay originated as a paper presented at the 38th Annual West Indian Literature Conference hosted 
by the University of  Guyana in Georgetown, Guyana. I wish to thank the panel participants and audi-
ence members, who helped refine my thinking on multiple points.

1 For in-depth accounts of  Jones and the People’s Temple, see Reiterman and Jacobs; and 
Scheeres. For an excellent repository of  primary sources, reports, remembrances and 
other information, see McGehee.

2 Lourdes López-Ropero has recently commented on the difficulty of  classifying the event, 
observing that this arises in part “because, given its transnational implications, it has not 
been claimed as part of  a particular national experience. […] In their response to the 
tragedy, both the US and Guyana showed reluctance to become involved with the ordeal 
and assimilate it into their national memories” (311). 

3 I want to thank Charlene Wilkinson at the University of  Guyana for pointing me to-
wards this source.

4 The other best-known imaginative works that engage seriously with Jonestown are two 
books by Fred D’Aguiar: Bill of  Rights, a poetry cycle published in 1998, and Children of  
Paradise, a novel published in 2014. Although not directly referencing Jonestown in any 
way, Paul Theroux’s 1981 novel The Mosquito Coast appears to take some inspiration from 
the story of  Jim Jones’s catastrophically failed utopian community. See the “Jonestown 
in the Arts” page in McGehee for a more comprehensive list of  literature addressing the 
incident. I am indebted to Michael Mitchell for his conversations with me on this topic.

5 It bears mentioning that while not, obviously enough, a specialist in Wilson Harris’s 
work, I had the privilege of  attending Professor Mark McWatt’s graduate seminar on the 
author at the University of  the West Indies, Cave Hill in the spring of  2005. The foun-
dations of  my thinking about Harris come out of  that illuminating experience.

6 Harris mentions the term “dateless day” in Tradition, the Writer and Society (19). He cites its 
appearance in the work of  George Vaillant on Aztec philosophy, and its connections with 
a forgotten, primordial New World culture are clearly important to Jonestown.

7 In this section, it is provocative that Harris puts the phrase “the tragedy of  Jonestown” 
(9) in scare quotes, as if  to distance it further from any sense of  actuality.

8 Gianluca Delfino delineates how “Harris explores the enigma of  [Jonestown] by freely 
revisiting the facts through the memory of  a fictional survivor, Francisco Bone” (101), 
thus emphasizing that both Bone and his fellow founder of  Jonestown, Deacon, are 
entirely fictional creations employed by Harris as counterpointing counterparts to the 
novel’s Jim Jones figure, Jonah Jones. 

9 Bone re-emphasizes this evaluation near the very end of  the novel, asserting that “[t]he 
Play’s the thing, the real world beyond all real worlds” (232).
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10 In Halpé’s assessment, this stance against realism is too absolute, in that it “leaves no 
room for the function of  realism as a formal aspect of  fiction” (209). She suggests that 
Harris’s method, despite its protestations otherwise, is vulnerable to critiques that it too 
papers over its status as a partial, ideological presentation of  the world. 

11 For a cogent reflection on how Harris’s formal commitments function within the context 
of  philosophical and academic modes of  thought, see Slemon.

12 The sheer shock of  the visual images of  Jonestown on 19 November 1978 is worth 
emphasizing: I can still recall, with alarming vividness, my encounter with them on the 
evening TV news as a school-aged child.

13 An unsympathetic reviewer, Kenan Malik in The Independent, conveys impatience with 
this aspect of  Harris’s technique in Jonestown, saying, “There is something mechanical 
about the deliberate attempts to push the narrative to the edge of  incomprehension—the 
story will be ‘bewildering to the Western mind,’ warns Bone—which diminishes Harris’s 
ability to wring meaning from the clashes of  times and cultures that he sets up” (Malik 
30).

14 For a succinct and lucid overview of  the shifting understandings of  modernism over 
time, see Latham and Rogers.

15 Prevalent examples of  this kind of  work include Drake; Maes-Jelinek, “Numinous Pro-
portions”; and McDougall.

16 Eliot propounds this method in “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” his reading of  James Joyce. 
Originally published as a review in The Dial in 1923, the most authoritative contempo-
rary version can be located online in Ronald Schuchard’s edition, The Complete Prose of  
T.S. Eliot.

17 This insistence is also related to why Harris split off from the Caribbean Artists Move-
ment (CAM) after his early involvement: his principled defence of  aesthetics above all 
else did not harmonize easily with the more activist political leanings that predominated 
among the organization’s leaders. For more details of  this split, see Anne Walmsley’s 
account of  the second CAM Conference in Walmsley 157-89.

18 Earlier, in Tradition, the Writer and Society, Harris poses a similar, key question: “[C]an the 
creative artist overcome the changeless spirit and mechanical institutions of  his world 
ruthlessly enforced upon him?” (9).

19 Edward Said’s elaboration of  the ‘worldly text’ is perhaps the most foundational exam-
ple of  this way of  thinking. See Said, especially ch. 6.

20 The individualized aesthetic endorsed by Harris also sits a bit uncomfortably alongside 
his embrace of  Jungian archetypes, in that it presumes a kind of  universalism that can 
nevertheless only be accessed by a particular seer-artist’s mediation. Jonestown’s magus 
figure, Mr. Mageye, specifically references Jungian theory when explaining “the univer-
sal unconscious, or the collective unconscious” to Bone (212). Delfino devotes a whole 
chapter to Jungian archetypes in his monograph on Harris, as well.
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21 From the outset of  his career, Harris has been, much like Eliot, partial to an ideal of  
authentic art as ultimately an “objective process,” through which all true artists are con-
nected (Harris, Tradition 8). 

22 Malik makes a similar judgement, protesting that “[t]he real communities of  Guyana 
seem to vanish in Harris’s mythmaking” (30).

23 In this regard, of  course, Jonestown fits easily into Harris’s oeuvre, which maintains a 
sturdy consistency of  method over his career. Maes-Jelinek has perceptively asserted that 
Harris’s first novel, Palace of  the Peacock, “contains embryonically all further fictional de-
velopments in his work” (“Numinous Proportions,” 532–33), and, in fact, her reading of  
Jonestown in “Tricksters” relies heavily on numerous parallels and continuities that she 
discovered between that novel and his previous works.

24 To get a sense of  the vulnerability involved in the acceptance of  wholly autonomous au-
thority, it might be useful to think about what Jonathan Culler calls the “hyper-protected 
cooperative principle.” For Culler, this is a foundational feature of  how literature works 
in the world, whereby “[r]eaders assume that in literature complications of  language 
ultimately have a communicative purpose and, instead of  imagining that the speaker or 
writer is being uncooperative […] they struggle to interpret elements that flout principles 
of  efficient communication in the interests of  some further communicative goal” (36). 
Harris can be seen as both a beneficiary of  this principle, as well as one who consistently 
tests its limits. Jones’s power in Jonestown operated in a similar, if  obviously more exploit-
ative way—the closely enforced presumption of  Jones’s spiritual authority permitted him 
great latitude in making various proclamations and decisions, and thus in controlling his 
followers’ actions.
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Caribbean Basins: Containing 
the Im/material in Kei 
Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” and 
Olive Senior’s “Gourd” 
Samantha Stephens

Source: Annie Spratt | Unsplash  (cropped and rotated)

I will draw a map of  what you never see

—Miller, “iv,” Cartographer, p. 19.

Black matters are spatial matters.

—McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, p. xii.
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Denouncing the precision and objectivity of  mapping, Kei Miller’s Rastaman declares to the car-
tographer in The Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion, “I will draw a map of  what you never see” (19). 
The creative potential of  this statement is not limited to the discrete dialogue between the Rastaman and 
the cartographer in Miller’s poetry collection but represents an ideological positioning about the produc-
tion of  place. The Rastaman’s project has resonances with how Katherine McKittrick conceptualizes 
geography as a way to address the erasure or invisibility of  black subjects in the production of  space. Like 
the alternative system of  knowledge that the Rastaman represents, she questions the vantage point from 
which we perceive geography, stating that “black matters are spatial matters” (xii). In highlighting the 
creative forms of  mapping executed by Afro-diasporic peoples, she reveals the instability of  Eurocentric 
knowledge systems, a system embedded into Miller’s cartographer. The dialogue I see between Miller 
and McKittrick illustrates my project of  spatializing Caribbean concrete poetry, where I make visible the 
important connections that Miller and Olive Senior make between textual space and geographical space 
to critique the stability of  the map. These poets respond to the desire for the Caribbean to be condensed 
into “a single bounded space” in European literatures from the colonial era (Sheller 47). But, as Graham 
Huggan points out in “Decolonizing the Map,” postcolonial discourse has prompted shifts in literature 
from “mapbreaking to map-making” — an alternative approach to hegemonic forms of  cartographic 
discourse (126). 

Considering McKittrick’s observation that black subjects are “geographic beings who have a stake 
in the production of  space” encourages us to pay critical attention to ways that poets produce space in 
their poetry by using unconventional tools to map (McKittrick xiv). In Topophrenia: Place, Narrative and 
the Spatial Imagination, Robert T. Tally asserts that mapping is a fundamental human behaviour to orient 
oneself  in the world. He defines ‘topophrenia’ as a “placemindedness,” which produces a cartographic 
anxiety that prompts one to map to begin with. Invoking Descartes, he illustrates the intimate relation-
ship between mapping and being with the statement, “I map, therefore I am” (1). While acknowledging 
the disparity between colonial powers and colonial subjects, one might ask, Who is the subject of  this 
declaration? How might Caribbean authors of  the twentieth and twenty-first centuries respond to this 
claim? The shapes that Miller and Senior invoke through Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” (fig. 1) and Senior’s 
“Gourd” (fig. 2) respond to the map of  the Caribbean basin. The image of  the basin is projected onto 
the Caribbean and is one way in which the region has been defined and confined in geographical terms. 
The sphere-like images created by each Caribbean poet reference the container of  the basin but reme-
diate it in poetic terms. In this way, connections exist between the topography of  the Caribbean and the 
typography of  Caribbean poetry vis-à-vis the material shapes that are formed and produced by natural 
and man-made forces alike. 
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 Fig. 1. Miller, “Quashie’s Verseˮ, Cartographer, p. 12. 
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Fig. 2. Senior, “Gourd,” Gardening in the Tropics, p. 7.

How do space and place inform the movement of  Caribbean literature and geography? While 
the physical and ideological movement from Old World to New World initiated a literal expansion of  
geographical horizons, the maps produced by those who not only ‘discovered’ but also conquered defined 
the Americas according to their agenda. Thinking about the impact of  place, however, does not only 
recall a destructive process but may generate a creative process. The Caribbean does not have a defined 
man-made border delineating it from North and South America, but it has been shaped by a number 
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of  literary and geographical forces. Calling attention to place can allow us to reimagine the centrality of  
the Caribbean to the world1 in an ideological sense, and also what Caribbean studies can contribute to 
spatial studies. 

This project, however, illustrates the problem of  making a voice for oneself  among voices that 
dominate the conversation. To participate in the existing scholarship is problematic, for it requires en-
gagement with discourses of  discovery and the idea of  an authoritative ‘beginning’ to understand the 
Caribbean space in the contemporary moment. But returning to colonial ideologies is valuable, even if  
uncomfortable, because that process not only contextualizes the space but also demonstrates that map-
ping the Caribbean did not start with the cartography borne out of  Columbus’s voyage but has taken 
different forms prior to the ‘beginning.’ Since then, narrative has been identified as a way in which histo-
ries are told, and people, places and cultures have been mapped diversely. In addition to narrative, lyric 
poetry is a genre that can contain and map histories. In this essay, I will draw connections between the 
operations of  the map and those of  concrete poetry. Specifically, I explore the relationship between the 
topography of  the Caribbean and the typography of  Caribbean poetry with respect to postcolonial the-
ory and literary cartography. 

Literary cartography is a by-product of  the spatial turn,2 which brings space and place into sharp-
er focus, where geographic movement is understood to dictate the form of  narrative. The negotiation of  
space is also privileged by postcolonial studies insofar as movement through physical space directly shapes 
black diasporic experience. Furthermore, the intersecting temporalities of  the spatial turn and postco-
lonial theory demand an investigation of  this relationship. Franco Moretti’s seminal work, Atlas of  the 
European Novel 1800–1900, maps the connection between geography and literature. He advocates that the 
map’s function as an analytical tool extends from cartography to the critical examination of  the literary. 
Arguing that mapping can furnish new perspectives of  the text, Moretti challenges his readership with 
the question, “[W]hat do literary maps allow us to see?” (5). The title of  his work, however, reveals the 
prioritization of  the Western novel in the developments of  literary cartography. Mapping is a dynamic 
process that is not always executed by a cartographer on parchment but can be done by the community 
being mapped with different textual and visual techniques. Furthermore, the novel is not the only literary 
form that can shift how we relate to our environment; poetry is also linked to landscape.

The connection between language and landscape mirrors the connection literary cartographers 
make between literature and geography. However, few literary critics have acknowledged the link be-
tween the poem and the map. Tim Creswell, a human geographer and poet, discusses the importance 
and relevance of  space and place to the poem, seeing “poems as places that can be interpreted spatially” 
(321). In the geocritical imagination, there is an important distinction between place and space: “Place 
can [...] be understood as a relatively fixed, stable, and thus familiar or at least recognizable point, where-
as space partakes of  the mobile, dynamic, or unfamiliar” (Tally 18). The Caribbean region may be un-
derstood as a space, for it is not a static place but rather a group of  islands and nations that are united 
by a common body of  water that continues to physically shape the land(scape). Martinican poet and 
philosopher Édouard Glissant addresses the question of  form in Caribbean Discourse, negotiating the best 
medium for the Caribbean writer to use in the wake of  colonialism. He understands language to have an 
intimate relationship with the environment, in that the “landscape has its language” (146). Conceiving of  
the landscape as a space, in A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari conceptualize the rhi-
zome, which has no single starting point but “always a middle from which it grows and which it overspills” 
(21). The function of  the rhizome is important to how I understand the way the Caribbean relates to the 
world. Moreover, it informs what Glissant believes about form as a proponent of  Deleuze and Guattari’s 
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rhizomatic thinking: “The book is always a more contrived medium in its dependence on contaminated 
materials to transmit meaning and its temptation to freeze what is shifting and elusive” (Glissant xxvi). He 
distrusts the realist novel and “alien” forms to represent the Caribbean space. Yet Glissant’s commentary 
on the ability of  visual art and sculpture to transcend these representational trappings neglects how the 
use of  textual space in poetry in tandem with language may disrupt narrativity.

Like the Caribbean, the concrete poem operates as a dynamic space, though it is often read as a 
static place, in part because of  the rigidity implied by its name. According to R. P. Draper, “[C]oncrete 
poetry is the creation of  verbal artefacts which exploit the possibilities, not only of  sound, sense and 
rhythm—the traditional fields of  poetry—but also of  space” (329). Compared to other poetic forms, crit-
ics often view concrete poetry as simplistic, and it therefore receives less engagement than other forms. But 
Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” in Cartographer and “Gourd” from Senior’s Gardening in the Tropics are complex 
spaces, not static places. Examining the play between the interiors and exteriors of  the poems illuminates 
how these concrete poems can operate like a map—in this case, a postcolonial map that challenges the 
mechanisms of  what was once a colonial tool. While the creation of  a map usually rests on the interaction 
of  scalable elements in order to be precise, “Quashie’s Verse” and “Gourd” use words and shapes that 
are by nature indeterminate. Part of  the indeterminacy is movement, where the writing/drawing of  the 
poem calls for a kind of  rhizomatic spatial and textual motion, ultimately showcasing that the concrete 
poem’s power is in imprecision. 

There are useful parallels to be made between the motion of  Miller’s and Senior’s poems and that 
of  the Caribbean landscape. Generally, the earth is subject to all kinds of  environmental changes, but 
the terrain of  the Caribbean in particular has been subjected to countless natural and artificial changes 
through slavery, colonial and postcolonial times. Of  additional significance is the lens through which the 
space has been presented to other regions, for here the environmental design marries the manufactured 
tropical design. Though we may think of  narrative as the main culprit of  circulating these custom-made 
images, the map—an object that is perceived to be objective, scientific even—shapes, defines, contains 
and prescribes the Caribbean space. Taking on the characteristics of  the map, “Quashie’s Verse” and 
“Gourd” use pictorial and linguistic signs, like the map does, to subvert the static trace of  the cartogra-
pher’s hand and draw or trace out an alternative map of  the contained space. This type of  containment 
is familiar, for the term ‘Caribbean basin’ maps out the space by defining it through confinement. Not 
simply an alternative term for the Caribbean region, the image of  the basin is significant, for it conjures 
up depressions in the earth, almost like a drainage pool—reinforcing its negative connotations in the Ca-
ribbean imagination. 

There is an intentionality behind the shapes of  Miller’s and Senior’s poems and their relation to 
the environment out of  which they are borne. It is as if  the map emerges from the concrete poem, each a 
combination of  spatially symbolic and textual elements, both characterized by borders that clearly distin-
guish interiors from exteriors. Eminent formalist Cleanth Brooks lauds wholeness and completeness in the 
lyric poem with the signifier of  the well-wrought urn. For Brooks, “[T]he poem itself  is the well-wrought 
urn,” and he uses John Donne’s “The Canonization” to demonstrate how form may bring contentment 
or closure for the conflict in the poem (Brooks 16). The urn resolves the poem, and the metaphor of  the 
urn not only gives closure to the operations of  the poem but also literally encloses the work. While this 
urn stands for the bounded whole, it also shares the spherical shape of  the basin. Moreover, the shapes 
formed in the concrete poems of  Caribbean poets Miller and Senior are sphere-like; the gourd and the 
clay jar resemble Brooks’s urn, although the poems and containers resist enclosure.
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Like the map, the poem is a rhetorical device that functions like a metaphor. Whereas a map signi-
fies a physical place, using signs and symbols on the material page, the concrete poem signifies a physical 
object, using linguistic and pictorial signs in a similar way; however, the signs literally come together to 
signify others. Locating concrete poetry in the literary tradition, Abbie W. Beiman states, “In the concrete 
poem there is also a metaphor within the greater metaphor” (206). The operations of  the concrete poem 
differ from those of  the map insofar as the former implies a kind of  imprecision that the latter ostensibly 
lacks. While the map is not an objective tool or representation of  a place, it presents as such. The author-
ity and precision of  the map are challenged through the deployment of  concrete poetry by Miller and 
Senior. 

The map signifies and therefore refers to things outside itself, and these things are as slippery as the 
Caribbean landscape it attempts to represent. Miller’s collection uses the opposition of  the cartographer 
and the Rastaman to demonstrate the tension between the scientific certainty of  representing the real and 
the knowledge that comes from experiencing or ranging over what is seen and unseen. Senior’s collection 
calls forth the material and immaterial elements that form the ‘whole’ poem, a double metaphor that 
creates channels between itself  and the other poems—illustrating the impossibility of  wholeness and the 
complexities of  interpretation of  a sign. The work of  each poet demonstrates that lyric poetry operates in 
a way that fosters the use of  peculiar linguistic and pictorial signs in order to map the unseen. To this end, 
the defined shapes of  the gourd and clay jar subvert the claim to wholeness that is supposed to be found in 
the well-wrought urn and therefore speaks back to the British literary canon and its colonizing impulses. 

Unlike the funereal urn, the gourd is a container of  life and life-giving stories. Its natural origin 
contrasts with the manufactured urn and attests to the movement it fosters between the past, present and 
future, along with the movement of  the natural world it illustrates. Additionally, unlike the urn, the clay 
jar is not glazed and painted; it is not ‘finished.’ Instead, the words are constantly being moulded against 
its grooves, and instead of  being caught in a static state characteristic of  death, the material of  the clay 
jar is linked to the natural world. There is a play between the appearance of  concreteness and the flu-
idity of  the text that creates these forms. The common element contained in the basin, gourd and jar is 
water, which defines fluidity. An urn filled with ashes signifies the fire used to produce them—an element 
in opposition to water. The implications of  these metaphors then complicate the process of  interpreting 
the materials these writers call on. At once a literary object and a material object on the page, Senior’s 
creation is referred to as a “poem-calabash” by J. Michael Dash, who cites it as a multifunctional contain-
er (50). This characterization is reinforced by Anne Collett’s moniker “poetry-gourd,” which describes 
the powerful connecting force contained in “the body and spirit of  the ancient calabash” (91). I borrow 
from Dash and Collett, calling “Gourd” a ‘poem-calabash’ and Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” a ‘poem-jar.’ 
This means they work both as texts and as the physical objects they visualize. Moving from one form to 
another, these works actually demonstrate the fluidity that is possible in enclosure—a fluidity that extends 
to the Caribbean region and, consequently, the basin. 

The sensory experience that comes with movement and observation is common to both the pro-
cess of  mapping and the reading experience. The lyric poem is designed to engage the emotions and the 
senses of  its reader and, in doing so, the concrete poem in particular is able to simulate the experience of  
apprehending places and spaces by ranging over the material page. Acknowledging the significance of  
typography, poet Heinz Gappmayr draws attention to the intricacies of  the process: “The text is a fixed 
connection between thought and physical reality, a unity of  concept and sign, and each change of  the 
sign (size, placement, etc.) and its material condition (color, typeface, paper) changes the concept” (qtd. in 
Beiman 211). Just as changes in geographies create real disruptions in the formation of  the land, spatial 
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choices impact the dis/continuity of  form. With this understanding of  how the elements in the text func-
tion, the intentionality that underlies the creation of  the concrete poem alongside the layout of  the page 
speaks to the complexities of  remediating place and space.

Of  the two poetry collections, Miller’s Cartographer most directly addresses the multiple geogra-
phies that are borne out of  a humanistic approach to mapping. In an interview with fellow Jamaican writ-
er Marlon James, Miller comments on his interest in mapping the Caribbean space and his fascination 
with the common imperial street names among colonies, as an attempt to remember a place: “Kingston 
is London insufficiently imagined,” for “the landscape always resists this memory,” but it produces some-
thing new, different and valuable in its own right (“From Jamaica”). Is the concrete poem a map insuffi-
ciently imagined? In the field of  geocriticism, the literary object and the map are usually understood to 
be linked vis-à-vis the container of  narrative prose. The stories a narrative tells readily parallel the stories 
a map may tell: “To draw a map is to tell a story, in many ways, and vice versa” (Tally 4). However, the 
invisible lines drawn around the concrete lyric poetry under examination hold stories within that both re-
semble and challenge the narrative of  a map. The lack of  defined lines mirrors the borders drawn around 
nations, where the natural edges are obvious, and yet the geopolitical lines are no less invisible/imagined. 
Miller’s theorizing draws from place-minded criticism inspired by Donald Hinds’s explanation of  the di-
versity of  Caribbean nations. The author of  Journey to an Illusion states, “Superimpose a map of  Europe on 
the West Indies […] and Jamaica is Edinburgh, Trinidad is North Africa, Barbados would be Italy - that’s 
how far apart we are” (qtd. in Thompson). This quote gets at a spatial imaginary and reinforces Miller’s 
understanding of  “how the world gets to know each other, often starting from the Caribbean and how 
the Caribbean moves out” (“Caribbean Culture”). This relationship is a spatial one, and the repetition of  
multiple geographies is a quality possessed by narrative and concrete lyric poetry. 

Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse” invokes a sphere-like shape, specifically a clay jar, and in doing so de-
ploys a complex system of  signs particular to its use of  space. Though this poem appears before the titu-
lar sequence of  Cartographer, it is positioned among other poems that intentionally exploit the position of  
words on the page to produce particular visual and rhythmic effects. This attention or sensitivity to textual 
space and meaning production is likely due to the cartographic concerns of  the collection. The poem 
that appears just before Miller’s only concrete poem is “Establishing the Metre,” which points towards 
the relationship between cartography and writing most directly and explicitly by punning “metre.” The 
juxtaposition of  the poetic metre with the linear metre and its implications reverberates in “Quashie’s 
Verse,” considering the question at hand: 

But what now

is the length

of  Quashie’s 

verse? 

(lines 1–4) 

The precision surrounding poetic lines and arguably cartographical lines is coupled with and complicated 
by the sphere-like shape of  the clay jar—both in its materiality and its appearance on the page. 

But another shift from the angular poem “Establishing the Metre” to the poem-jar is the discourse 
around the unit of  measurement. Unlike the prior reference to the European metric system, this case 
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highlights Quashie’s system of  measure, which comes from Ethiopia. Though it may seem that the kend, 
chamma and ermijja are one to one with the centimetre, decimetre and metre, the Ethiopian system is not so 
linear but instead uses the body as its primary tool. Two bodies, like the jars that Quashie makes, are never 
“precisely like each other” (Miller, “Quashie’s Verse” 12). This is significant because the kend, chamma and 
ermijja span the elbow to middle finger, the heel to the toe and one’s extended walk or gait, respectively. 
Not only are the angles and curves of  the elbow, finger, heel and toe not shaped like rulers, but they also 
vary in length and size. The ermijja deserves particular attention in light of  the spatio-temporal argument 
for, despite the linear implications of  a stride, this measurement of  usually a yard is dependent on move-
ment. Movement in “Quashie’s Verse” is invoked by subverting the European system of  measure, using a 
word that appears static on the page in the same way the yard(stick) does but also signifying motion. The 
speaker not only uses an Ethiopian word, but his/her use of  ermijja also allows for both the yard and the 
movement to exist simultaneously, and the bodily movement fosters dynamic interpretations. 

The poem-jar also couples the movement of  the body on the earth with imprecision, which offers 
a critique of  the cartographer’s operations. María Alonso Alonso offers an analysis of  how the poetic 
voices in Miller’s collection “re-write contemporary diasporic experiences” (6). Concerning the form and 
content of  “Establishing the Metre,” she notes that “[b]y creating a sense of  movement [...] the poem 
indicates the need to travel in order to shape the world” (8). However, there are limits to the rhetoric of  
movement, and while she discusses how the visual poem demonstrates these limits regarding another 
poem, this idea can be extended to “Quashie’s Verse.” The concrete poem’s defined shape certainly 
evokes limitations, yet, within the container of  the clay jar, movement is signified in ways that draw lines 
connecting to elements outside of  the poem. The diction in the poem allows the reader to move outside 
the geographical region of  the Caribbean—Jamaica, in particular—to Ethiopia, despite the apparent 
inaccessibility and dislocation of  the one who “can no longer measure” (Miller, “Quashie’s Verse” 5) 
in a familiar way. The invocation of  the Ethiopian system of  measurement, then, is a resource for the 
creation of  an alternative map. The poem-jar engages in a different sort of  cartography supported by 
an Afro-diasporic sign system. In this way, the clay jar—filled with words that resist European epistemol-
ogy—operates like a map insofar as it creates traces between the real and the virtual by telling stories of  
physical places (Jamaica and Ethiopia) and imagined spaces (Zion). The clay jar presents as an unassum-
ing package; however, it may be used to navigate places and spaces to which a conventional map does 
not provide access. The process of  mapping is a combination of  observation and drawing, both of  which 
involve movement, but the spatial and textual movements to craft the poem are necessarily rhizomatic. 
These conditions of  production demonstrate that the poem-jar’s power is in imprecision. 

The personification in the poem emphasizes the relationship between words, containment and 
movement. Not only do the words shape themselves, but the speaker also details how they accomplish 
this under the writer’s hand: “[I]t worked for Quashie / – this ‘just about’ measure – for words are like 
that – / each one carrying its own distance” (12–14). The image of  words carrying themselves points back 
to how ermijja is defined by the dynamics of  movement and is specific to who is moving. The previously 
established connection between language and landscape complicates this image and adds nuance to the 
various materials that create the poem-jar. The speaker then goes on to establish the limitations of  the 
poem-jar: “Even this, despite / its best shaping efforts, will never quite be a / jar” (14–16). The self-reflex-
ivity of  the poem allows the speaker to acknowledge the attempt to create a jar from a peculiar verse, its 
similarity to the material object and its falling short. This sentiment bears similarities with Miller’s com-
mentary on his interest in mapping the Caribbean space and his fascination with the common imperial 
street names among colonies, as an attempt to remember a place.
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Using a peculiar verse form, Quashie creates something new and valuable in its own right, effec-
tively pushing back on the memory of  old, established forms. Measurement and form are inextricably 
linked in “Quashie’s Verse,” as the speaker comments on the uncertain position Quashie has been put 
in: “[H]is old / measures outlawed, and him instructed / now in universal forms” (16–18). The use of  
the terms “universal forms” and then “universal men” have resonances in colonial discourse, where tra-
ditions and ideologies from Europe are imported and transplanted by colonial powers onto colonized 
people and places in the name of  universality (19). Approached like untamed land in need of  ordering, 
this is one of  the methods designed to erase literatures and the identities of  peoples who do not align 
with familiar standards, structures or expectations. Quashie, “he who / knew his poems by how they fit / 
in earthenware, perfect as water,” has been instructed in a universal form that is not only restrictive but 
clearly not made with him in mind (7–9). The length of  Quashie’s verse resists artificial universality and 
instead is shaped by natural elements: the water that will fill the vessel, the clay from the earth and his 
own hands. In this way, he participates in his own place making: his concrete poem shapes itself  along 
the guidance he provides from the intricacies of  the clay grooves, instead of  being shaped by arbitrary 
theories or forms. 

Even the title of  the poem challenges established European poetic forms that writers have pat-
terned after for many years. In the way that the Shakespearean sonnet and the Spencerian sonnet are 
named after the prevailing sonneteer for their distinct formulaic rhyme schemes and metres, it may be 
argued that “Quashie’s Verse” responds to that tradition. However, it disrupts said tradition, considering 
the unabashed imprecision that forms the poetry and connotations associated with the name Quashie. 
In the Jamaican context, Quashie signifies a person of  low upbringing, and for his verse to be juxtaposed 
with those of  respected English sonneteers is radical and suggestive. His lyric poem is a new verse form, 
but the only defining feature is the play with textual space. The shape of  the clay jar is certainly a form, 
but it is a form governed by the words that fill it and not by a set of  ‘universal’ rules.

As in Miller’s work, there is significance in Senior’s positioning of  both the words on the page 
and their location in the collection. Considering the collective makeup of  the Caribbean and the spatial 
concerns of  this argument, a useful starting point to examine Senior’s work is the position of  the cala-
bash-poem within the larger work of  Gardening in the Tropics. The archipelago that dominates the image of  
the Caribbean is an arc made up of  many islands that together (among others) form the basin. Though 
they are separated by water, they are united by the waters they share. Just as a map’s legend has an array 
of  symbols understood to represent similar phenomena, there are themes/elements common to under-
standing the collection as a ‘whole.’ The container holds contents that present themselves in the entire 
collection. In this way, the Caribbean basin, map and concrete poems collectively display or visualize how 
space, and not only signs, is imperative in creating meaning. Many critics of  Senior’s collection consider 
“Meditation on Yellow,” the first poem in the section titled “Travelers’ Tales” to be the opening poem 
of  the collection. “Gourd,” however, is presented on the page before that section and has been largely 
ignored, despite its boldface type—or perhaps because of  it. Its presence before the four sections that 
Senior creates may be the reason it is overlooked, but the absence of  a titled section points not to its ex-
clusion from the collection but to its ability to enclose the entire collection. 

The typography of  “Gourd” is of  particular interest because of  the defined shape it produces. The 
words on the page are organized to signify a “hollowed dried / calabash” or “humble took-took” and 
move beyond the conventional syntactical logic of  lyric poetry in order to do so (lines 6–7). The speaker 
addresses the gourd, questioning its history and reflecting on its magical power in the past and how that 
power translates to the present. In doing so, the poem not only displaces the poetic line but also displaces 
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history with stories. “They say” is a repeated phrase and demonstrates the distance between prevailing 
narratives and oral histories, which mirrors the distance between the state of  the “cosmic container” 
then and now (11–12). Before being broken, the speaker reminisces, “[Y]ou were tomb, you were womb” 
(13–14). These spaces signify enclosure or containment; furthermore, the poem itself  may be understood 
as a container. 

While the gourd no longer contains water, it contains words and shapes them into meaning by 
playing with space, as it plays with history by using stories. As in Miller’s “Quashie’s Verse,” the words 
shape themselves into formations that subvert European sign systems. Draper points out that in “Euro-
pean printed language it is an automatic assumption that letters forming words […] march across the 
page from left to right, and that the lines so formed are strictly parallel and progress downwards at equal 
intervals. Concrete poetry plays upon these expectations, but itself  takes nothing for granted” (337). The 
personification in Draper’s definition ironically contrasts with the agency that words have in Miller’s and 
Senior’s work. Words marching have an authoritative cadence, one that aligns with the authority with 
which the map presents itself. However, “Gourd” plays with imprecision, and instead of  “strictly” moving 
down the page, it moves outwards in different directions. 

Working against established spatial expectations, the typographic treatment of  the title displaces 
the horizontal/conventional logic by using a vertical logic that juxtaposes the conventional one with 
perpendicularity. This function creates a particular shape at the top of  the page but at what must be the 
bottom of  the gourd. To connect the type “gourd” to the shape of  the gourd without merging it with the 
body of  the poem, Senior places the letters g, o, r and d vertically:

g

o

g o u r d

r

d

(1–5) 

The manipulation of  this ‘title’ results in a unified shape yet maintains some distance between the per-
pendicular “gourd” and the container, or ‘poem.’ Yet this untraditional treatment blurs the lines between 
the poem and what the poem talks about. The typography of  the poem then speaks to the reductive 
categorization of  self-referentiality of  the concrete poem, in that it ‘shows’ everything it ‘tells.’ Further-
more, the mechanics of  this choice reflect movement in the natural world. The horizontal line invokes 
the horizon, while the vertical line invokes the ostensible upward and downward movement of  the sun. 
This appearance of  linearity is simply that, for the earth’s spherical shape and revolutionary movement 
cause this phenomenon. In a similar way, the apparent simplicity of  the poem and the fruit alike belie a 
complex system of  signs. 

There are forces at work that underlie the immediate visual impact of  “Gourd,” both linguistically 
and pictorially. The poem contains a number of  rhetorical devices that demonstrate the dynamics and 
complexities of  its contents. The speaker of  the poem seems to engage in a dialogue with the hollowed 
calabash, asking questions whose answers come from both within and without the instrument, though the 
first question simply points inwards: “But what / lies beneath that crusty exterior?” (8–9) Like a call and 
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response, a sort of  answer follows in the next line (“Such stories they tell!” [10]), which is indeed telling. 
“They” here could either refer to the community that shares oral histories or the “crusty exterior” itself. 
The speaker continues to repeat this pronoun with a significant addition, “they say,” used as both a de-
scriptor and a qualifier. “They say O packy, / in your youth (before history)” is followed by propositions 
concerning the creation of  the material and mystical world (11). “They say” as an imperative certainly 
suggests personhood in general and community in particular. However, personification has characterized 
the concrete poetry in this discussion so much so that the gourd clearly has the capacity to tell, especially 
considering its textured surface—a combination of  linguistic and material elements. 

Michael A. Bucknor’s conception of  ‘grung’ poetics illuminates the complexities of  the relation-
ship between community and the natural world: “Like her community griots, Senior finds value in ‘put-
ting [her] ear to the ground’ and, with her own confession that ‘grung tell me word too’, she invites us to 
consider her work as a kind of  (what I am calling) ‘grung’ or grounded poetics” (85). The conditions of  
Senior’s narrative transmission3 reveals the significance of  her position as a member of  the Caribbean 
community generally and the Jamaican community in particular. It also demonstrates that grung poetics 
rests on oral communication that does not originate between people but begins with the ground. The 
creation and positionality of  the calabash-poem reinforces this reality; it contains lines on its surface to 
illustrate the beginning of  the conversation, where “listening to the underground or submerged voices” 
comes from engaging with the materiality of  the gourd (Bucknor 85). What can we glean from its surface?

The gourd is “the fruit of  either the Calabash tree (Crescentia cujete), common in the Caribbean; or 
of  a vine (Lagenaria siceraria) more common in Africa and elsewhere” (Senior, “Gardening” 1). Senior’s 
invocation of  the multinational gourd works in a similar way as Miller’s inclusion of  kend, chamma and 
ermijja. The use of  the Ethiopian system of  measurement highlights the immaterial connections between 
West Africa and Jamaica. Furthermore, as a fruit that emerges from the ground itself, the gourd connects 
the divine with the community through natural elements: water, “stones for the ritual” and even bones 
(Senior, “Gourd” 24). With this understanding, the textured surface of  the gourd not only tells a story 
through its connection to the ground/grung in a rooted sense but also parallels the terrain insofar as 
marks silently tell a story of  the past. Like a tapestry that forms a complex design, the form of  the cala-
bash-poem is designed to tell stories that are not as simple as they look. Intricacies of  landscape or topo-
graphic formations commemorate events, and, in this way, histories have their own marks. It is essential to 
acknowledge this relationship between the marks on the land and the marks that create or form the poem 
in order to crack open the “crusty exterior” of  the poem, or at least “rattle” the “dried out container” (Se-
nior, “Gourd” 30, 31). This kind of  reading is a topopoetic4 one that emphasizes the connection between 
language and landscape that the poem hints at. With these linguistic conditions in mind, the relationship 
between typography and topography becomes more complex, for at work is a complex system of  signs 
that have ties to the space on the page, the ground and each other.

The concept of  topopoetics has a lexical relation to mapping and makes this operation more leg-
ible, where “topopoetics [is] a langscaping of  literature or a reading that maps the work as a landguage. 
The fusion of  ‘language’ with ‘land’ or ‘landscape’ points to the way a work’s language may be laden 
with the natural and cultural symptomologies of  its setting” (Moslund 30; emphasis in original). When 
the poem is read as a complex space, each line in which “they say” appears indicates a new territory. First, 
the ‘langscape’ describes the gourd as “the birthplace of  / life here on earth” (14–15), then “they say,” 
or they call into being, several spaces, events and objects that, while significant, manifest as approximate 
musical instruments “like the houngan’s asson5 or the shaman’s maraka” (27)6 and imprecise locations like 
“that water” (29). Here, imprecision has the power to encompass multiple temporalities and geographies 
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that in fact share common ground. The “mystical shores” from which “that water” comes is a unifying 
force that draws both cultural and geographical connections between Jamaica, Haiti and South America 
(29). “Gourd” creates an immaterial or invisible network that is informed by the poetic lines that form 
the calabash-poem and even by the lines forming each word, and here visibility works in tandem with 
invisibility. The gourd’s surface showcases that the symptomatologies of  the Jamaican setting are plural, 
for the langscape of  “Gourd” demonstrates that its landguage is rhizomatic, extending from Jamaica to the 
Caribbean, South America and Africa. In calling forth the immaterial realm through the gourd, Senior 
makes a map, much like the one Miller does, that we need special tools to read. The single images they 
draw/write have simple appearances but are layered with meaning—simultaneously containing the im/
material. 

The simultaneity of  containment in the calabash-poem and jar-poem recalls Beiman’s argument 
for the double metaphor of  the concrete poem. In putting forth the concept, she encourages the read-
er to move beyond ‘concrete’ conceptions of  this poetic style and embrace the dynamic power of  the 
metaphor. There is a play between the figurative nature of  the metaphor and the concrete figure that 
the metaphor invokes. Furthermore, Beiman’s commentary on the ability of  the metaphor speaks to the 
remapping projects of  Miller and Senior: “[I]t has provided a way in which the unknown and intangible 
could be experienced through the known and tangible” (Beiman 198). The Caribbean basin as it has been 
placed or mapped onto the Caribbean space attempts to illustrate only the known and tangible, while the 
sphere-like shapes of  “Quashie’s Verse” and “Gourd” play with tangibility and concreteness to contain 
the material and immaterial in their unique Caribbean basins. 

Dissimilar from the urn in the intricacies of  its form and the particularity of  its function, the clay 
jar and the gourd both resist wholeness in their openness not only in form but also in function. Instead 
of  the ornate design that commonly characterizes an urn, the gourd and the clay jar are objects cele-
brated for their use value, ones that afford an opportunity for reorienting oneself  in the ‘New World.’ For 
example, Dash notes how Senior uses the “dried out and not particularly beautiful container as an ideal 
form,” taking the particularities of  her purpose into consideration (Dash 50). While Brooks invokes the 
well-wrought urn as an ideal form for all poetry, the calabash-poem and the jar-poem are each utilized 
by the poets for a specific purpose. Collett, discussing the symbolism of  “Gourd,” posits, “The poetry 
book itself  constitutes a gourd (or indeed, a miniature tropical garden) in which the individual poems 
are seeds of  a story—their rhythmic voices resounding and reverberating in an ancient vessel” (91). The 
symbolism of  the gourd in Gardening in the Tropics as a magical enclosure translates to the way in which 
words shape themselves to form the container of  “Quashie’s Verse” and thereby redefine the concept of  
measurement. Together they resist the idea of  a universal form, for each iteration of  the sphere-like shape 
enters into a new sphere of  poetic form. By extension, Miller’s and Senior’s concrete poems challenge the 
limited geographical scope of  the Caribbean as a single basin. 

The space on the page is not a mere container for the poetic line, just as the Caribbean space is 
more than just a backdrop for the events of  colonization or the European novel. Concrete poetry makes 
clear the significance of  space in literature in a material way. The work of  Miller and Senior at once point 
back to the material world and point towards or even transcend the real with the imagined. Containing 
the material and the immaterial in a way that the map of  the Caribbean basin resists, the poems are maps 
that make connections, not maps that are meant to contain or confine. That the shapes are sphere-like 
and not perfect spheres illustrates Miller’s postulation regarding the attempt to remember a place. These 
“insufficiently imagined” shapes then embody a sort of  resistance to the memory of  the well-wrought 
urn, subverting the expectation of  perfect repetition. When one considers the insufficiency as intentional 
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and powerful—not attempting an artificial mimeticism but moving towards new and slightly different 
forms—it opens up the cartographic view. Comparing the poems reveals the many networks produced by 
this insufficient reimagining of  the Caribbean landscape. Exploring the fluid enclosures of  Senior’s and 
Miller’s work shatters the ornate urn that their poetry seems to fit into and gives rise to multiple basins, 
and therefore multiple maps that have never stopped moving.

Notes
1 This references ‘To di world,’ a statement that illustrates the cultural impact of  Jamaica 

in the contemporary moment, putting the Caribbean island on the map, so to speak. It 
is often associated with Usain Bolt’s signature pose after winning the 100 metre and 200 
metre sprints in the 2008 Beijing Olympics but has roots in Jamaican dance hall.

2 The “spatial turn” is a paradigmatic shift in understanding of  how space informs the 
way human beings relate to each other and their environment. It offers “a view in which 
geography is not relegated to an afterthought of  social relations but is intimately involved 
in their construction” (Warf  and Arias 2).

3 In Senior’s Philip Sherlock Lecture at the University of  the West Indies, Mona, she trans-
fers ancestral knowledge to her audience through oration.

4 The etymology of  topopoetics defines it as “place-making”: a combination of  topos, 
meaning ‘place,’ and poiesis, meaning ‘making.’ See Cresswell 321-23 for an extended 
analysis of  these etymological roots. 

5 “In Haitian Criol, the asson is the sacred gourd rattle of  the Haitian Voudon priest – the 
houngan” (Senior, “Gardening” 2).

6 “The sacred calabash rattle of  the medicine-man (shaman) of  the Amerindians” (Senior, 
“Gardening” 2).
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An Unsung History: 
Rereading David Chariandy’s 
Soucouyant through Sound
Treviene A. Harris

Can you put it into words?

—Meera to Adele in Soucouyant

Zoo-bey-zebbeh-zeb …

—“Rum and Coca-Cola” Calypso Rose

Source: Camila Quintero Franco | Unsplash  (cropped and re-coloured)

Caribbean folk tales often centre a single character or figure with layered allegorical 
significance. The title of  David Chariandy’s 2007 novel, Soucouyant: A Novel of  Forgetting, 
takes its name from one such folkloric figure. In Trinidadian folklore, a “soucouyant” is an 
old woman who can transform into “something like a female vampire” (Chariandy 135). 
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She can shed her skin and fly at night, disguised as a ball of  fire in search of  victims. As the story goes, 
the soucouyant in her human form of  an old woman is always under suspicion and relegated to live on 
the periphery of  her community. After spending her nights engaged in blood-sucking depravity, if  the 
soucouyant is unable to retrieve and don her skin again before daylight, she will never again find rest. If  
her shed skin is discovered by her neighbours, in order to destroy her, they douse her skin on the inside 
with salt and pepper so that when she slips back inside it, she will burn to death. It is by her screams from 
being burned alive that her neighbours confirm her identity during her demise.1 

In her survey of  Caribbean folk tales, Sharon Barcan Elswit claims that because of  their oral-per-
formance origins, these folk stories routinely feature song and music, yet she also notes that “magic shows 
up with strong visual imagery” (41). This is true in the case of  the soucouyant, where the spectacle of  fire 
in flight constitutes the tale’s magical element. However, in this essay, I take up the story of  the soucouyant 
beyond the visual configuration in the context of  Chariandy’s novel. Here, I propose that, in addition to 
the visual, there are sonic elements to this particular folk tale that I will show surface in the novel in ways 
that contest traditional patriarchal and malicious interpretations of  the soucouyant. 

The punitive overtones of  the soucouyant story have previously been the focus of  feminist readings 
of  the novel. Such readings emphasize the story’s origins and the ways it has circulated as a commentary 
on the desire to uphold conservative social values that govern female gender respectability. Giselle Anatol, 
notably, explains how patriarchal influences underwrite tales like that of  the soucouyant in ways that fix 
ideas of  women in the cultural imaginary as deviant, unrestrained and in need of  containment (Anatol, 
“Transforming” 46). Anatol proposes a move towards alternate interpretations of  these myths, ones that 
are “freed from established readings that support the oppression of  women” (59). Such a renewed stance 
is necessary, Anatol claims, precisely because cultural idioms and collective memory, which ensure the 
circulation of  the myths, are not exempt from the taint of  patriarchal discourses. Critiques such as Ana-
tol’s confront persistent gendered myths that perpetuate gender inequity by proscribing female sexuality, 
sexual autonomy and agency. In extending critiques such as these, I focus on the ways that sonic elements 
in Soucouyant invite a new sensory awareness that transforms the myth of  the soucouyant into a method of  
feminist historiography wherein memory—personal and cultural—is prioritized (Pinto 178). As such, the 
novel decentres the visual and the scribal while emphasizing the sonic and gestures towards a soucouyant 
complex in which the myth and the cultural memory that are attended to become unmoored from pre-
vailing masculinist discourses. This mode of  sensory reordering invites rival interpretations of  the myth 
as it pertains to the incomplete history that the novel critiques. Through the deployment of  sound in the 
novel, I argue, we are afforded “aural glimpses” into the generatively disruptive particulars of  this sou-
couyant complex (McKittrick and Weheliye 18). 

In this essay, I focus on two types of  representations of  sound in the novel: embodied sound and 
music. I read screams, as embodied sound, as a form of  sounding resistance against modes of  historical 
silencing. Specifically, as it relates to how the sound of  the soucouyant’s screams functions in folklore as 
a response to punishment and accompanying death, I interpret screams as a feminist refusal to be fixed 
in and by narratives of  hurt, silence and suppression. In addition, I analyse the text’s reference to the 
calypso “Rum and Coca-Cola” through a comparison of  three versions of  this song. In this comparison, 
I argue that Calypso Rose’s performance of  the calypso reinterprets the song’s historical context through 
a feminist, counterhistorical lens that can be aligned with the novel’s own critique of  cultural memory 
and history, suggestive in its title. To reread the novel through these sounds is to reread the story of  the 
soucouyant in terms of  its symbolic force in the novel. 
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Soucouyant centres the story of  Adele, an Afro-Trinidadian woman who migrates to Canada in 
the 1960s as part of  a joint domestic-labour scheme between the governments of  Canada and Trinidad 
(Johnson). Adele is the widowed mother of  two adult sons, both of  whom have left home. She lives with 
her caretaker, Meera, and suffers from memory loss, a symptom of  early onset dementia. Adele has suf-
fered an early childhood trauma, the nature of  which remains undisclosed for most of  the novel but is 
alluded to as the cause of  a rift in the relationship between Adele and her younger son, who in the story 
struggles to come to terms with his mother’s illness. The novel opens during the fall of  1989, and the 
narrative depicts spatio-temporal shifts between present day in the Scarborough suburb where Adele now 
lives and her past life in Carenage, Trinidad, during the US occupation of  Chaguaramas.2 The novel’s 
fragmented form weaves in and out of  these time periods and creates a suspenseful tension as the secrets 
of  Adele’s past are revealed through flashbacks. Adele struggles to repress her past, and in the interim her 
son learns the extent of  that past trauma’s impact on their family, particularly on the now-tense relation-
ship between him, his mother and his absent brother. 

Adele’s story is told in reverse order, narrated by her younger son, beginning in 1989 and inter-
spersed with flashbacks from 1940s Trinidad moving towards the present. During this time travel, an 
account of  Adele’s advancing dementia is revealed in disjointed increments. Effectively, the form of  the 
novel models for the reader the process of  retrospective recovery of  memory: a slow unfolding into clar-
ity. It is in the final section of  the novel that we get a coherent, retrospective narrative of  Adele’s difficult 
childhood, one shaped by the experiences that she and her mother, a sex worker, endured during the US 
naval occupation. This historical moment is integral to Adele’s story. We find out that Adele’s trauma was 
caused by a confrontation between her, her mother and American servicemen, which ends with Adele 
accidentally lighting her mother on fire. It is this encounter that triggered Adele’s psychotic break with 
reality. In spite of  her impaired memory resulting from her illness, the violence of  this episode continues 
to haunt Adele and has somehow seared itself  into her memory as an encounter with the mythical sou-
couyant. Adele’s son is also haunted by her memories, and, throughout the novel, he tries to make sense 
of  the spectre of  the soucouyant as he listens to the words that “slip from [Adele’s] mind and pronounce 
itself  on her lips” when her mind forgets to forget (Chariandy 22). Thus, the problem of  memory trans-
mission is at the heart of  the novel.

On Memory and Forgetting

The question of  the connection between forgetting (in Adele’s case) and unknowability (in her 
sons’ case), then, is central to the broader concerns of  the novel: what remains unknown of  history, and 
how memory––personal and cultural––might work to alleviate any deficits. Chariandy has stated that one 
of  the novel’s critical investments lies in parsing the relationships between cultural memory, trauma, for-
getting and history––an investment that is explicitly foregrounded by the novel’s subtitle, “A Novel of  For-
getting.” And when Adele’s son claims, “[I]t’s foolish to assume that forgetting is altogether a bad thing,” 
he suggests that, for Adele, her dementia is relief  from the painful cost of  remembering (Chariandy 32). 
Yet, he is the one left to bear his mother’s “burden of  memory” (Dobson and Chariandy 813), which 
has been thrust upon him from “the scenes and secrecy [that spill] out of  her involuntarily” (Chariandy 
136). In other words, where memory is seen as burdensome, forgetfulness might be a welcome reprieve. 
However, as it concerns the authority of  history, Chariandy notes that “history, as such, is wholly indebted 
to the process of  forgetting,” in which case a deliberate forgetfulness maintains the epistemological mar-
ginalization of  those who exist on the margins designated/prescribed by institutional authority (Dobson 
and Chariandy 812). The suggestion here is that forgetting is a strategic leveraging by power whose conse-
quences are felt by those that history would forget. As a work of  historical fiction, then, Soucouyant assesses 
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and explicates these consequences with regard to whom and what history has chosen to forget and how 
that, in turn, impacts the formation of  knowledge, cultural and popular memory. Thematically, in the 
novel forgetting is deployed to interrogate how the personal and the institutional coincide to manipulate 
personal histories in order to construct public and popular histories. 

If  memory is what survives and persists even after history’s intentional acts of  suppression, then 
cultural legacies, like the story of  the soucouyant, that are transmitted (transferred) through (embodied) 
memory may recover what has been forgotten as the casualties of  history. Aside from the soucouyant’s 
spectral qualities—a symbolism that captures Adele’s son’s haunting by his mother’s memories, which 
are bound up in her cultural and historical past—the figure of  the soucouyant as a marker of  a “remote 
cultural legacy” points to a remoteness that is spatial foremost and that is also constituted in time and 
history (Dobson and Chariandy 811). In other words, the soucouyant belongs to the Trinidadian (and by 
extension Caribbean) folklore that Adele has brought with her to Canada and now constitutes a cultural 
legacy that both her sons have inherited, even while removed from the cultural specificity and historical 
context of  its meaning. 

Listening to the Scream of  the Soucouyant

Because the soucouyant has been portrayed as a woman in need of  violent submission and con-
tainment, she has traditionally been viewed as dangerous and therefore unsympathetic. Considering Sou-
couyant’s critical engagement with memory vis-à-vis the myth of  the soucouyant, I argue that in the novel 
screams subvert the apparent coherence of  patriarchal history, which has wilfully forgotten women like 
Adele and her mother, and silenced them in the ‘historical’ record. Focusing on the sound of  screams in 
the novel, I claim that it projects a new meaning onto the lore of  the soucouyant. If  Adele and her moth-
er are taken as analogues of  the soucouyant, the screams written into the novel are cast in a sonic relief  
against the silence that defined Adele’s and her mother’s self-effacing social presence, a consequence of  
their social marginalization. 

Adele’s and her mother’s presence in their community at Carenage is already loud, so to speak, 
because her mother engages in sex work. With the displacement caused by the arrival of  the US naval 
base, the local citizens were involuntarily relocated from Chaguaramas to Carenage, a place “of  waste 
and hard edges […] where the city dumped its garbage” (Chariandy 174). The terms of  this relocation 
for the locals were inequitable to begin with, exacting not just human/familial costs but also economic 
ones. The resulting loss of  livelihoods could not or were not sufficiently compensated, and sometimes 
not at all. Adele’s and her mother’s arrival in the village was more noticeable because they “appeared 
unattached to any adult man” (181). Within this new space, Adele and her mother are situated geograph-
ically and symbolically on the community’s periphery, living a vulnerable, meagre and marginal social 
existence. Adele’s mother, aware that she lives there only because of  the grudging acquiescence of  the 
community, learns to operate by a code of  stealth, I argue, visually and sonically, in order to protect her 
already compromised standing within the community. She works under the shelter of  night, away from 
the community, and returns home covered by “the dark of  morning” so as not to reveal herself  to be who 
or what they think she is (183).

In terms of  reducing the loudness of  their uncomfortable presence in the community, Adele and 
her mother also learn to live by guarding themselves with silence and hushed tones. There is an unstated 
understanding that Adele is “not supposed to ask questions”––an effective double silencing: don’t ask, 
don’t tell––about where her mother goes or what she does at night. However, Adele notices the “smells 
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that linger on her mother’s dresses” when she returns home (183). Adele’s olfactory senses provide silent 
responses to her unspoken questions that might have gone unanswered anyway. When Adele’s mother 
brings her customers home, Adele turns her back on the “hurt sounds in the throat” that carry from 
her mother’s bed (184). “Hurt sounds” as vocal sonic restraint signals her mother’s (failed) attempts to 
preserve Adele’s innocence and ignorance. The sounds emitted are not described in terms of  pleasure, 
perhaps because they may not be perceived by a child as such. And I would argue that Adele’s mother’s 
restraint is rooted in shame and actual hurt at having to engage in sex work in the presence of  her young 
daughter. The “hurt sounds” then signify a mutual hurt in how they are experienced—how/why they are 
made, and then how they are received––by both mother and child. Thus, it is from her mother that Adele 
learns how suppress various types of  hurt. For example, when Adele complains of  hunger, her mother 
reprimands her, “Hush child, hush, hush, hush, [...]” and Adele responds, “I can’t help it [...]” (185). Here 
invoking silence or holding one’s tongue occurs in moments of  simultaneous vulnerability, helplessness 
and disavowal of  an untenable reality. The practice of  learned withholding, then, is one way that Adele 
and her mother navigate their nonconforming identities and the material effects of  their social condition. 
However, despite both their efforts at emotional preservation through sonic containment, there are times 
when sounds erupt unbidden in the novel and point to precisely how the pressure of  silence can no longer 
hold, even at the risk of  impending violence. 

Adele’s mother attempts suicide after she experiences physical abuse while working. Unable to 
hide the “ruin […] naked on her” damaged flesh/body, what she is and does is now on full display to 
neighbours (185). Desperate to find work, she can no longer hide behind her stealthy manoeuvrings. I 
would like to pause here for a moment to return to the myth of  the soucouyant, in which the soucouyant’s 
disguise involves the shedding of  her skin as a means of  being outside of  her human form. Under the 
weight of  their destitution, of  witnessing her child go hungry, Adele’s mother too “begins living outside 
herself ” (185). To live outside of  one’s self  implies mind/body detachment or a state of  twoness, but in 
another way, we can imagine Adele’s mother as being outside of  her body as in outside of  her skin, as in 
something has gotten under and pushed her out of  her skin, outside of  herself. Living inside her battered 
body is untenable, and thus she is out of  both body and mind––outside of  herself  and exposed. Bare.

Curiously, the attempted suicide, an event of  self-inflicted violence, which should be visually dis-
turbing, is described in the novel in unexpectedly restrained, spare language. However, it is an encounter 
expectedly constituted in vocal and therefore sonic withholding between Adele and her mother, who are 
both likely trying to reassume their disguise of  inconspicuousness, through silence, after the instances of  
excessive visual exposure. Yet, beyond the attempt at suicide, what turns out to be the final undoing for 
Adele’s mother is marked by a sonic disturbance inscribed in a scream, which is described as,

an unexpected sound [that] rises from her. It begins low before rising in vol-
ume and pitch until her mother screams it out like laughter. A sound that 
chases Adele as she flees the house and runs through the streets of  Carenage. 
Then farther still, outside the village, along a path so old that none could re-
member its origins. [...] (190)

What resonances might there be between the soucouyant’s cries and the inarticulable and repressed ex-
periences that are layered within the hysterical? pained? anguished? sound that is Adele’s mother’s cry/
laughter? And ones that chase Adele from the house, down “a path so old”? What the scream reveals 
or signifies in this instance might be more complex than just confirming to the community that Adele’s 
mother is indeed what they have long suspected. Marisa J. Fuentes draws on Fred Moten’s work as she 



34

An Unsung History: Rereading David Chariandy’s Soucouyant through Sound

constructs “historical accounts of  urban Caribbean slavery from the positions and perspectives of  en-
slaved women in the traditional archive” (Fuentes 1). Fuentes reads the screams of  enslaved women as a 
means by which “the enslaved women’s ‘most dreadful cries’ are a momentary refusal to be historically 
silenced but remain inaccessible to historical articulation” (143). In the spirit of  Fuentes’s gender-focused 
work and Anatol’s proposed rereading of  the soucouyant, which reclaims a “sense of  agency and power,” 
Adele’s mother’s scream might be less about satisfying the suspicion of  community with regard to her 
identity and more about her own will to assert herself, even in a moment of  abject dispossession (Fuentes 
9). 

Adele’s mother’s scream registers a denunciation of  her conditions of  life. And while it “[does] 
not subvert nor destroy relations of  power” that have relegated them to the desperate existence they must 
endure, it is a “rising volume and pitch” (Chariandy 190) of  sound that forcefully “demands our attention 
as it communicates an historical and human response to routinized violence […]” (Fuentes 143). Neither 
begging nor beseeching, Adele’s mother’s scream initiates Adele’s trying to escape down a path with no 
known origin (overlooked by or “inaccessible to historical articulation”), but a path that has been retread 
by women such as Adele and her mother out of  necessity. Later, Adele would echo this same unintelligible 
“cracked-throat scream without meaning” that rings in her son’s head prior to her final mental decline, 
which eventually results in her loss of  language (Chariandy 123). As a form of  voicing or utterance, the 
scream shifts from material to metaphoric and situates Adele and her mother within a history of  dispos-
session.3

Screams in Soucouyant do not cast Adele’s mother-as-soucouyant as a sympathetic figure; they are 
not meant to. Adele’s mother’s scream asserts agency over various forms of  violence and demands that 
she and women like her not be stricken from the historical record and forgotten. As sound that seems to 
erupt despite imposed silences, the screams in the novel are acts of  subversive autonomy and defiance. 
The fact that the (imagined) soucouyant emerges as a mechanism by which Adele is able to break her 
own silence about her past, albeit incoherently and perhaps inadvertently, might also suggest that actual 
violence lies in the threat of  being forgotten. Perhaps we can reflect on the scream of  the soucouyant 
in the context of  the novel as a dis/embodiment of  sound: one that emits from a body and then travels 
across time and space while still connected to a specific time and place. The demand not to be forgotten, 
which is different from a demand to be remembered, goes to the heart of  the struggle between Adele, her 
past and what of  her past she gives to her sons. To not forget serves as a caution and an imperative. And 
so, the novel confronts its own citation of  Nietzsche, “[I]t is possible to live with almost no memories, 
even to live happily, […]” as it tells a story that wilfully fails to be forgotten and to forget (Chariandy 54). In 
spite of  Adele’s efforts, it is by not being able to forget that her son can gather her memories and his own 
distant personal history. Thus, the striving towards agency that is the scream is simultaneously a warning 
that this particular history and these memories, even if  inarticulable and therefore rendered silent, must 
not be forgotten. 

Singing History: A Calypso Counterpoint

Like the soucouyant complex through which the novel highlights discrepancies between the dis-
course of  the myth and another version of  events, the novel also points to a calypso complex to create 
another mode of  historical contestation. The famous calypso “Rum and Coca-Cola,” specifically its cho-
rus, is placed in the novel as a type of  hook. In song arrangement, a chorus (also called a ‘hook’) provides 
“a periodic sense of  return” that functions to bring the listener back to a main idea (Whitesell 151). The 
use of  the song, I will show, is a layered, complex cultural and social discourse that underlies the central 
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concerns of  the novel: how the lives of  poor black Trinidadian women were impacted by the US naval 
occupation. The raced and gendered experiences of  that history are elided by this song, which emerged 
as one of  the most popular cultural memory artefacts of  the time. How the song remembers, therefore, is 
a point of  contention because of  what it deliberately forgets to say. Sound as music shows up not only to 
critique history but also to grapple with the gendered bias of  popular cultural memory. 

The cultural significance of  the calypso “Rum and Coca-Cola” cannot be overstated. The song 
gained international popularity at the height of  the US occupation of  Trinidad and arguably influenced 
calypso music’s viability as a lucrative cultural export (Vogel). Simultaneously, the presence of  American 
GIs and their money created significant shifts in the local economy, which, on the one hand, improved the 
financial prospects of  Trinidadian women and, on the other, put “the consuming body in proximity with 
the consumed body” to the exclusion of  local men (Sheller 156). Considering that the lyrics of  the song 
explicitly address these localized tensions relating to a new politics of  gender norms vis-à-vis sex work, the 
song’s placement in the novel performs an archiving of  these social and cultural upheavals. 

Calypso has long been theorized as a medium of  social criticism within the elaboration of  cultural 
memory (Rohlehr, Mahabir). As a form of  organic social and political critique that emerges from the 
social margins, calypso represents one of  the ways in which marginalized communities perform social 
commentaries that privilege their perspectives. Still, exceeding a mere performance of  social and political 
engagement, calypso in circulation among the masses as a popular form of  entertainment is influential in 
ways that are inaccessible to sanctioned and official systems of  knowledge production and dissemination. 
In other words, because it emerges from marginalized spaces, calypso assumes authority over and directly 
contests a top-down hierarchy of  trafficking knowledge. 

In Soucouyant, the contentious relationship between history and cultural memory is evidenced in 
the placement of  the calypso’s lyrics in the text of  the novel. The song’s hook appears after an explicit cri-
tique by the narrator, Adele’s son, of  the social costs of  the US occupation of  Chaguaramas. This textual 
choice serves to alert the reader that, beyond official historical record, cultural memory does not neces-
sarily remedy historical oversights—which is to say, the way the song is deployed in the novel discredits 
what and how the song remembers, precisely because of  the story that is literally and figuratively written 
around it. If  we think of  the calypso as representing cultural memory, then to juxtapose this song’s lyrics 
with history and Adele’s personal memory (or lack of  memory) offers pathways to remember rival histo-
ries. Thus, in Soucouyant, music, song and lyrics are installed to prioritize personal and intimate histories 
and lived experiences, such as those of  Adele’s mother and women like her. 

Since the novel names the version of  the song it includes as the one performed by Trinidadian 
calypsonian Lord Invader, it explicitly draws attention to the song’s gender bias. Keith Q. Warner dis-
cusses male calypsonians’ investment in recording Trinidad’s social history and claims, regarding the 
naval base at Chaguaramas, “[A] great deal of  the disparaging remarks about the Trinidad female as 
found in the modern calypso stem from the reaction of  the calypsonian to the fact that Americans stole 
their women from right under their noses […]” (61–62). And in his reading of  “Rum and Coca-Cola,” 
Gordon Rohlehr remarks, “Plain descriptive with a smooth blandness that concealed its hurt, Rum and 
Coca-Cola became a favorite with the very soldiers it criticized” (Calypso 43). The song therefore describes 
women’s involvement and participation in prostitution and elides their variant experiences in order to ac-
commodate the hurt of  local men. The song foregrounds and prioritizes the injured feelings of  men and 
reductively positions the sexual labour of  women as the cause of  those feelings. In the broader story that 
it tells, Soucouyant disrupts this skewed narrative implied in the song. The novel prompts us to consider: In 
what ways does what is inscribed in this calypso fail to account for experiences of  both men and women? 
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Effectively, the novel’s treatment of  the song’s hook shifts what we have come to know from history and 
cultural memory into details that have gone unsung.

To locate this process of  shifted meaning, I examine the cultural significance of  the calypso across 
three different versions in order to demonstrate how the raced and gendered politics of  the song’s lyrics 
get amplified, muted and transmuted in each version. These three versions are what I call the original by 
Lord Invader; the ‘best-known,’ a globally popular version by the Andrews Sisters; and a cover of  that 
version by calypso queen Calypso Rose (Green 8). In these two previous versions, the calypso “Rum and 
Coca-Cola” becomes entextualized. Even as an original performance, Lord Invader’s version travels out-
side of  and away from its original context and the history that his version of  the song wants to remember. 
The history that Lord Invader’s version remembers is one written to displace and silence the experiences 
of  poor black Trinidadian women. The Andrews Sisters version seems even more oblivious to the actual 
story that it silences, despite the claim in the lyrics that “[i]t’s a fact man, it’s a fact” (The Andrews Sis-
ters). Soucouyant raises the possibility of  still another version (of  events); a version that gets articulated in 
the song’s performance by Calypso Rose. Although her song matches the version (as far as lyrical content) 
sung by the Andrews Sisters, the sonic differences realized in her performance align Calypso Rose’s re-
telling with the rival history that the novel puts forth.

Calypso Rose’s cover version allows us to reflect on the ways in which a Trinidadian-accented fe-
male voice is able to recover an intimate and personal history that is absent from the song’s prior versions. 
Calypso Rose’s performance, as a cover of  the Andrews Sisters version, “entails analysis of  different mu-
sical and contextual settings of  the same song and […] convey[s] vastly different meanings” (Green 6). In 
this analysis, I think of  Calypso Rose as an analogue of  Adele and her mother, both of  whom are bound 
to each other insofar as they are implicated by the lyrics of  the song and specifically in the ways their 
experiences are un/sung by the previous versions of  the calypso. Like Soucouyant, Calypso Rose’s cover of  
the Andrews Sisters version takes issue with the characterization of  Trinidadian women as largely bene-
ficiaries in the economy of  the calypso’s gender/sex/work paradigm.

Calypso Rose, a renowned female calypsonian, is touted on her website as the “undisputed ca-
lypso queen” (“Calypso Rose”). As suggested by that moniker, her most notable accolade is having been 
crowned the first female winner of  the 1963 Calypso King Carnival singing competition. The trajectory 
of  Calypso Rose’s rise to prominence coincided with the emergence of  a feminist consciousness in the 
1960s and 1970s that championed and advanced ideas of  gender equality and female uplift. As Cynthia 
Mahabir notes, in early calypso culture “the voice and opinions of  women were seldom heard inside the 
calypso tent” (412). Thus, Calypso Rose’s entry and success into the male-dominated sphere of  calypso 
performance signalled a turn towards what Mahabir names “Calypso Feminism”. Calypso Rose’s iconic 
status as a trailblazer in the elevation of  women’s voices in Trinidadian and Caribbean popular music cul-
ture is often coded in maternal terms, as she figuratively “birthed” a movement that saw female calypso 
singers establish themselves within the culture. As the first calypso queen and cultural matriarch––‘moth-
er of  calypso’–– Calypso Rose, or ‘Mama’ Rose, as she is sometimes called by fans, was endowed with a 
particular authority from which to resound the history of  this male-dominated society and culture (Ca-
lypso Rose, “Calypso Rose”). 

Drawing on Shane Vogel’s idea of  “gender theft,” 4 my analysis of  a recorded performance of  
“Rum and Coca-Cola” by Calypso Rose claims that she performs both a gendered and raced theft of  the 
song. In the performance, Calypso Rose steals the song back from the masculinist and white imperial-
ist-laden representations of  Trinidadian women described earlier. My contention here is not that Rose’s 
performance overrides what can be read into the Lord Invader or the Andrews Sisters versions of  the 
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song, but rather that Rose’s performance functions as a sonic palimpsest, a dubbing over, that relies on 
the prior masculinist and imperialist versions in order to make sense. This layering of  texts and meanings 
is not unlike Chariandy’s use of  the song’s chorus within the body of  the novel’s text, in which two diver-
gent renderings and subsequent interpretations of  a historical moment are brought into contact with and 
dispute each other. The brushing up of  the multiple texts against each other makes clearer or, in the case 
of  the three song versions I reference, amplifies their competing narratives. 

In the studio-recorded version of  “Rum and Coca-Cola” that appears on her 2018 album So Ca-
lypso!, Calypso Rose’s voice is met with the opening chords of  the song played by a solo trumpet. As her 
voice and the familiar melody collide, Calypso Rose effectively asserts herself  in and through her voice as 
a new authority over the narrative and history that have been previously inscribed in the song. Immedi-
ately noticeable in Calypso Rose’s version is the sparseness of  accompanying music.5 It is her voice that 
dominates the performance. When she begins to sing, the trumpet recedes, after which the electric piano 
comes in only on the four-beat during the verses, and the congas beat a syncopated rhythm, again to be 
joined by the piano on the four-beat. The recurring collision of  the instruments on the four-beat creates 
a looping and repetitious effect, performing what James Snead would refer to as “the cut” (67, 69).6 The 
effect of  the instrumental looping in Calypso Rose’s version, because of  the recognizable underlying 
melody, brings us back to different or other beginnings that I want to suggest are the beginnings sounded 
in the other two versions of  the song by Lord Invader and the Andrews Sisters. Therefore, caught in the 
song’s instrumental loop is the marking of  time (tempo) that is keeping pace, but also the marking of  
time (making note of) identifying the historical moment that this version calls attention to, repeats and 
distinguishes itself  from. And as Snead reminds us, repetition is not merely “a formal ploy but often the 
willed grafting onto culture of  an essentially philosophical insight about the shape and time of  history” 
(146). The repeated, nonlinear deferral that is sounded in the loop of  Calypso Rose’s version might also 
suggest the work involved in diligently returning to certain moments in history as a recursive strategy in 
order to adjust what has been accepted as the official historical record, which is in keeping with what the 
novel Soucouyant attempts to do. Calypso Rose’s version effectively performs a sonic record scratch that 
also scratches the historical record.

During Calypso Rose’s performance, the music does not quite accompany––it is quietened; on the 
recorded track, Calypso Rose’s voice sounds larger than or exceeds the music of  the song. Absent from 
her version are the saccharine harmonies, playful distractions and highly polished production that distin-
guish that of  the Andrews Sisters. There is a dry quality to Calypso Rose’s voice––unfettered rather than 
brittle––as she covers the song’s Americanized version. And unlike the chorus of  male singers of  Lord 
Invader’s original, hers is an individuated voice that simultaneously conveys a unifying desire in speaking 
on behalf  of  silenced Trinidadian women. As a counterpoint to the kitschy and contrived affected accents 
of  the Andrews Sisters, Calypso Rose’s cover of  the song, down to her ad-libs, conjures in the sound of  
her accent a familiar and familial connection to the history and culture of  Trinidad. What I would refer 
to as ‘authenticity,’ if  only in terms of  a sonic resemblance, that is sounded in Calypso Rose’s accented 
voice also subverts the condescending naming of  the Trinidadian woman as a “girl” in the carnal service 
of  Yankee soldiers. Different from the way the Andrews Sisters say and tell it, in her voice Calypso Rose 
transforms the word into the lilted “gyurl,” a sonically distinct analogue of  an expression common among 
black women in the diaspora that signals endearment, mutual recognition and sisterhood. Her accent 
sounds not affected but affectionate.
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It is what Roland Barthes refers to as the “grain” of  Calypso Rose’s voice in her performance that 
dubs over or covers the song’s previous renditions and sounds a disruptive calypso feminism. Barthes de-
scribes the grain heard in the voice as “the materiality of  the body speaking its mother tongue,” and “the 
grain is the body as it sings” (182, 188).7 The grain in Calypso Rose’s voice echoes her experiences in a 
male-dominated culture and society in ways that are inaccessible to Lord Invader and the Andrews Sisters 
precisely because they have no knowledge of  the “mother tongue” that speaks the lived experiences of  
black Trinidadian women. We can think here of  the inherited scream passed down from Adele’s mother 
to her as an iteration of  this mother tongue. Unlike the Andrews Sisters’ glossy production of  a sugared 
three-part harmony, accompanied by the jaunty tempo of  the imagined sound of  a fetishized, exoticized 
Caribbean paradise, and different from the much less stylized sound of  Lord Invader’s salty quavering, 
Calypso Rose’s vocalization performs necessary care and recovery work. 

Accent aside, Calypso Rose’s voice carries the notes of  the song distinctively in another way. On 
the last lyric of  each line, her voice nearly disintegrates as she attempts to hold the single note through 
to the end of  the lyric. For instance, on words like “cola,” “Cumana,” “dawta” and “dollah,” her voice 
seems almost ready to give as it cracks over the lyrics, barely withstanding the strain of  carrying and hold-
ing the note. Where the Andrews Sisters deliver clipped line endings with a practiced, rehearsed preci-
sion, probably intended to maintain their ‘accents,’ Calypso Rose’s voice sounds the tension of  staying in 
tune to match the song’s melody. Her voice noticeably drags and very nearly breaks as her vocal cords are 
weighted by “Co-caaaa-Co-laaaaa,” sounding not unlike an ever-hoarsening, keening wail. At the end 
of  the second chorus in Calypso Rose’s version, she repeats the last line of  the chorus three times before 
transitioning to the song’s third verse: 

Both mothers and daughter, 

Workin’ for the Yankee dollah,

Workin’ for the Yankee dollah,

Workin’ for the Yankee dollah. (Calypso Rose, “Rum”) 

In her version, Calypso Rose effectively remakes the hook. By her repetition and pattern, we hear ‘work-
ing, working, working for the dollar, dollar, dollar,’ which conjures the monotony of  labour performed 
each time for a dollar. This is suggestive of  another experience of  female labour that her voice registers 
when it tries to bear the strain, the work, the labour of  repetitious toil. The Andrews Sisters’ melismatic 
harmony over the lyric “dollar” belies the reality of  the actual work that is done in return for the dollar. 
For Calypso Rose, with each repetition of  this line her voice begins to splinter from the stress on and of  
the lyric “do-llaaaaaah” (Weems).8 Where Lord Invader and the Andrews Sisters allude to an economy 
of  commodification of  Trinidadian women that depicts them as “prostitutes, unfaithful schemers, and 
deceptive Eves” who are willing to be readily bought by the Yankee dollar, Calypso Rose appropriates 
the appropriation of  Trinidadian women’s bodies within a new context (Mahabir 412). As the symbolic 
mother of  the “calypso feminism” movement, Calypso Rose’s intervention undoes totalizing assump-
tions. It does this by first making clear that, for certain Trinidadian women, earning a Yankee dollar is 
work, is hard work, and second, as shown by Adele’s story in Soucouyant, it is work that needs to be done 
by women and for women, by mothers for daughters, by mothers and daughters. Calypso Rose’s version 
provides a commentary and a critique of  poor black Trinidadian women’s role in an exploitative social 
and financial economy, and manages to liberate and defend them from the masculinist and imperialist 
narratives in which they have been misrepresented—and thus exploited—in different ways. 
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As the song draws close to its ending, Calypso Rose transitions from singing lyrics to scatting. The 
pitch of  her voice drops lower, as though to imitate a bass. The grain of  her voice begins as sound that 
grates up from inside her body, what Barthes describes as coming “from deep down in the cavities, the 
muscles, the membranes, the cartilages,” past her lips and over the music that has returned to the sparse-
ness of  its opening chords, different from the full-bodied swing of  the song’s middle (181). Scatting in this 
bass, Calypso Rose’s voice affects a discordant feel that confronts the lightness of  the song’s melody. She 
sounds, “Zoo-bay-zebbeh-zeb” three times, as the music eventually fades to silence and the record ends. 
Brent Hayes Edwards argues that scat is “not just about syntax but about the contingency of  particular 
rhetorical choices in black musical performance […] including fricatives, occlusive, and open vowels” 
(623). I hear the lowered pitch and types of  sounds that Calypso Rose decides to scat, especially as they 
are made towards the end of  the song, as a gesture that distances her performance of  the song from his-
torically and socially contingent meanings of  the prior versions. 

For Edwards, scatting operates on a continuum of  meaning, where the practice can point to what 
ranges from “an absence of  meaning or, on the contrary, an excess of  meaning” (624). I want to further 
suggest that, between these two possibilities that Edwards names and along that continuum, Calypso 
Rose’s performance of  “Rum and Coca-Cola” vacillates between making known that there are inarticu-
lable and unsayable experiences of  black Trinidadian women who survived (in) an economy of  exploita-
tion in post–World War II Trinidad and precisely articulating that some things have been left unsaid by 
the other two versions of  the song discussed here. What is more, within the gap between those two poles, 
other meanings are yet possible, including those that we have no permission to know. In other words, in 
scatting, Calypso Rose acknowledges both the impossibility and the necessity of  attempting to make these 
accounts known, while insisting that all of  them cannot ever be fully known. As Calypso Rose’s cover 
transitions to scat, the familiar and dominant narratives of  the two other songs become distorted by the 
impossible account that she does sing. Her scat hinges between and enacts the dual impulse to reveal the 
deficits of  the Lord Invader and the Andrews Sisters versions while refusing the coherence of  a complete 
story and a totality of  meaning (Griffin 104).9 By Calypso Rose’s soundings, we are left knowing that 
there must be more to this story yet unsung, even between the song’s three versions. We might think of  
her improvised sounds as a failure of  words, not in the sense that her intention is to arrive at meaning 
through words, but that, on the contrary, it reveals the failure of  words—structured and organized sound 
recognizable by sight—to wholly satisfy the desire for meaning and subsequent knowing.

Conclusion

Calypso Rose’s scat echoes Adele’s and her mother’s screams—both gestures of  refusal—and both 
sounds resonate with the scream of  the mythical soucouyant. If  feminist readings of  the myth aim to 
reclaim the soucouyant from discourses that would relegate her to silence or otherwise speak for her, 
then her scream carries the self-liberating sound of  wilful denial and defiance. The screams written into 
Soucouyant ––analogues of  this originary scream and sonic interruptions in the text of  the novel–– also 
refuse the meanings that have been underwritten by the discursive lean of  the folklore as shaped by the 
history that the novel recounts. Thus, Soucouyant’s investment in centring previously unvoiced experiences 
of  women like Adele and her mother relies on this sound in particular––an outcry and a means of  inter-
jecting into the historical record. The sounds of  the scat, too, emerge to produce a complicated intertex-
tuality that interrogates cultural memory and amplifies the extent to which folklore and popular music 
can be as circumscribing to marginal voices as they are to history’s forgetfulness. 
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The process of  forgetting is as much about discarding as it is about retaining; recall is the side effect 
of  forgetting. And if, as Chariandy states, history is indebted to the process of  forgetting, then the weighty 
figure of  the soucouyant in his novel functions as a means of  gathering the residue of  other histories 
left over during this process and the traces of  memory that still remain. In displacing the scribal and the 
spectacular, the sonic events directly and indirectly connected to the soucouyant that are addressed in 
this essay capture, however ephemerally, the partialness, the unfinished nature of  memory traces, while 
pointing to the absence and existence of  other experiences, of  something more. What constitutes more is 
also taken up by cultural and popular memory in the form of  music that still often does not fully accom-
modate the complex particularity of  all memories. Thus, Soucouyant, in its insistence that there is much 
unknown that may only ever be approximated, unearths an intimate alternative history within a family in 
the form of  trace memories transferred from a mother to her son. These memories that defy forgetfulness 
erupt from within the text as sounds that would no longer be suppressed, and “a novel of  forgetting” is 
really a novel that cautions against forgetting. And so, where the construction and circulation of  exclu-
sionary ‘official’ historical narratives are enforced by silence, memory can sound something like a scream 
or a scat.
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Notes
1 The myth of  the soucouyant traverses Caribbean linguistic and geographical boundar-

ies, and she is known on different islands by her other names: Asema, Gens-gagée, Hag, 
Old Hag, Ol’ Hige, Ol’ Higue, Lagahoo, Loogaroo, Loup garou, Ol’ Suck, sukiyan, or 
soucriant. For a detailed account of  the myth, its origins and how the story varies by 
geography, see Anatol, Things. 

2 This military occupation lasted from 1941 to 1947. The geopolitical motivation for the 
US occupation of  Chaguaramas involved a deal between two empires, Britain and the 
United States, in which they negotiated Trinidad as a site that facilitated militaristic 
surveillance of  the region. In Caliban and the Yankees, Harvey Neptune provides a detailed 
account of  the underlying politics and the resulting sociocultural impact of  this period 
and beyond.

3 In terms of  metaphoric significance, I situate the scream along a continuum of  black 
(female) vocal performance that expresses what Farah Jasmine Griffin notes as “meaning 
conveyed in the sound and on the sound as more representative of  the people’s condition 
than words in a book” (109). In the context of  Fuentes’s argument, the scream is read 
among the sounds that signify black women’s historical social condition.

4 Calypso Rose’s version of  “Rum and Coca-Cola” here is read in contrast to the Lord 
Invader and the Andrews Sisters versions and considers Calypso Rose’s history of  gen-
dered intervention in Carnival and calypso popular culture. My analysis draws on Vo-
gel’s reading of  Josephine Premice’s performance of  “The Lost Watch,” where he argues 
that “at the levels of  sound and embodied performance” Premise manages to effect a 
“gender theft” of  the song (Vogel 15, 57). Vogel argues that in performance, Premice’s 
female embodiment and stylistic vocal choices subvert the female objectifying impulse 
embedded in the song originally performed by male calypsonian Roaring Lion.

5 As the song progresses, the solo trumpet is joined by an electric piano and conga drums 
that play a pared-down melody and sounds more like instruments marking time than a 
polished, orchestrated production. Rohlehr in his comparison between the sonic––vocal 
and instrumental accompaniment––organization of  reggae, dub poetry and calypso per-
formances notes that it is in calypso performances that the sound of  the accompaniment 
mostly tends to overwhelm the singer’s vocal performance (Shape 182).

6 According to Snead, repetition undermines the Eurocentric logic that recognizes prog-
ress as only linear. The “cut” for Snead interrupts the notion of  linearity as progress by 
continuously calling back to “another beginning which we have already heard” (150, 
152).

7 Barthes argues that the voice is not personal but individual. I interpret this to mean that 
one’s voice as material embodiment can inflect how the voice sounds particular experi-
ences in and of the world.

8 The repetition and stressing of  this lyric, in particular, performs what Carrie Mae Weems 
calls “appropriating within the appropriation” that occurs during song covers. In this 
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case, Calypso Rose maps new contexts and opens a new dialogue, which are different 
from the previous historical discourses circulated by the two earlier versions mentioned.

9 Farah Jasmine Griffin remarks that black women’s voices are like a hinge “where things 
can both come together and break apart” (104).
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Fugitive Form in Patrick 
Chamoiseau’s L’esclave vieil 
homme et le molosse
Xavier Lee
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By the time Patrick Chamoiseau had published his fourth novel, L’esclave vieil homme 
et le molosse (hereafter L’esclave), in 1997, the formal role and legacy of  slavery and abolition 
in France’s history had become a topic of  debates in the spheres of  popular culture, liter-
ature and national history. Known colloquially as les guerres de mémoires, the last decade of  
the twentieth century had once again cast the post-imperial narrative of  French history in 
a lurid light. As Maeve McCusker notes, the late 1990s saw the anniversaries of  three key 
events in French history: the 50th anniversary of  the departmentalization of  Martinique, 
Guadeloupe, Réunion and French Guiana in 1996, the 150th anniversary of  the abolition 
of  slavery in 1998, and the 500th anniversary of  Columbus’s discovery of  the Americas in 
1992. At the head of  the next decade, a law spearheaded by Guianian politician Christiane 
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Taubira implored the French Republic to recognize its role in the African slave trade as a crime against 
humanity. These commemorations were met with pushback and scepticism in both liberal and conser-
vative circles. A 2005 law was proposed and passed—although later reformed—which mandated that 
the “positive” aspects of  French colonialism be emphasized in school curricula, seemingly attempting to 
backtrack or downplay the 2001 Taubira Law. Although the major impact of  this 2005 law was to under-
line the particularly ‘positive’ aspects of  French colonialism in Algeria, the socio-political impact of  this 
2005 law nevertheless speaks to a divide in French culture over whom history serves (McCusker, Patrick 
Chamoiseau 1). The author, philosopher and cultural critic Édouard Glissant suggests that the imperial 
urge to declare and impose a single narrative of  capital-h History contributed to the cultural unease of  
the guerres des mémoires and the enduring coloniality of  what is often termed ‘overseas France.’ Whereas the 
conversation in the metropole remains centred on how the past might be narrated and to what ends, the 
French Caribbean for Glissant remains “a place of  a history full of  ruptures and whose beginning was 
the brutal severing [arrachement] of  the Trade.” As France imposes a narrative of  history onto its overseas 
territories and departments, these ‘dominated lands’ are severed all over again from the originary rup-
ture of  their conception, their modernity. Thus they do not have histories for Glissant, but ‘nonhistories’ 
(Glissant, Discours 224). 

As Catherine Reinhardt observes, the Caribbean past contradicted the abolitionist framing im-
age of  metropolitan French history and was thus effaced by the assimilationist absorption of  France’s 
remaining vieilles colonies into the project of  the French nation (14). This gesture both symbolically and 
epistemically denies the historicity of  the Caribbean past while also adding another layer onto its essential 
unnarratability. Rather than seek reprieve from the ache of  an impossible “historical longing” (“du désiré 
historique”), Glissant suggests that we learn to live with, make sense of  and seek peace within the ghostly 
anomalies that result from a disarticulated and violent history. For Glissant, nonhistory is “a discontinu-
ity within continuity,” resulting in the ever-presence of  historical events: “Today, we hear the noise of  
Matouba, as well as the shootout at Moncada,” despite these events having taken places decades, if  not 
centuries, prior (Glissant, Discours 226). This particular beginning marks Caribbean historical experience 
as fundamentally distinct from “that of  people who have engendered an often totalitarian philosophy of  
history like Europeans,” and underlines the necessity for novel forms of  historiography and a new liter-
ary grammar that might encapsulate how the past is still happening, is still here (223). In lieu of  another 
capital-h History equipped with imperialist or neo-imperialist pretentions to historicity and thus truth, 
Glissant and his protégé Chamoiseau prescribe a “braid of  histories” as a way out of  the historiographical 
project of  ‘writing in dominated land’ (McCusker and Chamoiseau 725).

Following in the footsteps of  Glissant and using his many writings as both models and intertexts, 
Chamoiseau crafted L’esclave at the height of  a renewed conversation around the numerous afterlives that 
haunt overseas France. At stake in a novel like L’esclave, which Chamoiseau affectionately referred to as 
his “greatest failure,” is a defiance of  the myth of  European historical normativity at the heart of  French 
West Indian postcoloniality (McCusker, “On Slavery” 82). Rather than accept the social upheavals and 
mass violence at the origin of  Caribbean modernity as evidence of  historical defectiveness, nonhistory 
normalizes and naturalizes the various faults, lapses and voids inherent to the Caribbean and its unique, 
impossibly modern spacetime. Nonhistory thus becomes constitutive of  the Creole sensibility of  a people 
defined by their diversity of  differences within the context of  ongoing colonial domination. The task of  
the Caribbean writer, as Glissant puts it, is to “explore this haunting sensation” in the archive, to “‘ex-
pose’ it continuously within the here and now” and “to contribute towards re-establishing the tormented 
chronology” of  Caribbean experience (Discours 226, 228). To re-establish, however, does not mean to fix; 
rather, Glissant suggests that the “tormented chronology” of  the Caribbean past should nourish a novel 
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historiography that might attend to what persists, despite our ability to make sense of  its presence. It is 
this feeling of  haunting and obsession that hailed Chamoiseau to pen a novel whose forms unwrites itself  
so that the various “howling presences” trapped in the misremembered past might find their way to the 
surface of  public memory and speak (17).

This essay examines the form of  L’esclave, paying close attention to the novel’s structure, its two 
converging narratives and the interplay between narrative content and the varied modes of  its represen-
tation. I do this in three movements: The first ‘explodes’ the novel into its constituent parts and reassem-
bles them in a manner that reveals the interplay between its inner and outer narratives, text and paratext. 
The second considers how the role of  the folk tale in the curious composition of  L’esclave keys us into 
Chamoiseau’s antiformalist project and contributes to his novel attempts at Caribbean historiography. I 
suggest that the novel has a ‘fugitive form’ that borrows heavily from folklore in order to liaise between 
its historiographical project and the figure of  the Maroon. The third sketches a correlation between the 
slave old man’s discordant memories and the narrator’s visions of  the past through a study of  the haunt-
ing chronotope of  the slave ship’s hold. I suggest that the slave ship haunts the slave old man in the same 
way that the slave old man’s memories haunt the narrator. These multiple layers of  haunting ultimately 
spill over into the novel’s form, where continuities and temporalities bleed into one another, unsettling the 
tenuous boundary between past and present and fact and fiction.

Other Spacetimes

L’esclave uses a two-part narrative structure, composed of  a frame narrative taking place in the 
same spacetime as several of  Chamoiseau’s other novels, such as Solibo magnifique and Texaco, and an inte-
rior narrative that marks the beginning of  Chamoiseau’s mythic spacetime. The frame narrative is told 
in the first person by the Marqueur de Paroles or “word-scratcher,” a sort of  alter ego for the novelist. 
The Marqueur meets with “an old forest Negro” to examine a set of  human remains discovered in the 
uncharted depths of  the Bois des Békés in Martinique. After an ill-advised touch of  the bones, the Mar-
queur is ‘possessed’ by a spirit who delivers to him the vital matter of  L’esclave’s interior narrative, in the 
form of  the novel’s poetic songes, or visions (141). Each of  these songes is transcribed as a ‘cadence,’ and 
the seven cadences constitute the novel’s seven chapters. Only the final cadence, titled “Les os,” features 
the Marqueur as a character within the novel; elsewhere, he stitches the novel and its various paratextual 
information together and provides the body through which the “mute, escapeless cry” trapped within the 
bones reaches the world of  the living. At the close of  the novel, the Marqueur informs us that the spirit 
that has possessed him did not have a shape unto itself. Despite the bones being “loaded” (chargé) with 
energy, they cannot signify, cannot tell their own story. The combination of  the ill-advised touch and the 
obsessive reappearance of  the bones in the Marqueur’s dreams cause him to write about a runaway slave 
“racing through the dense woods not towards freedom but towards the immense testimony of  his bones” 
(Chamoiseau, L’esclave 145):

Qu’avaient-ils à me dire? Et pourquoi revenais-je à eux si souvent dans ces re-
ves? Nous avons si peu de mémoires intactes. Elles se sont usées, emmelées en 
dérive, et n’ont jamais été répertoriées; il y avait là raison pour que ces os me 
troublent. Ils auraient pu être de n’importe lequel d’entre nous. Amérindien. 
Nègre. Béké. Kouli. Chinois. Ils disaient une époque tout entière, mais ouverte 
dans l’incertain total. Je n’aurais pas dû toucher à cette relique. (144; emphasis in 
original)
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(What did they have to say to me? Why did I keep coming back to them so 
often in my dreams? We have so few memories intact. They are weathered, 
tangled up and out of  order. No one has even taken stock of  them. That’s 
why these bones unnerve me. They could have come from any one of  us. Na-
tive American. Black. Béké. Coolie. Chinese. They spoke of  an entire age but 
remained opened in a total uncertainty. I really shouldn’t have touched that relic.)

At first, the Marqueur believes the bones to have belonged to a Native American. They had been dis-
covered before a megalith inscribed with “Native American signs” from various different Antillean cul-
tures. “Who could this have been? A Carib, without a doubt,” the Marqueur deduces, although he has 
no means of  proving it. All he has are his hypotheses about what could have caused this person, with 
their tibia broken, to seek sanctuary near the megalith before dying. “They could have come from any 
one of  us,” he concludes, before declaring that the person to whom the bones once belonged could have 
been a runaway slave, who “would have crossed the dense woods, been injured and died leaning against 
that rock” (145). Once the idea of  the slave old man enters the Marqueur’s mind, it enraptures him. He 
becomes the “victim of  the most trying and the most familiar obsession” whose only remedy was the act 
of  writing itself  (145). Thus, the poetic songes are transcribed as the novel’s six interconnected chapters, 
each one following the titular slave old man from nonlife in bondage to his foredoomed death in freedom 
and capped at the end with the Marqueur’s own testimony of  enrapturement and dispossession. 

In the six preceding chapters, the novel follows the titular slave old man as he flees his master’s 
plantation into the woods surrounding the dreaded Habitation, while being pursued by his master’s hell-
ish, slave-catching mastiff. Little information is provided about the life he had lived prior to the events 
of  the novel. Despite having contradictory, deeply embodied experiences of  slave ships, these memories 
remain disarticulated within the slave old man and thus mirror the Marqueur’s hallucinatory visions of  
the slave old man. One day, a mysterious ailment called la décharge (the release) catalyses the otherwise in-
ert slave old man to maroon. This malady metaphorizes the slave old man’s aversion to his haunting and 
disembodied memories, producing a fugitive urge from the quotidian horrors of  his environment and the 
terror within him. Just as the slave old man flees the Habitation, he also flees these visions that dog him 
incessantly. These disarticulated memories and unclaimed experiences are the primary mechanisms of  
the slave old man’s characterization in the novel. His multitemporality becomes the source of  the novel’s 
intervention into novelistic form, for the slave old man’s memories of  unexperienced events focalize the 
Marqueur’s haunting visions of  the slave old man’s unconfirmable life. 

In the novel’s fifth cadence, titled “Solaire,” the boundary between frame and interior narratives, 
narrator and narratee melts. In a scene of  transcendent rebirth, the slave old man invades the Marqueur’s 
je, and the two speak as one being, with one voice. As our titular hero takes a moment to rest, thankful to 
have survived an unanticipated plunge into a body of  icy water, the slave old man recovers the body from 
which he had “escaped,” and he and Marqueur vie for the novel’s narrative authority. Special attention 
is paid to the slave old man’s corporality as the Marqueur finds himself  a character in his own dreams, 
feeling and seeing through the eyes of  his slave old man:

Alors, il eut le désir, le courage, d’ouvrir les yeux ou plutôt de bouger les pau-
pières. Il vit rouge. Il vit trouble. Il vit double. Lumière était forte mais plus 
aussi violente. Elle provenait de l’extérieur, sans doute de l’intérieur, l’irradiait 
à la douce. Les choses autour de lui étaient informes, mouvantes, comme 
exposées derrière une eau très claire, j’écarquillai les yeux pour mieux voir, 
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et le monde naquit sans un voile de pudeur. Un total végétal d’un serein 
impérieux. Je. (89)

(He suddenly had the desire, the courage, to open his eyes or, better yet, to 
flutter his eyelids. He saw red. He saw trouble. He saw double. Light was 
bright, but also more violent. It came from outside, without a doubt from 
inside, irradiating him softly. The things around him were formless, moving, 
as if  behind a bright screen of  water, I rub my eyes to see them better, and 
the world is born without a veil of  shame. A vegetal totality of  an imperious 
serene. I.)

The above passage begins with the slave old man as the distinct object of  narration; the third-person 
pronouns set the narrator’s “I” apart. The passage opens with the slave old man mustering the courage 
“to open his eyes” while underwater, before the vague shapes he perceives are described: “He saw red. He 
saw trouble. He saw double.” The inability to see and the perception of  danger while submerged within 
one of  the forest’s “ancient sources” cast this rebirth as a near-death experience (85). As the slave old man 
struggles to see the world in its vivid detail, he mirrors the experience of  a newborn infant struggling to 
make sense of  a now autonomous body, unable to see when “the light [is] bright, but also more violent” 
than it had been before. The light, despite its violence, comes from both within and without the slave old 
man, rendering the objects around him out of  focus and “formless.” In the first instance of  the unified 
‘I,’ the narrator and the slave old man strain their eyes (écarquiller) to better take in the world that they are 
seeing for the first time. 

This scene of  narrative convergence, couched within the slave old man’s rediscovery of  his body, 
demarcates a profound epistemological shift. Here, the slave old man becomes an autographic subject, 
narrating and writing himself  into existence through the medium of  the Marqueur. Doris Garraway 
describes this scene as a “male birthing ritual” that results in the slave old man’s recovery of  his subjec-
tivity. She contrasts the emergence of  the slave old man’s renascent ‘I’ with earlier passages, wherein he 
is described as lacking any semblance of  selfhood. One noteworthy passage describes the slave old man 
as “seeming to be possessed by presences other than his own,” a description of  multitude that remains 
incompatible with “his self, his very being” that cannot be located at all. Indeed, all that fills the void of  
where the slave old man’s ‘je’ might be found is “the ferment of  violence, upsets, desires, impossibilities” 
(Chamoiseau, L’esclave 50). Elsewhere, the slave old man is described as “abyssal like his navel,” a point 
that not only bridges him to the womb-like space of  the “ancient source” in which he is reborn in the 
above passage but also connects him, as I shall demonstrate below, to the anti-womb of  the slave ship’s 
hold; both spaces, rendered female by the novel’s amniotic poetics, serve the purpose of  transforming 
the slave old man into another form of  being, be it slave or nègre marron (22). In both cases, as Garraway 
forewarns, “the novel recounts a highly gendered narrative of  male experience in a feminized topics,” 
scripting the now-autographic slave old man within a gendered language of  subjectivity, in many ways 
predicated on the noteworthy absence of  women in the novel (Garraway 152).1 Whereas Garraway reads 
this passage as a scene of  “sensual repossession by nature,” wherein the recovery of  the slave old man’s 
‘je’ allows him “self-consciously to claim the nature that has remade him,” I focus more closely on the 
formal implications of  this scene of  narratological handover (Garraway 157, 158). If  the novel is told as 
songes visited upon the dreaming Marqueur, what might the slave old man’s hijacking of  the narrative 
signify within the novel’s broader project? Are we experiencing the narrator politely ceding his position to 
allow the slave old man to speak when his bones could not? Or is this a scene of  ghastly invasion, wherein 
the slave old man’s own experiences of  disarticulated memory are now borne out and dramatized in the 
narrator’s overcrowded ‘je’?
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Stepping outside of  the novel’s narrative ‘content,’ we are prompted with L’esclave’s curious formal 
composition. Each cadence is introduced by a passage from Glissant, forming the novel’s entre-dire. The 
excerpts that form the entre-dire are sourced from two texts: Glissant’s L’intention poétique (1969), a collec-
tion of  essays within Glissant’s Poétique suite; and the novella “La folie Celat,” which appeared in the 2000 
collection Le monde incréé. Their function within the novel, however, remains ambiguous. The entre-dire 
resonates with the accounts of  the novel so strongly that one risks losing key aspects of  L’esclave’s narrative 
poetics by ignoring or glancing over them. At the same time, the excerpts do not contribute substantially 
to the novel’s narrative content. Indeed, some of  the material in the entre-dire might not seem, at least 
at first glance, to apply to L’esclave’s world, such as the mention of  Glissant’s character Marie Celat in the 
entre-dire of  cadence 3, “Eaux.” I would argue that the entre-dire (as well as all of  the other paratextual 
aspects of  L’esclave) formally index the novel’s attempts at a creative historiography. Citing and ‘inter-
speaking’ with other texts, like those of  Glissant, builds a broad parahistorical continuity that dislodges 
the fixity of  the imposed, imperial History of  the West Indies, or what Chamoiseau has described else-
where as “la Chronique coloniale” (Bernabé et al. 38).2 Wendy Knepper is of  a similar mind when she 
suggests that the entre-dire links L’esclave to a shared universe between Glissant’s historical novels, such 
as Le quatrième siècle and Mahagony, and Chamoiseau’s own oeuvre. She notes that “by introducing these 
epigraphs, Chamoiseau affiliates his story with the tale of  the old slave” in L’intention poétique and, in the 
process, “offers alternative answers to Glissant’s question concerning marronnage” that figures at the 
end of  the seventh entre-dire: “Who returns to the slope of  the morne and searches?” (Knepper 65). The 
Marqueur answers Glissant’s question, searching the past for evidence of  an alternative “Chronique” 
“beneath the dates, beneath the inventoried facts” (Bernabé et al. 38). The bleed of  the entre-dire into 
the narrative ‘content’ of  the novel and the inability on the part of  the reader to immediately make sense 
of  its relationship to the ‘body’ of  the novel animates L’esclave’s meditation on haunted history. The en-
tre-dire ultimately produces yet another layer of  narrative disarticulation and haunting, what Knepper 
terms “a kind of  textual initiation through a mise-en-relation of  the ‘je’” that enshrines the slave old man 
and the Marqueur’s similar experiences of  disembodied memories within the formal composition of  the 
novel (66).

On the recto of  each entre-dire appears a short poem, each one titled “Toucher” and labelled as 
part of  a numbered “leaflet” (feuillet). All of  the “Toucher” poems foreshadow events in the chapter they 
introduce through a meditation on the signifying power of  the discovered bones. For example, the poem 
at the head of  chapter 4, “Lunaire,” foreshadows the moment of  refuge that the slave old man finds in the 
primordial darkness of  the woods: “Mirrored brilliance of  bones / Total organic night / of  every promise 
of  life” (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 69). The opening poem for chapter 7, “Les os,” prefigures the narrator’s 
urge to write the slave old man’s story as the result of  their shared possession: “Formless form of  bones / 
invincible intention of  the creative will” (141). The reference to “the invincible intention of  creative will” 
suggests that new narrative material may be written to fill the void of  the “formless form” of  the unidenti-
fiable human remains.3 Each of  the leaflets may be the result of  the process of  writing that the Marqueur 
turns to post-possession, in an attempt to rid himself  of  the “obsession” of  historical longing (145). 

In an interview with Liesbeth de Bleeker, Chamoiseau called the novel “the only literary form that 
has no form” and asserted that this formlessness helps novels to adapt to the political and social contexts 
that a writer seeks to represent or critique (De Bleeker and Chamoiseau 100). Knepper discerns at least 
four periods in Chamoiseau’s career as a novelist, each defined by a different relationship to novelistic 
form and the poetics of  representation. L’esclave is located in the final stage of  Knepper’s chronology, 
which she labels as Chamoiseau’s “warrior of  the imaginary” phase, alongside works like Émerveilles, Écrire 
en pays dominé, Biblique des derniers gestes and, more recently, Un dimanche au cachot (Knepper 52). L’esclave, in 
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many ways, marks a departure from the novelistic and formal trajectory of  Chamoiseau’s earlier realist 
works and demonstrates Chamoiseau’s growing interest in folklore and the ‘émerveilleux.’ A coinage of  
Chamoiseau, the term ‘émerveille’ operates “through admixture and juxtaposition to mobilize legends, 
myth, fables, inexplicable events and stories by mixing and cutting them together in a strange and fantas-
tic manner” (Knepper 54). Knepper also provides an etymology of  the word as a substantive of  the verb 
s’émerveiller (to be taken aback or to be filled with wonder). 

I would append to Knepper’s etymology of  ‘émerveille’ the constituent role therein of  the word 
éveil (awakening). The fantastic elements in L’esclave suggest that a form of  political awakening accompa-
nies the rejection of  a prescribed imperial experience of  history. Awakening can be disenchanting, but it 
nonetheless creates the necessary conditions for questioning the possibility of  recovering the subjectivity 
of  the living object. In L’esclave, the allegorical dimensions of  awakening figure in the form of  the novel’s 
paratext, as well as in the slave old man’s spiritual rebirth. In the first feuillet, Chamoiseau uses the term 
éveil to echo the Marqueur’s trancelike songes and the awakening of  the spirit dormant within the bones: 
“Immobile songe of  the bones / of  what was, no longer is / and who nevertheless persists at the base of  
an awakening” (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 17). Awakening from the visionary trance of  the songe may suggest 
an alternative mode of  historical consciousness, which can attest to the absent presence of  the person 
to whom the recovered bones belong. Towards this end, the émerveille may constitute a generic form of  
what Saidiya Hartman terms “critical fabulation,” a metahistoriographical modality that endeavours 
“to jeopardize the event, to displace the received or authorized account and to imagine what might have 
happened or might have been said or might have been done.” Only through refusing the political gram-
mar of  imperial historiographies can the “production of  disposable lives” be exposed, even if  meaningful 
remediation remains narratively impossible (11). By complicating the barrier between lived experience 
and fantasy, Chamoiseau drafts a novel whose form reacts to and exemplifies its fugitive’s act of  refusal. 

Fugitive Form

When the Marqueur sets out to write, he strives to “model [the slave old man] in a language of  
folktales” that “might give his word by rendering it silent” [“qui dirait sa parole en le signalant muet”] 
(Chamoiseau, L’esclave 145). The novel thus adopts a markedly oral flavour, at once characteristic of  
Chamoiseau’s political poetics and usage of  creolized French, but also demonstrative of  the novel’s adap-
tation of  formal aesthetics of  folklore. Garraway similarly makes note of  the novel’s folkloristic style when 
she observes the ways in which the novel’s rhythm, distracted cadences and asides mimic its simulated 
style of  oral delivery and the slave old man’s “frenetic flight” (153). Alexandra Roch contends that Cham-
oiseau’s use of  folklore functions much like a “patchwork,” wherein the authorial voice may yield to a 
variety of  different narrative and ideological personae at once. Roch positions the Creole storyteller (con-
teur) as an ideological descendant of  the Maroon and remarks how the storyteller “uses ruses and strategy 
as tools for liberating the voice of  the subjugated” (242). Jean-Georges Chali similarly contends that the 
storyteller “lifts the vestige [dépouille] up and places it on a pedestal,” in the process “deifying” the dead in 
a dual act of  remembrance and veneration (398). For Chali, loss also energizes the Creole folk tale’s epis-
temological concerns over social meaning in an anti-black world. He writes that Creole folklore results 
“above all from the need to reconstruct a world whose essence has been lost,” and that black West Indians 
“recreate their imaginary universe so that they might sublimate the suffering of  the habitation-planta-
tion” (393). The rebellious urge to re/write the past through fabulation gives Creole folklore a markedly 
bellicose and fugitive poetics. The Creole storyteller is thus a ‘warrior of  the imaginary’ who rejects the 
imposition of  capital-h History as the primary mechanism for the development of  social meaning. 
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L’esclave’s use of  folklore contributes to the production of  a novel historiography in which the 
fugitive origins of  the Creole folk tale contribute to the renarration of  misremembered and forgotten 
pasts. Chamoiseau borrows heavily from Glissant’s theorizations on folklore’s ability to “spot a historical 
absence and ratify it” before emphasizing that the function of  the folk tale is to “fight back the some-
times-paralyzing action of  historical longing” and “to save us from the belief  that History is the first and 
most fundamental dimension of  Man” (Glissant, Discours 262). This “historical absence” figures in L’es-
clave in the figure of  the mastiff. Rather than be captured, ravaged and destroyed by the dogged pangs of  
historical longing, the slave old man reconciles with and transforms his pursuer, who then returns to its 
master, defanged and rendered inert; the weapon of  terror becomes the arme miraculeuse of  the slave old 
man’s freedom. “We are all, like my fugitive old-timer, being chased by a monster” (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 
146), the Marqueur reminds us—the “we” here left impossibly open yet nevertheless grounded within 
“the sites” linked to, in Dawn Fulton’s words, “land and to memory” (1110).4 This “we” is grounded 
“here” in the “lands embittered with sugar” (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 17), the novel’s folkloric heterotopia 
and heteronym for the West Indies, but it also translates across the provincialism of  the “geopolitical” 
category of  the Antilles in an act of  Creole solidarity.5 

If  folklore is associated with the figure of  the Maroon, history, in Chali’s words, is a product of  
the “suffering of  the habitation-plantation” (393). Sylvia Wynter corroborates this claim when she argues 
that history and literature serve often oppositional interests in the postplantation world. Although Wyn-
ter’s treatment of  literature as a constitutive political practice of  a community hinges on the particular 
function of  the novel within a market society, the concept of  the oppositional frameworks of  the “plot” 
and “plantation,” in one sense, applies to folklore as one of  the constituent elements of  culture and, in 
another sense, exceeds the fugitive capacity of  folklore as novel historiography. Wynter’s theorization of  
the plantation as “the superstructure of  civilisation” and of  the plot as “the roots of  culture” spatializes 
political formations in the postplantation Caribbean by dramatizing how colonial technologies of  mean-
ing making and their insurgent schemes of  fugitive warfare constitute an original struggle of  Caribbean 
modernity (Wynter 100). History is a political technology, not unlike myth, offering a singular explana-
tion, a singular truth, and inaugurating it as law. This “totalitarian philosophy of  history,” as Glissant puts 
it, is mobilized by the plantation as a means of  securing its power (Glissant 223; Wynter 101). Folklore 
provides a line of  flight from this system, determined by the polarities of  the novel and the history, insofar 
as the folk tale remains beyond the purview of  a novelistic and historiographic tradition rooted in Fran-
cophile bourgeois literate culture. The folk tale remains antagonistic to the novel insofar as it provides “a 
stylized reading of  the real,” while asserting itself  as “anti-History” or “the place of  the restored word” 
(“le lieu de la parole rentrée”; Glissant 261, 263). In this regard, folklore interprets and digests the past 
through creative invention rather than by installing an unquestionable and incorruptible narrative, a 
chronique, a History. Folklore is the originary historiography; or, better yet, folklore is ante-historiography. 

The novel’s techniques of  obfuscation are perhaps its clearest appropriation of  folkloristic aesthet-
ics. The inner narrative is notably evacuated of  orienting details about the time, space or subjects being 
discussed. This gives the illusion of  a mythic spacetime of  indeterminate relation to our/the Marqueur’s 
physical position. Marie-Christine Rochmann observes that the lack of  temporal fixity and the ambiguity 
of  its setting distinguishes L’esclave from other runaway-slave narratives, whose historical and geographical 
specificity “fuel the plot” (Rochmann, Esclave fugitif  377). This formal decision to resist the impulse to “re-
animate a precise historical moment” produces narrative abstraction and topographical disorientation: 
“[W]ith neither a date nor a particular island, the novel takes place ‘in the time of  slavery in the sugar 
isles’” (Rochmann, “Roman de la réécriture” 457). This contrasts with Chamoiseau’s earlier markedly 
urban novels, where careful descriptions of  urban Fort-de-France blend history and literature so seam-
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lessly that the very distinction between fact and fiction dissolves.6 While the external frame of  L’esclave is 
located within the same shared universe as Chamoiseau’s other novels such as Texaco, Solibo magnifique and 
Chronique des sept misères, its inner frame marks the beginning of  Chamoiseau’s mythic temporality, carry-
ing over into later works, of  his ‘warrior of  the imaginary’ phase such as Un dimanche au cachot and Biblique 
des derniers gestes. 

The two worlds of  L’esclave—one a world “in the language of  the folktale,” the other a hyperreal-
istic facsimile of  this world—are transposed, one on top of  the other, in order to highlight the seams of  
what is often taken for granted as historical truth and what might never be historically verified (Chamoi-
seau, L’esclave 145). The hallucinatory prose intentionally obfuscates and disorients the reader while, at the 
same time, providing just enough evidence to situate the novel both within and beyond a global narrative 
spacetime. The inner narrative begins on the Habitation, surrounded by the Great Woods, implanted on 
the “sugar isles,” during “the time of  slavery.” Elsewhere, there is the city and its ports, where cargo ships 
from Africa and Europe dock. One of  these ships carries the mastiff into the slave old man’s life from 
“some European hellhole” (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 35). Deep in the forest are a number of  ancient bodies 
of  water from which the forest draws its strength. Deeper still is the sacred stone engraved with mystic 
Carib symbols imbued with irretrievable knowledge. Apart from these scant landmarks and descriptions, 
little further locational information is provided within the inner narrative. It is only within the frame nar-
rative that we realize that the island in question is indeed Martinique, and that the Carib stone that marks 
the slave old man’s grave is near the village of  Morne-Rouge. Other landmarks include the real-world 
towns of  Diamant, Morne-Rouge and La Favorite at the close of  the novel, along with the date Decem-
ber 1996. Vincent Bruyère suggests that these formal indices of  spacetime “decline the places and times 
of  writing” in order to conjure spirits therein within a Derridian, hauntological sense of  the word: “[T]o 
conjure means both to conspire and to convoke”—‘conspire’ in the sense that the Marqueur goes against 
a prohibition to touch what is forbidden; ‘convoke’ in the sense that the forbidden touch summons the 
spirit that takes form in the slave old man, the archetypical conteur marron, as an idea (Bruyère 158). These 
details place the Marqueur chronotopically within a Martinique not dissimilar from the embellished 
histories of  Chamoiseau’s other novels, but also distinguish the slave old man’s situation within a mythic 
parahistory through the juxtaposition of  topographical and chronotopic difference. 

The novel’s aesthetics of  disorientation come to harmonize with the evacuation of  personal infor-
mation in the interior narrative. All of  the characters are defined by their relationship to the institution 
of  slavery. The slave old man, his Maître-Béké, the latter’s mastiff and Creole dogs, and the clairvoyant 
‘negress’ are all bound, the one to the other, by social and legal scripts of  the Habitation. This captive 
relationality voids them of  any concrete personalization and renders them into both metaphors for the 
enslaved past and stock characters within the folkloristic form. 

A look at the figure of  the Maître-Béké, the central spoke in the political landscape of  the Habi-
tation, may prove illuminating towards this end. Within the novel, the Maître-Béké plays a generic role. 
He operates as a fixture of  the plot structure of  the ‘fugitive-slave novel’ and legitimizes the slave old 
man’s fugitivity through his formal ontology as a master. Because the Marqueur decides that he will write 
about marooning slaves, the structural conventions of  the fugitive-slave novel must be invented. Every 
slave needs a master, and every master a slave; the two parts of  the Hegelian dyad of  political power 
and sovereign struggle are bound by their ontopolitical and typological codependency. In lieu of  a more 
robust examination of  slavery through the invention of  autonomous and self-defined characters, L’esclave 
uses anonymization to centre terror as the primary mechanism that fetters together the social worlds of  
the plantation and the postplantation. The inner narrative only offers the details of  the site of  terror 
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(the Habitation), the terrorist (the Maître-Béké) and the weapon of  terror (the molosse) as the necessary 
preconditions for the slave old man’s flight from mythic time into “the immense testimony of  his bones” 
(Chamoiseau, L’esclave 145). If  the Maître-Béké wields the power of  the plantation to write and manip-
ulate history through “the Plantation’s most secular registers,” the slave old man’s self-writing through 
fugitivity suggests that escape—even when coupled with death—from the terrors of  a life in captivity is 
ultimately a success (18). 

The victory is nevertheless bittersweet: while the slave old man succeeds in effacing himself  from a 
history always already depersonalizing in its imperial transformation of  life into commodity, we are made 
to feel the obsessive loss of  the Marqueur through the “mute, escapeless cry” trapped inside the relic. The 
need to make sense of  the senseless drives the Marqueur mad with regret for having touched the bones, 
as he now experiences in his visions the same historical disunity that characterizes his slave old man.

The naming schemes in L’esclave further underline the folkloristic colour of  the novel. The hyphen 
at the centre of  the Maître-Béké’s name conjoins his ethnic formation—his békaille—with his social sta-
tus as master.7 This coupling at once proposes a dualistic method of  identification while also suggesting 
that the two identities may not be completely disjoined. This is contrasted by the slave old man, whose 
names, although not hyphenated, are composed of  two principal means of  characterization; vieil homme, 
designating the slave old man’s gender, age and the web of  signifiers that his gendered old age represents 
to both his master and his fellow slaves, as a supernatural force for the latter and a knowledge-symbol of  
the plantation for the former; and l’esclave, cementing his status as the object of  the Maître-Béké and thus 
subject to his sovereign droit de glaive.8 The order of  his name as “the slave old man” is also significant, as 
his enslaved status predominates his gendered old age. The modifier vieil homme, while yielding to the to-
talizing noun-article combination l’esclave, nonetheless indexes the slave old man as a being at least super-
ficially subject to time and gender. Indeed, the Marqueur’s characterization of  the slave old man suggests 
that he has always been a slave old man. The Marqueur confirms that “the Master no longer knew if  his 
father had procured him from the claws of  a slave ship or if  he had reared him on that Plantation.” This 
acknowledgement hangs on the curious temporal marker, “no longer” (“ne […] plus”), suggesting that 
knowledge of  the slave old man’s origins is now lost, as all evidence points to the fact that the slave old man 
had simply “always been there,” presumably in the same shape and form (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 106). 

The slave old man’s motives for marooning also contribute to the novel’s evacuation of  personal 
information. Rather than install a singular event that catalyses the desire for freedom or grounds the 
relative benefits of  a fugitive life, the reader is provided with the invention of  the “release,” a mythical 
ailment similar to Samuel Cartwright’s pseudoscientific invention of  drapetomania, or ‘runaway-slave 
syndrome’.9 The Marqueur describes the episodes of  the release as unanticipated, frenetic episodes that 
strike at random moments, forcing the slave old man to “escape his body” (49). Garraway refers to the 
release as “an involuntary urge” with the power “to transform and thus initiate the slave’s re-creation as 
human” (156; emphasis in original). The description provided by the Marqueur nevertheless pathologiz-
es the release as a kind of  dissociative episode in which the normatively disincarnated slave is subject to 
sudden and violent embodiment. He describes it as “a negative kind of  drive [pulsion] coughed up from 
a forgotten place,” which can strike anyone at any moment, driving its captives to “evaporate into the 
woods” or futilely take up arms against their captors (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 49, 42). As a pathology, the 
release strips the slave old man of  the lionizing virtue typically attached to the Maroon as a revolutionary 
by inverting the agency of  resistance into the dispossession of  mind and body. By denying the slave old 
man the nobility of  conscious refusal, Chamoiseau nevertheless ennobles the release as a manifestation 
of  resurgent subjectivity and of  what Fred Moten terms the “resistance of  the object”: it emphasizes that 
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slaves did not need reasons to run away (5). As a reference to Cartwright’s attempts to enshrine anti-black 
pathologies within legitimate medical discourse, the release rejects the historical longing that lionizes the 
fugitive desire of  the captive at the expense of  those ‘who remained’ and dismisses the conjoined pretence 
that slaves otherwise tolerated their captivity. In the process of  pathologizing the release as a “fundamen-
tal fever,” Chamoiseau renders fugitivity an unpreventable possibility (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 41).

Ultimately, the aesthetic vacuity of  L’esclave frames the slave old man’s escape from history and its 
pursuant technologies of  meaning making. Because the relics cannot speak, despite containing boisterous 
voices with no means of  escape, the novelist pens a world to accommodate the mute signification of  the 
object. In doing so, the symbolism of  inert human remains suggests that the ultimate goal of  the slave old 
man as a historical invention is not so much the vague stylization of  freedom but the “testimony of  his 
bones” as a problem for history. Not only has the slave old man escaped the plantation as the originary 
topos for the Caribbean enslaved past, but he has also escaped our ability to reconstruct his person as a 
historical subject. What I term ‘fugitive form’ results from the novelist’s intervention into the “formless 
form” of  the novel in order to craft a text that remains aware of  its own narratological impossibility and 
its own epistemological shortcomings by figuring them as the hallucinatory songes and oral testimonies 
(cadences) of  a forgotten and forgetting subjects. L’esclave’s fugitive form encapsulates a process of  ‘infinite 
rebirth,’ wherein the found relic indexes the countless lives that could have been and can never speak, de-
spite their will to escape the past that is not yet past, and that mineralize in the present as human remains 
and indecipherable carvings in millennial stones.

The Chronotope of  the Hold

I have discussed above the ways that the narrator’s experience of  haunting within the frame story 
of  the novel colours the obfuscated aesthetics of  the inner frame within the language of  folklore. Because 
the narrator’s visions of  the enslaved past are delirious and surreal, the novel’s form initiates a dissolution 
between haunted revery and lived experience within its content. In this final section, I consider how the 
slave old man’s experiences of  history are similarly shaped by a breakdown between self-knowledge and 
memory. 

The slave old man is haunted, but not by ghosts. Rather, he bears disarticulated memories that re-
turn him to the sensoria of  the slave ship, locating the slave old man in a space and in a time that he can-
not integrate into the narrative of  his life as dictated by his lived experience. Although he bears memories 
of  the hold, these memories are incompatible with all of  his other memories. Their presence disrupts his 
ability to lay claim to any particular origin, rendering him “abyssal like his naval,” without the traces of  
ever being born (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 22). For Christina Sharpe, the hold is analogous to the birth canal 
as the iconic site in which the predicament of  enslavement and the ontogeny of  blackness take place, even 
if  one can make no claim to ever having been there (74). In L’esclave, the ship is a womb that Chamoiseau 
juxtaposes against the body of  water in which the slave old man is reborn in “Solaire.” In contrast, the 
hold is the place of  everlasting dying, with only the broken promise of  death. “The source of  the slave’s 
sadness,” for Adélékè Adéèkó́, stems from the slave’s deprivation of  “literal death” through the artifices of  
ritual degradation and the sociolegal scripts of  bondage (19). Slavery is nonlife, life ‘annotated,’ commod-
ified, stripped, thingified and rendered flesh, and the hold is the discrete spacetime in which the ritual acts 
of  enslavement are always/already taking place. Three passages take us there in L’esclave, offering a closer 
look at the phenomenon of  haunting in the trans-formation of  innate subject into inert object. 
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 The first passage depicts the slave old man as he watches newly arrived captives debark from the 
slave ship. The sight “flushes out of  him” a vision of  the ship that he cannot claim as his own: 

C’était, pour l’esclave vieil homme, un moment de déroute: voir débarquer 
ces hommes qui lui ressemblaient tant. Tous mal revenus de la plus longue 
des morts. L’huile qui maquillait leur peau malade se mêlait à leur sueur et 
aux restes d’angoisses. Leurs cris, familiers des extrêmes, leur avait distribué 
aux commissures des lèvres d’irrémédiables écumes à relent d’ail. Ils trans-
portaient encore des odeurs du pays d’Avant, des rythmes ultimes, des lan-
gues déjà désespérées. L’esclave vieil homme les sentait incantés de ces dieux 
dont il avait gardé des traces sans alphabets. Et le bateau lui aussi l’émouvait. 
Il ne savait plus s’il était né sur l’Habitation ou s’il avait connu cette traversée 
en cale, mais chaque balancement d’un navire négrier dans les eaux calmes 
d’une rade, débusquait en lui un roulis primordial. (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 37)

(For the slave old man, it was a halting moment: seeing those men who looked 
so much like him get off the boat. All of  them back from the longest of  
deaths. The oil that dressed their sickly skin mixed with their sweat and the 
remains of  their anguish. Their shouts, familiar from a distance, splashed 
the corners of  their lips with an incurable froth smelling of  garlic. They still 
bore the odours of  the Land Before, final rhythms, already hopeless languag-
es. The slave old man felt that they were enchanted by those gods of  whom 
he only remembered vague outlines. And the boat also moved him. He no 
longer knew if  he had been born on the Habitation or if  he had experienced 
that crossing in the hold, but each bob of  a slave ship in the calm waters of  a 
harbour flushed out of  him a primordial rocking.)

The hold of  the slave ship bears its own cyclical temporality, manufacturing slave ontology through 
alienation, degradation and the dishonour of  captivity. The crossing is described as a kind of  death from 
which the captives have poorly returned, their bodies sickly, foul smelling and weak, their spirits demoral-
ized and conquered. Nevertheless, the bodies are made to give off the illusion of  health in preparation for 
the market inspections of  the New World. Dressing the body in oil disguises the unliveable conditions of  
transport with a varnish of  health, despite the sickness that marks the autonomous body in the throes of  
infection. The body’s ability to signify its condition is betrayed by the illusion of  the body as a commodity; 
the African captive now rendered the black slave—signified with a “mute and escapeless cry”—becomes 
“a howling presence” beneath its operationalization as “flesh.” Hortense Spillers and Orlando Patterson 
remind us that the schism of  the living body from the murdered spirit marks the captive as “flesh,” creat-
ing the conditions for purchase, seasoning, enjoyment and disposal through the subterfuge of  discourse. 
The schism of  soul from body evacuates the subject of  subjectivity in an ongoing process; despite having 
‘debarked’ from the hold, the captives whom the slave old man sees are very much still of  and within the 
bowels of  the slave ship. 

Despite their initiation into non-being aboard the ship, these bodies still “bear the odours of  the 
Land Before,” are “still enchanted by the gods” whose light only reaches the slave old man in “vague 
outlines.” Chamoiseau’s word choice keys us into the Freudian concept of  the ‘uncanny,’ often translated 
from the original German (unheimlich) into French as déroutant. It is uncanny for the slave old man to see 
men “who looked so much like him,” despite the vestiges of  the Land Before that perfume their bodies 
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with anguish. There is a distance, however minute, between the slave old man and the debarking captives. 
The grammar of  the sentences refuses collective pronominalization in order to enforce the boundary 
between the unseasoned flesh and the slave old man as an outsider among outsiders: their ils and his il re-
main apart, refuse to collapse into a shared subject position, despite the mutual predicament of  their cap-
tivity. This uncanny liminality is mirrored by the Creole slaves on the Habitation who attempt to “make a 
‘Papa’ out of ” the slave old man and thus render him useful to them as a fount of  wisdom (Chamoiseau, 
L’esclave 24). He refuses them too, and in turn they “end up hating him, then venerating him, then hating 
him all over again” (26). For the young Creole slaves on the Habitation, the slave old man represents their 
origins in Africa, now rendered mystical with loss. They fetter to him their historical longing, but he refus-
es to become a source of  captive savoir vivre. Bearing “neither the strangeness of  bossale negroes, nor the 
familiarity of  creole negroes,” the slave old man is “an indestructible mineral” (106, 18). His self-recogni-
tion in the debarking slaves underlines their shared experience of  captivity, while ultimately emphasizing 
his exteriority from the paradigms of  enslaved origin. The slave old man’s continuity, like those of  the 
slaves “back from the longest of  deaths,” is marked by a perversely cyclical discontinuity. Regardless of  
whether or not he had been born in Africa or in the Caribbean, enslavement is his origin story; he has no 
origin—no ‘genesis,’ no navel—outside of  captivity.

At the foot of  this passage is the slave ship itself. It too unnerved him, stirring up the sensation 
of  primordial rocking in open waters, despite him bearing no memory, having no knowledge, of  ever 
knowing the terrors of  the hold. Despite an external inability to locate the self  in a particular space or 
a particular time, the memory of  presence persists as a kind of  haunting roulis. Later, a second mention 
of  the ship emphasizes the hold as a metaphysical space from which the captive cannot entirely escape. 
Thus, there is always a memory of  his “terrible misery” crowding the mind, imprisoning the spirit: 

Le vieil homme esclave ne se souvient pas du bateau, mais il est pour ainsi 
dire resté dans la cale du bateau. Sa tête s’est peuplée de cette haute misère. 
Il a le goût de la mer sur les lèvres. Il entend même en plein jour le museau 
dramatique des requins contre la coque. Il a aussi le souvenir des voiles, des 
barres, des cordages, comme s’il avait été de l’équipage, et cela se mêle à des 
visions du pays d’Avant, et même plus que des visions: des femmes, des êtres, 
des choses, des beautés, des laideurs, qui frétillent en lui, qui sont lui, et qui se 
mêlent aux chaos déclarés. (Chamoiseau 57)

(The old man slave does not remember the boat, but he had, in a sense, re-
mained within the ship’s hold. That terrible misery crowded his mind. The 
taste of  the ocean is on his lips. Even in broad daylight, he hears the dramat-
ic nuzzling of  sharks against the hull. He has the memory of  sails, wheels, 
ropes, as if  he had been among the crew, and that mixes with visions of  the 
Land Before, and even more than visions: women, beings, things, beautiful 
and hideous things that quiver in him, that are him and that blend into the 
unshakeable chaos.)

This passage begins with a declaration of  certainty (“the slave old man does not remember”; emphasis 
added), which is later compromised by the next clause that situates the slave old man as phenomenologi-
cally trapped within the hold of  the ship. The near-total use of  the present tense textures the events being 
described as iterative, habitual and ongoing. Revenant sensation fetters the captive body to the sensorium 
of  the hold. Sea salt on the lips, the sound of  the “dramatic nuzzling” of  sharks against the hull, visions of  
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“women, beings, things” all underline unclaimed sensorial experience, another’s dismembered memories 
discarded in the slave old man’s mind. Was he even a captive? Or had he been “among the crew?” His 
visions bleed into one another, become “even more than visions”: Are they memories? Sensations? He 
cannot know for certain, despite the certainty of  not remembering. 

For Sharpe, the natal metaphysics of  the hold suggests its “anagrammatical” function through its 
atemporality, birthing blackness that is both “in and out of  place and time putting pressure on meaning 
and that against which meaning is made” (76). For Glissant, the hold is a “chasm-womb” (“gouffre-matri-
ce”) that articulates its anagrammaticality through its recurrence in the slave old man’s memory (Glissant, 
Poétique 19). The slave ship as a matrix of  subjugated and bound identities localizes the predicament of  
enslavement to the ‘place’ of  social death. The slave ship is an anti-womb, the ontological nether that 
produces blackness as what Calvin L. Warren terms conditional “existence without Being” (13).10 Such a 
rupture between the inhabiting body that lives and the disquieted quiet of  the murdered spirit animates 
what Glissant’s observation of  a “discontinuous continuity” endemic to the hold and its liminal effects of  
“the panic of  the new country and the obsession with the land before” (Glissant, Poétique 19). As the space 
of  infinite and ongoing rupture, the chasm-womb ultimately highlights how the language of  remembrance 
occludes the narrative act of  remembering. The slave old man’s ability to at once relive a past he cannot 
claim as his own suggests the breakdown in the passage of  lived experience into testimony and, eventu-
ally, story. The death world of  the hold engenders its own arrhythmic temporality perpendicular to the 
normative, linear time of  History. 

The final passage outlining a haunting memory of  the slave ship occurs right before the slave old 
man’s metaphysical transformation:

Il était tombé dans une de ces vieilles sources qui nourrissaient les bois-pro-
fonds. Noyade. Une eau glacée-glacée. Il retrouva les cauchemars des cales 
négrières. Les abysses. La mer sans vent. Le sel. Les vagues. Grand-gueule 
des squales. L’eau. L’eau. (Chamoiseau, L’esclave 85)

(He fell into one of  those ancient sources that fed the deep woods. Drowning. 
Cold, cold water. He recovered nightmares of  the holds of  slave ships. The 
deep seas. The windless sea. The salt. The waves. The great maws of  sharks. 
Water. Water.)

The reference to the slave ship as a recovered nightmare precedes a litany of  sensorial memories. The 
shock of  cold water flushes out of  the slave old man the disarticulated feelings of  the crossing, including 
the misplaced experience of  drowning like captives thrown overboard, dead or alive, in the high seas. The 
sounds, tastes and sights of  the sea return as he plunges into the ancient source and nearly drowns. Once 
again, he hears the nuzzling of  the “great maws of  sharks” against the hull, but now they are here in the 
cold fresh water of  the forest source. Water alludes to the crossing, but it also baptizes the slave old man, 
births him anew. Garraway agrees that this moment signifies a “rebirth though the cleansing, generative 
properties of  water” and contrasts this with the association of  the sea with captivity and immobility (157). 
Béatrice Barjon notes that this scene instantiates the slave old man’s “giving body to his own temporali-
ty”: this final run-in with the slave ship marks a break with the discontinuous past and creates the condi-
tions for his “possession of  his identity, of  his ‘I’” (184, 186). Water here has the potential for awakening 
through reclamation and the repossession of  the animate body by the renascent animus but also figures 
the gulf  between African pasts and the Caribbean present. This final return of  nightmares thus marks 
a narrative break. After this passage, the newly dubbed “old man who had been a slave” breaks with his 
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incomplete and self-effacing past, seizes the reins of  the narrative and tells his own story (Chamoiseau, 
L’esclave 78).

In closing, I return to the question of  nonhistory and Glissant’s imperative to “search” (“fouill-
er”) the often redacted and crossed out memory of  the Caribbean people. “Because Caribbean time 
has been stabilized by the nothingness of  an imposed non-history,” Glissant prophesies, “the Caribbean 
writer must contribute to the re-establishment of  their tormented chronology” (Discours 229). The final 
entre-dire of  the L’esclave draws on Glissant’s imperative to return to the slope of  the morne and search 
among the vestiges within the real and between the presence of  enslaved past and a future-conditional 
world outside of  the hold. L’esclave charts what is found when one does just that: broken bones, a marked 
rune, unshakeable visions and the longing to integrate such findings into a narrative, to make them his-
torical, when their very presence contradicts the established record, disturbs the “Chronique.” Rather 
than seek refuge in history, Chamoiseau bends novelistic form to encapsulate the flight of  the marooning 
slave, fleeing for his life, towards and away from life, and in search of  a narrative spacetime in which the 
subjectivity of  the object might be recovered or established, even if  it means rejecting the entire world.
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Notes

All translations are mine unless otherwise stated.
1  There is something to be said here about what might be termed the companion piece to 

L’esclave: Chamoiseau’s Un dimanche au cachot (2006). In this novel, which similarly weaves 
between hallucinatory visions of  the past activated by ill-advised proximity to a relic (in 
this case, a stone voûte designated as a dungeon [cachot] for derelict slaves). In this novel, 
which exists within both of  L’esclave’s narrative spacetimes, the slave old man is foiled by 
the figure of  L’Oubliée (the forgotten woman). Both characters rebel against their master 
by fleeing into the woods, L’Oubliée finding inspiration in the slave old man’s decision to 
maroon.

2 See particularly the section on historical consciousness in the Caribbean, “La mise à 
jour de la mémoire vraie” (Bernabé et al. 36-38). Jean Bernabé, Raphaël Confiant and 
Chamoiseau do not expand on the implications of  the “Chronique” in Éloge, referring 
to it as part of  an assemblage of  imperial historiographical artifices that disguise “the 
steadfast march” of  Creole subjectivities. In particular, the “Chronique” is described 
as having “beautiful white pages” that snuff out “the blazes of  our revolts,” which only 
figure therein as “little stains” (36).

3 In French, création sometimes connotes artistic production. The word ‘creative’ can be 
translated as either its direct English cognate créatif/créative or as créateur/créatrice, depend-
ing on the implications of  the genius or talent being described.

4 “Alors que je crois qu’il faut prendre la racine, s’enraciner dans les lieux, nommer les 
mornes, nommer les endroits, partir toujours d’un bout de réel et l’amplifier” (“I really 
think we need to take root, to ground ourselves in the sites, to name the mornes, name 
the places, always lead with and amplify a bit of  the real”) (McCusker and Chamoiseau 
730).

5 For an explanation of  Créolité’s intervention into Antillanité as a “primarily geopolitical” 
category, see Bernabé et al. 32–33. The absence of  place names in the interior narrative 
of  L’esclave gestures to the various forms of  insular creolization that arose around the 
world, the likes of  which similarly produced “lands embittered with sugar” and “knots 
of  memory caustic with amnesia and howling presences” (17).

6 In his 2000 interview with McCusker, Chamoiseau remarks that visitors would often visit 
the Bibliothèque Schoelcher in Fort-de-France in search of  the archives of  his fictional 
informant Marie-Sophie Laborieux from his novel Texaco. He had jokingly mused about 
writing and dropping off some notebooks, penned ostensibly from Laborieux’s perspec-
tive, but never got around to it. According to him, the confusion over the veracity of  
Laborieux’s existence and the fictive nature of  Texaco among researchers and visitors to 
Martinique “happens quite often.” Perhaps he “grounded” himself  too firmly “in the 
sites,” leading readers to view Texaco as a work of  ethnography or history (McCusker and 
Chamoiseau 729). Or maybe this was exactly his intention.

7 I borrow the useful term békaille from Frantz Fanon. In Peau noire, masques blancs, Fanon 
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Nicole Dennis-Benn’s debut novel, Here Comes the Sun (2016), follows the career of  
Margot, a young woman who works as a hotel receptionist by day and supplements this 
income, by night, by supplying male tourists with sexual services. This second job is a secret, 
especially from her mother Delores and younger sister Thandi, the latter of  whom Margot 
works to keep in private school with the hope and expectation that Thandi, with the edu-
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cation that is inaccessible to Margot and their mother, will lift the family out of  poverty. Margot’s even 
greater, more threatening secret (both to her and to her community) is her relationship with Verdene, 
a woman who has recently returned to Jamaica from England and, significantly older than Margot, is 
considered dangerous to the point of  contagion because she is suspected of  being/known to be a lesbi-
an. Verdene demands more from Margot than Margot feels able to give, and the novel not only bears 
witness to these women’s fledgling and failing attempts at relationship but also charts Margot’s increasing 
unmooring from her community, particularly from the women closest to her, as a result of  her desire for 
‘success’ in the hospitality industry. 

In an inversion of  George Lamming’s paradigm for West Indian literature, Dennis-Benn’s nar-
rative is less concerned with sketching “the collective human substance of  the Village” than it is with 
“the prolonged exploration of  an individual consciousness” (Lamming x). That individual consciousness, 
moreover, is presented as a product of  historical, colonial, sexualized trauma. In another variation on 
anti-colonial discourse and nation building, Dennis-Benn’s critique is less concerned with the relationship 
between the Caribbean and Britain than it is with the post-independence Jamaican nation-state and its 
failures to protect its most vulnerable and marginalized inhabitants. Margot, a poor, Black (dark-skinned), 
queer woman, is precisely the kind of  body that the nation does not see as a citizen (Alexander, “Not Just 
(Any) Body” 6). Yet, it is such a body that is sacrificed in the service of  tourism, the industry that forms 
the bedrock of  not only Jamaica’s economy but also its internalized image of  itself, which is exported in 
the language of  sun, sea and sex. In so doing, Here Comes the Sun problematizes—exposes the fictionality 
and violence of—Jamaica’s national ideal as a hybrid haven. The touristic image is not exportable but 
exploded in the novel’s critique of  the hypersexualization of  Black ‘native’ female bodies. Dennis-Benn’s 
characters remain isolated from themselves and each other in the nation-as-commodity of  the 1990s, 
a period infamous not only for the Caribbean tourism boom—and the attendant privatization of  the 
economy and deregulation of  labour—but also for the campaigns against homophobia in Dancehall, so-
called murder music.1 While the novel does not directly concern itself  with these discourses, they do direct 
its action; we find its protagonist in a community on the brink of  extinction in the face of  multinational 
capitalist (touristic) expansion and in a relationship that is explicitly abjured by cultural and economic 
imperatives. In the tradition of  Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place (1988), both tourism and homophobia are 
excoriated as direct descendants of  plantation slavery, an institution that distinguished chattel by those 
who could/did reproduce colonial heteronormativity and those who did not.

I propose to read Here Comes the Sun through Audre Lorde’s conceptualization of  erotic love, as out-
lined in “Uses of  the Erotic: The Erotic as Power”. In that essay, Lorde distinguishes between the erotic, 
“a resource within each of  us that lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power 
of  our unexpressed or unrecognised feeling” (53), and its counterpart, the pornographic, “the suppres-
sion of  true feeling [that] emphasises sensation without feeling” (54). The female erotic, for Lorde, was 
both satisfaction and aspiration, having the potential, once recognized, to affect genuine personal, social 
and political change. Lorde cautioned, however, that this recognition has been deferred in the popular 
conflation of  the erotic and the pornographic as “the sexual,” which has resulted in women’s internal-
ized suspicion of  both their feelings and those of  other women (55-6). This suppression of  intimacy is 
enforced by and manipulated in the service of  heterosexist capitalist desire. I argue that Margot’s choice 
of  financial gain (by means of  sexual exploitation) over spiritual fulfilment stifles the erotic in the name of  
the pornographic and thus stunts her selfhood. This stunted selfhood, in turn, allegorizes the deleterious 
effects—on what could be a Caribbean personal and social selfhood—of  not only industrial tourism but 
also nationalized adherence to restrictive norms for women’s behaviour—interrelated processes of  op-
pression that are brought to bear on Margot’s queer, impoverished, marginalized person.
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Margot’s choice is also a manifestation of  the failure of  what Lorde would later conceptualize 
as ‘zami’—a creative and generative communion of  Black women in the (both intentional and unin-
tentional) absence of  men—not only with Verdene but with all the women she encounters. For Lorde, 
zami stems from the “legend” of  “how Carriacou women love each other,” women who “survived the 
absence of  their sea-faring men easily, because they came to love each other, past the men’s returning” 
(Zami 14). While it is so in Margot and Verdene’s case, zami does not have to be sexual intimacy; it is a 
practice of  loving that engenders and fosters communal—and individual—female selfhood. Through 
zami—through same-sex love and self-authorization—one can embody pleasure and selfhood despite/in 
opposition to racialized, heterosexist oppressions; one can step into her own subjectivity and autonomy. 
Naturally, zami is subversive, as it creates for women the time and space to act on our desires, even when 
we may be forced to satisfy the desires of  others (MacDonald-Smythe 229). It represents a threat, there-
fore, to what Margot sees as her ‘progression.’ Margot is offered this zami in Verdene—the opportunity 
to love and be loved beyond the pornographic and in the abundance of  the erotic—but in her refusal of  
this queer/ed love, she immobilizes herself. Having sacrificed her relationships with her mother, her sister 
and her lover at the altar of  the capitalist promise of  (sex) tourism, Margot closes the narrative alone in 
the (great)house she builds for herself  on a hill overlooking (looking down on) her former community. In 
her ‘success,’ Margot perpetrates and remains victim to the sensational, pornographic violence that en-
genders Black female being and fuels the tourism industry.

The Paradox of  (Black) Queer Being

Regardless of  our choice of  sexual partners, as both Kamala Kempadoo and Rosamond King 
have argued, Caribbean people have long been portrayed as hypersexualized by “social chroniclers, trav-
ellers, historians, sociologists, and anthropologists” (Kempadoo 2)—as backward, licentious. This, King 
continues, has been “implicitly supported by any number of  marketing campaigns” by our own ministries 
of  tourism (7). At the same time, our governments continue to allow “political and religious leaders to 
promote a Caribbean cultural nationalism that is markedly different from the ‘loose’ morals perceived 
[in] the global North.” These cultural nationalist discourses claim to “counteract the stereotypes of  the 
Caribbean [as] morally bankrupt [and] sexually wanton” by vilifying anyone who is not heterosexual 
and monogamous (King 8)—despite the reality Kempadoo observed in 2004, that Caribbean sexuality 
is “characterised by diversity, in which multiple partnering relationships by both men and women, serial 
monogamy, informal polygamy, and same-gender and bisexual relations are commonplace” (2). The vil-
ification persists, despite its clear and present violence. 

Carla Moore suggests an expansion of  the term ‘queer’ beyond the strict one that we have inherit-
ed from global-North sexuality discourses. Observing the “inherent queerness of  blackness and the ways 
that Black people do not and never have been able to conform to hegemonic ideals of  straightness pre-
mised on whiteness (read European-ness) and respectability” (9n8), she suggests that ‘queer’ be “under-
stood as both black non-conformity and as sexual non-conformity” (9). The ‘open secret’ of  the fluidity 
and complexity of  Caribbean sexual practice—and the capacity we have for queerness—has no place 
in the official stories we tell of  ourselves, however, and thus queer being presents a paradox that frets the 
edges of  the nation-state. 

Here Comes the Sun has precursors in queer Caribbean fiction that addresses—perhaps reinforces—
the impossibility of  queer Caribbeing in the nation-state. Dionne Brand’s novel Another Place, Not Here 
explores queerness as placelessness—as impossibility for two Caribbean women to live fully political and 
sensual lives. Yet Brand also complicates the purported ‘freedom’ of  the North, as Elizete and Verlia can 
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find no home in either Trinidad or Toronto, Canada. For them, both ‘here’ and ‘there’ are ‘nowhere.’ 
The characters in Shani Mootoo’s novel Cereus Blooms at Night, published in the same year (which is around 
the time that Here Comes the Sun is set), also find it variously impossible to live ‘normal’ lives under the 
strictures imposed by a colonial Caribbean society that would deny them the full expression of  their sexu-
alities in the service of  ‘propriety.’ In Patricia Powell’s A Small Gathering of  Bones (1994), characters struggle 
not just with what is a new and mysterious disease (HIV) but also with maintaining their dignity in the 
face of  compulsory heterosexuality. In each of  these narratives, as in Dennis-Benn’s, queer/ed characters 
reveal the paradox of  queer citizenship, demonstrating the danger that erotic autonomy poses to the het-
erosexual family ideal on which our nations claim to be based (Alexander, Pedagogies 37) and the hostility 
of  these national ideals, in turn, to real people who are not wealthy, heterosexual, cisgender men.

Margot, thirty years old, unmarried and childless, lives in a small, semi-rural community that pro-
duces little and provides even less opportunity for escape. River Bank is dependent on tourism, be it work 
at hotels or more independent means, such as supplying tourists with transport, crafts, weed or, in Mar-
got’s case, sex. Margot believes that using her body in the service of  the pornographic is an emancipatory 
strategy; when foreign men “ogle” her breasts, she “doesn’t see it as demeaning”; instead, she is filled with 
“a liquid hope,” the narrator reflects, that gives her “purpose” (Dennis-Benn 10)—a purpose that is ori-
ented towards escape. Margot is her family’s chief  breadwinner, as her father is absent and her mother’s 
income as a craft vendor is not enough to cover both rent and Thandi’s school fees.2 Margot holds hope 
for a promotion, which, after years of  service to her employer, does not seem forthcoming; her mother of-
fers no support, “taunting” her instead with the suggestion that Margot would make better money work-
ing at the craft market (39). Delores cannot fathom how Margot’s “good job” does not afford her instant 
wealth—how their material circumstances remain stagnant despite Margot’s apparent dedication and 
outward respectability. Neither does Delores understand that Margot secured her current position only 
after sacrificing “the pride that made her believe she had a choice” and sleeping with her employer (15), 
thus trading her only commodity and allowing her body to be reduced to mere flesh. This “pornotrop-
ing,” as Hortense Spillers has called it, strips Margot of  her personhood and renders her a mere object of  
violent sexual desire. Her “captive body” is at once “the source of  an irresistible, destructive sensuality” 
and, at the same time, is reduced to “a thing,” embodying “sheer physical powerlessness” (67).

Margot came to see herself  as a “marketable body” (Bush 767) from an early age. At fourteen, she 
was pimped by her mother to a much older tourist for six hundred US dollars. At the time, that was more 
money than Delores could have imagined; she realizes, too late—after her brother, Margot’s uncle, steals 
this money and disappears to the United States—the true value of  her daughter’s “innocence” (203), but 
she never apologizes to Margot for this violation. Instead, she resents her daughter for her independence, 
for manifesting her trauma as defiance against Delores’s forfeited maternal authority. Margot indeed owes 
her mother the power behind her voice, the strength she may become and the symbols of  her survival 
(Lorde, Zami 3), but their relationship has been poisoned by the pornography of  tourism, not to mention 
the negligence of  the state. Margot has become the woman she is because of  Delores, who has raised her 
out of  (in) scarcity. Delores’s motherhood, in the “afterlife of  slavery” (Hartman 6), has been profaned 
(Spillers 75). Margot cannot forgive her mother for that betrayal, nor can she escape the operations of  
the pornographic because she has not been taught, by the first person who should have loved her, how to 
love herself. Mother taught daughter that she has no value apart from the money men are willing to pay 
in exchange for the pornographic use of  her body, and this “stripping,” as Barbara Bush calls it, has made 
Margot an assiduous member of  a “controllable, productive and atomised workforce” (767)—for the ho-
tel as it was for the plantation. As such, Margot lives outside herself, “on external directives only rather 
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than from [her] internal knowledge and needs” (Lorde, “Uses” 58). Her life is “limited by external and 
alien forms” (Lorde, “Uses” 58) because, like Delores, she only knows how to survive (Dennis-Benn 203).

As on the Plantation, So in the Hotel

The novel opens with a consideration of  Margot’s “long hours” creating a “fantasy” about a coun-
try where, in reality, she and her co-workers are “as important as washed-up seaweed” (Dennis-Benn 9). 
They are ciphers in this fantastical but very real world, in which Black humanity must be negated for tour-
ism—in which Black humanity must be negated in order for Black people to sustain themselves. Margot, 
who has consistently been voted employee of  the month, is the first to arrive at work and the last to leave 
because she has internalized the belief  that ‘hard work’—in the service of  the hotel-plantation—will re-
lease her from her poverty. Much like a slave has no value except as “an extension of  his master’s power” 
(Patterson 5), Margot sees little value in functions that do not serve her master and projects no identity 
beyond the mirage-machine of  the hotel-plantation. It is not so much Margot-the-individual that people 
see but the image she projects through conscious, considered masquerade and beneath a uniform that 
transforms her into little more than “a glorified servant” (Dennis-Benn 15). Her work requires that she 
constantly conceal and suppress her emotions, and it is not until she leaves work that Margot can smile 
her first real smile instead of  “a conscious movement of  the jaw […] a distraction from the eyes, which 
never hold the same enthusiasm” (12)—that she can return to autonomous use of  her body. 

Hospitality alienates Margot from herself  and from her community. She no longer associates with 
women she used to go to school with, who in turn see her as thinking herself  “too nice” (10) to settle in 
the village and have children with any of  the local men, whom she considers “beneath her” (43). To them, 
Margot is a suspicious, perhaps ‘unnatural’ woman because she refuses to do another type of  work—to 
perform her sexuality in the service of  reproduction. All of  her life, Margot’s presence “has brought about 
pauses and silences.” She is regarded as a “threat” because of  her sexualized, service-ready body and the 
reminder she signifies of  tourism’s chokehold on their being. At work, she is an automaton; outside, she 
is considered mean and “barren,” as she has not yet had a child and has no friends (43). In her uniform, 
Margot ceases to be a person; she becomes instead a mere service, the face of  an industry on which her 
neighbours depend but which they also despise. She is ‘professional’ and dispassionate because, poor, 
Black and female, Margot knows that she has little value and can accrue little cultural or social capital. 
Her human needs remain unacknowledged, and whatever value she may have to her mother, sister, lover 
is subsumed by her obsession with earning money so that she can escape from, rather than integrate into, 
her community. She may believe that her job gives her power, but this power is illusory, “fashioned within 
the context of  male models of  power” (Lorde, “Uses” 53). 

This power is personified in Margot’s boss and sometimes ‘lover,’ Alphonso, who has inherited 
his hotel from his father, and is considered a ‘big man.’ Margot has allowed him to sleep with her (as she 
allowed his father before him) in the hope that he will promote her from receptionist to manager—and 
perhaps from ‘mistress’ to girlfriend. Yet Alphonso, a direct descendant of  the planter class, is not only 
wealthy but is also considered ‘white’ in Jamaica; therefore, he is well outside of  Margot’s class. During 
enslavement, it was quite common and widely tolerated for European men to keep enslaved and free 
Black women as ‘housekeepers’ or concubines, but never as formal legal wives. Even when interracial 
marriage was unregulated, “proximity to Europeanness continued to play a part in defining which wom-
en were considered eligible for marriage by white men and which for concubinage” (Kempadoo 56). 
Enslaved “mulatto” women, Lucille Mathurin Mair continues, “enjoyed a position of  relative privilege on 
the plantation,” such as being exempted from hard (field) labour due to “the prevalent identification of  a 
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pale skin with physical frailty” (269). These women, given their “intimate associations with whites,” could 
more easily have access to—be gifted—their freedom (272). Sparing that, brown women could name 
higher prices for their “favours” (282). Brown people, both men and women, “being closer in physical 
appearance to whites than blacks, were the more desirable mates” in Jamaican plantation society (282), a 
phenomenon that maintains today.

Margot, who is Black and poor, is on the lowest rung of  this social ladder and has little means of  
climbing it. With no noticeable European heritage, she is ineligible as anything other than flesh. Alphon-
so, at the top of  this ladder, is married to a woman much more suited to his station and cannot be seen 
in public with a woman like Margot except as her employer. He laughs at Margot’s repeated requests for 
promotion—despite her evident merit and competence—reinforcing what her own mother cruelly and 
succinctly tells her, that a man like that “like yuh to fuck. Not to marry. So know yuh place” (Dennis-Benn 
117). That place, it would seem, is underfoot. Early in the narrative, Dennis-Benn describes tourists’ cu-
riosity about whether Margot’s nipples are the colour of  tar or topsoil. Margot however, well-practised in 
“the old imperial trope of  woman-as-nation” as vanquishable territory (Alexander, “Not Just (Any) Body” 
19), has “long ago rid herself  of  any feelings of  disgust” and considers herself  “their personal tour guide 
on the island of  her body” (Dennis-Benn 10). She fulfils her clients’—and her boss’s—colonial conquest 
fantasies of  “the exotic, the erotic, the dark, the primitive, of  danger, dread and desire” (Alexander, “Not 
Just (Any) Body” 19) behind the guarded gates and locked doors of  the all-inclusive/quite exclusive tour-
ist resort—all while convincing herself  that one day everything will be better (Dennis-Benn 11). Margot 
derives no pleasure from these transactions; while the nation-state sanctions sexual pleasure for tourists 
(and for ‘white’ men like Alphonso), this is not extended to the supposedly ‘unnatural’ citizens who do not 
serve heteropatriarchal normativity—such as the very men and women who may supply these fantasies 
and, like Margot, might choose same-sex relationships. 

The Price of  Pleasure

Verdene, although ten years older than Margot, also grew up in River Bank. Verdene’s mother 
used to care for Margot when Delores could not, and Margot grew quite attached to Verdene (Den-
nis-Benn 70–71), even after the news broke about Verdene “messing up with some girl at the university,” 
and even after Delores’s sadistic punishments for latching onto that “sodomite” (248). Verdene’s marriage 
of  several years—to a “nice devout Catholic from Guyana her aunt handpicked for her”—dissolved 
because “she could never pretend to be that kind of  woman” (73); she is unwilling, now, to continue the 
masquerade. Following the death of  her mother, Verdene has decided to resettle in River Bank; in con-
trast to Margot, she seeks integration into this community that is at once familiar and foreign to her. She 
has returned to live in her mother’s house and is the most resistant to the hotel’s encroachment on their 
shared space. Verdene’s wealth and mystique as a returning resident may make her “untouchable” (63), 
but her neighbours avoid her, except to leave dead dogs in her yard and bloody graffiti on her walls. Her 
status does not exempt her completely from scrutiny, however; according to the narrator, “it is known 
and has been known in River Bank’s history that Verdene Moore is the Antichrist”; she is considered a 
“witch who practises obscene things too ungodly to even think about” (28), such as “lur[ing] little girls to 
her house” (27).

Makeda Silvera spoke in 1992 of  the “invisibility” of  African-Caribbean lesbians, arguing that 
the words used to describe these women were “so dread that women dare not use these words to name 
themselves”; names such as ‘man royal’ and others were “given to women by men to describe aspects of  
our lives that men neither understood nor approved” (522).3 Margot, who never calls herself  a lesbian 
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(neither does Verdene), rejects her lover partly because of  these names and their promise of  violence, and 
partly because she has been programmed to define herself  by male attention and compete for it rather 
than devote her energy to her own interests (Lorde, “Scratching” 48). Despite how easy it is to be with 
Verdene, the “deeper understanding” Verdene offers “of  what it means to feel connected to a whole per-
son” (Dennis-Benn 101), Margot cannot shake the “panic” and “paranoia” every time they are together 
(46). The first time she and Verdene attempted sexual intercourse, Margot jumped off the bed and “wept 
as if  lamenting every wrong done in her life” (65). While this lovemaking may be salvific, wearing the 
label ‘lesbian’—or its Caribbean correlatives—can also be suicidal for a woman like Margot, who does 
not have the privilege of  privacy and class. The power of  these words evokes the truism that “any woman 
who took a woman lover was attempting to walk on fire, entering a ‘no man’s land’” (Silvera 523). Wom-
en loving women may have long been commonplace in the Caribbean, but it is also heavily burdened 
by shame and silence (523–24). To live this sexuality publicly would be to reject knowingly the relative 
privilege of  heteronormativity in the absence, even in Black-majority Jamaica, of  economic or social se-
curity for Black women, and Margot “was not ready to see herself  this way” (Dennis-Benn 65). Margot 
has internalized this stigmatization of  ‘queer’ sexuality (in all its forms), a stigmatization that cannot be 
divorced from the legacy of  slavery and colonialism in the region, the after-effects of  which are perpetu-
ated by the tourism industry.

Enslaved bodies were not afforded true intimacy, except the “monstrous intimacy” that Christina 
Sharpe identified as “a set of  known and unknown performances and inhabited horrors, desires and 
positions produced, reproduced, circulated and transmitted, that are breathed in like air and often unac-
knowledged to be monstrous” (3). These “transactions,” as she calls them, are “often registered by condi-
tions of  violation, [of] produced and reproduced shame refused and/or transmitted from one generation 
to the next” (3). Intimacy without violation or shame, which is what Verdene may have the potential to 
offer Margot, poses a grave threat to imperial (capitalist) authority—and to life and limb.4 Omise’eke 
Natasha Tinsley further observes that on Caribbean plantations “females” who did not participate in “re-
productive heterosexuality” were labelled “unnatural,” rendered suspicious and treated with scorn (11). 
Even when Black women would try to participate in so-called femininity, colonizers insisted that female 
African bodies were “incapable of  adding up to desirable, recognisable femininity” (10–11). This is the 
legacy that Margot must combat if  she is “to experience pleasure on her own terms, and not responsible 
[sic] solely for someone else’s” (Dennis-Benn 158). Even with emancipation, Black women displaying 
sexual attraction to and affection for each other remains revolutionary, as it triggers resentment of  these 
women, “both as failed heterosexual producers and as potential rebels” (Tinsley 11). Resentment (mixed 
with fear) of  women who challenge their domination is often rehearsed both in popular arguments that 
cite biblical dogma as justification for homophobia (and other sexisms) and in Caribbean nation-states’ 
stubborn insistence on outlawing same-sex marriages. 

Keja L. Valens has spoken of  the “nonreducibility” of  desire between women in Caribbean litera-
ture, a desire that is “ungraspable” in narrative, even as it is incessantly possible and excessive (2). She re-
minds us, too, that sexuality in the Caribbean is more complex than the hetero-/homo-binary that we are 
accustomed to speaking and thinking within. “What exactly passes between women for desire, eroticism, 
and sexuality,” she continues, “defies simple definition or singular nomenclature” (5). We see this defini-
tional impasse in the narrative’s rejection of  the label ‘lesbian’ and in the complexity of  these women’s 
in/visibility. Margot and Verdene’s relationship is conducted in secret even as they are both highly scru-
tinized—Margot for her high-profile job and Verdene because “the whole community knows what she 
is capable of ” (27). For most of  the narrative, however, Margot’s ‘respectability’ keeps eyes off her, while 
Verdene’s different kind of  respectability keeps hands off her, until their relationship reaches its crisis point 
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and Verdene is chased out of  the market for having ‘corrupted’ Margot.5 We see this impasse too in the 
fact that these women, though variously queered by their society, do not have (may not need) a language 
that can encompass their sexual transgressions—nor the violences they suffer, nor indeed the nature of  
their feelings for each other. Much of  their relationship is narrated as internalized silence: when we first 
see them come together, “no words are exchanged between them. No words are needed” (Dennis-Benn 
16). Margot, despite her desire, rejects their intimacy because it feels to her as if  it were “happening 
against her will” (65). These silences can be interpreted as what Valens describes as “the epistemology of  
the mangrove,” a Glissantian opacity that harbours “not only multiple structures of  desirous and sexual 
connection, but all that passes between women—other people (husbands, children, friends, bosses), other 
priorities (careers, social positions, political aspirations).” This “mangled structure,” Valens continues, 
“exists not separate and aside from so many other structures, but rather encompasses, is traversed by and 
traverses, for example, structures of  race and class, family, (re)production, and the state” (7). This is cer-
tainly true for Verdene and Margot, but this indeterminacy is not emancipatory; their relationship is not 
only traversed but ultimately defeated by all the things that come between them, not least Margot’s own 
reluctance to examine the possibilities that truly opening herself  to Verdene may offer.

Building Sandcastles

The only time Margot comes close to experiencing life for herself—the only time she can imagine 
freedom—is with Verdene, at Verdene’s house. Verdene had been the only person to call child Margot 
beautiful, and now in adulthood, Verdene’s are the only eyes that “really see” Margot—“not her figure or 
the nakedness she so willingly offers to strangers, but something else” (Dennis-Benn 16).  Verdene’s love 
for Margot approaches Lorde’s erotic ideal in that she can look more deeply for that which is “fragile, 
raw, defenceless” in Margot, who is in turn frightened by this scrutiny (Dennis-Benn 16). Margot feels 
safe with Verdene—she “never feels wrong”—but even as “the world seems to pause around them” it still 
encroaches (46). Margot is already denigrated by the convergence of  the signifiers ‘Black’ and ‘woman’; 
her fledgling sexual rebellion puts her in an even more precarious position. Having been taught from a 
young age to reject true intimacy (to never accept compliments, especially from women), Margot strug-
gles with what Lorde describes as an acuteness of  feeling born of  and approximating to Chaos (“Uses” 
54-5), which is reflected in Margot feeling, about Verdene, “as though she has gotten lost and is too 
overwhelmed with directions leading her to streets with no names” (Dennis-Benn 74). For Verdene, “sex 
is a drug” (65), a powerful need to give herself  to women who often reject her, and she is thus wary that 
Margot’s ‘curiosity’ may not translate to reciprocation, that instead it may result in abuse. Verdene re-
calls Margot’s having “given in” that first time, and now warns her young lover not to “confuse desire for 
love,” despite Margot’s protests that she is ready to be sexually intimate again (65–66). For Margot, that 
first encounter was like drowning, and even though she may be aware that in and through Verdene she 
can truly come to herself, she does not know how to swim. When they do eventually consummate their 
relationship, Margot understands, for the first time, that in all the years she has seduced others she had 
“never been fully aware, fully invested in savouring every moment of  intimacy” (100). She has discovered 
the difference between the pornographic and the erotic, the difference between “the power which comes 
from sharing deeply any pursuit with another person” (Lorde, “Uses” 56) and “the trivial, the psychotic, 
the plasticised sensation” (54). As the aggressor this time, Margot receives “not only the thrill of  Verdene’s 
body” but also a “new, alien feeling” akin to obsession (Dennis-Benn 101). 

If  Margot struggles to accept intimacy, Verdene overindulges in it. If  Margot seems to manipulate 
rather than inhabit her body, Verdene’s sexuality “oozes from her without effort, without any fuss” (63). 
The downside of  this, however, is that Verdene tends to “push women away with her aggressive need 
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for them to fulfil her, to pour their souls into the gaping hole inside her […] she chased them [with] her 
yearnings, her dependency on them to make her feel whole” (173). One rejects intimacy as ‘control,’ the 
other allows it to consume her. Yet, both women confuse the pornographic with the erotic, sex with love. 
They have both been raised within the shadow of, to paraphrase Patricia Hill Collins, slavery’s political 
economy of  domination and have imbibed its attendant ideologies, designed with the express purpose of  
disempowering subordinate groups, even at the level of  consciousness (182). Margot seems destined to 
“kill” her fantasy of  living a fulfilled life with Verdene (Dennis-Benn 79), and Verdene seems destined to 
ceaselessly crave a love she cannot truly have. Both of  these women, who inhabit colonized and pornot-
roped Black bodies, have been stripped of  their erotic power, “vilified, abused, and devalued” by imperial 
violence, causing them, descendants of  women disgendered by their enslavement, “to feel both contempt-
ible and suspect by virtue of  [their] existence” (Lorde, “Uses” 53).

Frustrated by Alphonso’s repeated humiliations and desperate to escape Jamaica for the so-called 
global North, where she can “indulge the desires she has resisted for so long” (Dennis-Benn 14), Margot 
insists that Verdene sell her mother’s house and take her away, momentarily forgetting her obligations to 
her sister. Verdene will not sell the house, and Margot realizes that whichever life she may have envisioned 
for herself—with Alphonso, with Verdene—is unsustainable. Margot feels that her choice is impossible in 
this moment and that a woman like her cannot hope for either financial security or true embodied love. 
Alphonso will not choose her, and she cannot choose Verdene; she convinces herself  that her feelings 
for Verdene (much like her hope in Alphonso) were “nothing more than a spell” and, fearing Verdene’s 
“control” (as she understands it), she breaks off their relationship (118). They reconcile briefly, only after 
Margot’s mother finally rejects her as a “nasty, dirty, sodomite whore” (261; emphasis in original)—when 
her ‘secret’ is out and she has nowhere else to go—and their silent lovemaking (which occurs off-page) 
is violent. Margot bears, perhaps enjoys this pain, however, as she “finally feels something more intense 
than she has ever felt. She feels alive, fighting for the one thing she thought was not meant for her” (264). 
She gives up this fight, though, when she manipulates Verdene into almost selling her home so that Al-
phonso can build a new hotel. When Verdene finally reads the contract that Margot had insisted that she 
sign without consulting lawyers, Verdene realizes that she had been “tricked into being vulnerable” by a 
woman to whom she had given “everything – her whole self  – and wanted for nothing” (315–16). She 
realizes that, to Margot, she has been little more than an object of  satisfaction, that Margot had reduced 
their relationship to absurd abuse (Lorde, “Uses” 59). For the first time in this narrative, Verdene “feels 
old. Worn out and old” (Dennis-Benn 316). Margot, unwilling to accept the erotic within herself, has dis-
regarded the erotic in the woman who would be her partner. Verdene does not sell her house, and Margot 
is forced to live “from one orgasm to the next, trying to fill her loneliness with other bodies” (344). We do 
not see the end of  these women’s relationship, much like we do not see its beginning. 

The narrative’s ending suggests that a truly erotic, emancipatory love between these women is in-
deed impossible in the environment in which they live, as their priorities for survival simply do not align 
with their desire. In so doing, it reinforces misleading “most homophobic place on earth” narratives, in 
addition to suggesting that “the assertion of  LGBTQ identities [places] them outside the bounds of  the 
nation” (Anderson and MacLeod 2). I do not wish to suggest that nationalist heterosexism does not ex-
ist in Jamaica and the wider Caribbean, but I do wish to suggest that, in the shadow of  the plantation, 
erotic love for any dominated and colonized subjects is an illusory ideal. In the “colonialist logic” of  the 
present-day Caribbean, a logic “that drives enterprises from the plantation to the free-trade-zone or the 
all-inclusive hotel” (Alexander, “Not Just (Any) Body” 16), it is absurd to imagine that love between two 
individuals—of  any sexual orientation—can in itself  be emancipatory. We witness, therefore, what Do-
nette Francis identifies as an “antiromance” (14), a narrative that “refuse[s] any integrity of  wholeness, 
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insisting that there is not properly realised nation [and] no idealised domestic or ‘home’ space to reclaim” 
(6). Intimacy, in these narratives—as it is in Here Comes the Sun—is unstable, unsafe, perhaps untenable, 
much like the postcolonial nation-state. Margot surrenders her dream(s) and sleeps with Alphonso, even 
after he has made it clear to her that he will never promote her to the position of  hotel manager and 
that he will never love her. Instead he draws Margot further into the touristic pornographic by suggesting 
that she expand her prostitution ring by recruiting even more women for sex and profit. Margot, hungry 
for money and seemingly numb to her continued degradation, feels no solidarity with her fellow women 
but “fucks Alphonso with renewed drive” (Dennis-Benn 141) at the suggestion of  exploiting other girls 
in the way she has been exploited, at another opportunity to make a profit at the expense of  her and 
other women’s psychic and emotional well-being. The narrator, however, makes a fraud of  Margot again, 
having Margot marvel that it is “only then, while looking down on him,” that she can “feel her power over 
him” (141; emphasis added). This moment is not truly powerful, because it is in this moment, when she 
has accepted Alphonso’s offer, that she has accepted her powerlessness, her “resignation, despair, self-ef-
facement, depression, self-denial” (Lorde, “Uses” 58)—that she has ‘consented’ to her coercion. Margot’s 
power is not truly hers. She claims the next day that she wants “to be in charge of  tourism,” but her words 
do not mask her uncertainty and guilt (Dennis-Benn 142). To be in charge of  tourism is to perpetuate 
a cycle of  violence enacted by the formation of  the plantation. Margot is reminded of  her place once 
again, though, when Alphonso demands that she get down on her knees and “milk desire” from a flaccid 
client (157). She feels genuine sadness in this moment of  anticipated triumph and remembers too late that 
Verdene had promised to teach her how to swim.

Conclusion

Here Comes the Sun dramatizes and laments the frustration of  erotic potential in the face of  the 
totalizing machine of  the post-/colonial, neoliberal tourism economy. It portrays the tragic impossibil-
ity of  two women living and experiencing love in a colonized space and place—not least in colonized 
bodies. Margot and Verdene’s efforts to love each other are interrupted by and subjugated to a mascu-
linist imperialism that demands that they value their exploitation by men—and their money—over their 
relationships with each other, and that they value themselves by their potential as sexualized objects 
rather than as erotic beings. Tragedy is perhaps a fitting ending for a novel set in a place “mired as it is 
in a stew of  Victorian sexual mores and hypocrisies, colonial law and US expansionism, neoliberal and 
neocolonial foreign economic exploitation, evangelical religious fervour, and [the] shame of  unknown 
ancestors, lost languages, and hybrid identities” (Khan 274). Such an environment cannot sustain Black 
lesbian love—and this love cannot save this place—because it is founded on a sexualized citizenship that 
violently abjectifies its others in order to consolidate its power and assuage its anxiety. Survival, in this 
society, is subordination (Hill Collins 174). Margot’s suppression of  the erotic is an internalized survival 
strategy for slavery’s afterlife, in which Black feminized bodies, from the sex worker to the factory worker, 
are signified as superficially erotic and therefore disposable. It is unfair to blame Margot alone for her 
refusal to see the erotic’s emancipatory potential; we must also understand—and hold accountable—her 
already compromised and degraded position. Present-day Caribbean sexual political discourse is taking 
new directions, challenging the exploitation of  feminized bodies and asserting our right to be considered 
‘citizens.’ In light of  increased visibility and vocalization of  women’s and queer sexual politics—in pop-
ular music, as well as in the Tambourine Army and Life in Leggings campaigns—it bears repeating that 
we still seem more concerned with the question of  sex than with the question of  love—we still survive by 
subjugation. If  we ignore the erotic as spiritual resource, we ignore the inherent violence not only of  these 
discrete encounters but also of  the state apparatus. Reading Caribbean intimacy through Lorde’s erotic 
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reminds us that emancipation, if  it is to come, necessitates an examination of  ourselves in relation and 
communion with each other; it necessitates forming a community in which we express our needs freely 
and can have those needs recognized.
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One, two, three, four 

Colón man a come 

with him watch chain a knock him belly 

Bam Bam Bam 
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Ask him what’s the time 

and he look upon the sun 

with him watch chain a knock him belly 

Bam Bam Bam

—Olive Senior, “The Colon People”

Despite his appearance in folk tales and literature throughout the English and French Caribbean, 
my knowledge of  the Colón Man was gleaned from the popular folk song cited above. Though respect-
able for his economic triumphs, the Colón Man is presented here as an innately ludicrous figure—un-
wittingly flaunting his incompatibility with bourgeois modes in his failed attempts to appropriate them. 
Missing from this education, however, is the post-emancipation malaise that created the conditions for 
his existence, for the terms of  his migration to the Panama isthmus comes out of  a colonial infrastructure 
invested in the sustained devaluation of  Black labour and economic power and in defiance of  the prom-
ises of  full emancipation in 1838. In Dying to Better Themselves: West Indians and the Building of  the Panama 
Canal (2014), Olive Senior duly gives context to the network of  legal and bureaucratic mechanisms that 
tempered opportunities for entrepreneurship beyond field work for this post-emancipation generation. 
Thus, by the time the United States took over the construction of  the Panama Canal in 1904, thousands 
of  unemployed Jamaicans leapt at the opportunity for underpaid but steady employment (between 1904 
and 1914, almost ninety thousand Jamaicans alone left for Panama, according to Senior 112). Thus, in its 
bid to consolidate its growing influence in the region through the construction of  the canal, the United 
States profited from a political and economic transnational dynamic that assumed the devalued labour 
power of  regional Black subjects. 

I revisit this specific history to lay the groundwork for how Marlon James, in his 2014 novel A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings, retransmits the persistence of  this transnational dynamic within a Jamaican con-
text even after the country’s independence in 1962. To be clear, there is already a strong body of  schol-
arship on how A Brief  History articulates Jamaica’s neocolonial realities in a post-independent context.1 
Also notable are recent publications on the narrativity of  certain cultural references woven throughout 
the novel, particularly in how they relate the extreme disaffection felt by the urban poor within Jamaica’s 
immediate post-independent context.2 And my article continues in this vein, especially in its interest in 
the violent processes of  masculinization coming out of  this moment. However, I aim to move away from 
the notions of  alienation and foreclosure indexed in the novel’s mentions of, for example, the film The 
Harder They Come (1972) to also explore the possibilities of  introspection and redemption immanent in the 
novel’s seemingly minor (and overlooked) allusions. One such allusion is the Colón Man, which appears 
at a moment of  deep introspection for one of  the novel’s constituent characters, Papa-Lo.

Where the novel picks up in 1976, Papa-Lo, who is the powerful don of  the Kingston garrison, Co-
penhagen City, is having a crisis of  consciousness; the anti-establishment fervour that led to the creation 
of  these autonomous garrisons has stoked greater divisions among the urban poor. Violence has reached 
horrific levels, and the political establishment has manoeuvred to exploit intercommunity tensions to 
uphold their positions of  power. Papa-Lo recalls the Colón Man song at a moment of  realising that he 
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and his fellow residents are operating within a colonial structure similar to that of  their forebears. James’s 
reference to the Colón Man song at this juncture becomes a strategic mnemonic meant to recall, for the 
reader, the anti-Black colonial paradigms still encoded in the democratic operations of  the present. In 
fact, James often filters these moments of  epiphany through a recognition of  the (often-overlooked) co-
lonial history inscribed in a variety of  cultural artefacts from or related to Jamaica. In other words, the 
songs, sayings, place names and films that James references, however fleetingly, become remixed in the 
context of  the novel to highlight the racialized and gendered logics that inform their creation and that 
continue to inform anti-Black violence and the seeming irremediable scourges of  Black poverty, under-
employment and violence in democratic Jamaica.

I make specific overtures to the imbrication of  race, gender and sexuality to highlight James’s in-
vestment in showing how the engines of  European imperialism are still at work in the heteropatriarchal 
ethos of  modern democratic regimes. In the second section of  this paper, I will show how James targets 
the violent process of  masculinization in Jamaica as a destabilizing force in the island’s decolonial ambi-
tions. Caribbean feminist scholars such as M. Jacqui Alexander have long established connective threads 
between colonialism’s violent heteropatriarchal codes and contemporary forms of  masculine leadership 
in the Caribbean.3 In James’s novel, violent masculine codes dominate all levels of  society—from the Par-
liament halls to tenement courtyards. Among the very poor especially, this recourse to violence perverts 
the necessary process of  forming meaningful interpersonal relationships and, on a communal scale, stifles 
the liberatory potential of  grass-roots mobilization among the exploited masses. While localized forms 
of  cultural mores underscore this dilemma, James targets American political and cultural hegemony 
as a sinister arm in the ongoing destabilization of  the Caribbean male psyche. To combat this, I argue 
in the paper’s conclusion that James, through the character of  Weeper, turns to queer male Eros as an 
engine for postcolonial utopian imagining. In examining the anti-colonial register of  the novel, scholars 
have rightfully focused on James’s use of  music and Rastafarian ideology to combat the dehumanizing 
legacies of  colonialism.4 James is currently, however, one of  the anglophone Caribbean’s most prominent 
queer-identified writers, yet a distinctly queer analysis of  the novel, which brought him international re-
nown (A Brief  History of  Seven Killings won the 2015 Man Booker Prize), has so far been overlooked. Queer 
male eroticism, both violent and affectionate, are crucial moments of  character and plot development 
throughout the novel. I argue that James uses these moments of  struggle and celebration around male 
homoerotic experiences to deconstruct and critique the white heteropatriarchal codes, inherited from 
colonialism, that continue to stymie the possibility of  psychic liberation from white cultural oppression.

Dr. No, Port Royal and the Colón Man

A Brief  History’s plot spans two decades and picks up in the fateful 1976 election year when the 
promise of  independence had lifted to reveal a colonial infrastructure still rooted in place. Michael Man-
ley is prime minister and is attempting to reaffirm a socialist platform meant to disrupt this entrenched 
inequality. The first two-thirds of  the novel, set in Kingston, centres on the orchestrated assassination 
attempt on Bob Marley (known as “the Singer” in the novel), with covert help from the CIA. The Singer’s 
message of  self-determination and pan-African consciousness is ideologically allied to Manley’s socialist 
movement and represents a threat to US political hegemony throughout the Americas. A Brief  History 
thus uses the real-life assassination attempt on Bob Marley as the dramatic thrust for a conglomerate of  
narratives that show the growth of  political tribalism and criminal empires in Kingston, the politicians 
who nurture them to maintain their positions of  power and the coercive methods of  the United States to 
support local players sympathetic to their capitalist regime of  world order.
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The rising rates of  poverty and hardship in this recently independent Jamaica created a counter-
culture of  ‘Rude Boys’ who rejected the middle-class norms of  a supposedly egalitarian society and em-
braced instead the violent pursuit of  wealth through the drug trade and control of  neighbourhood turfs.5 
The local two-party political system capitalized on this counterculture by abetting local ‘turf  politics.’ 
This is where, according to Kevin Edmonds, political parties vied for ideological control of  dense urban 
spaces, using gangs as local brokers to provide immediate material wants for residents in exchange for 
votes (58).6 A Brief  History dramatizes this political phenomenon, staging Papa-Lo as the local power bro-
ker between the Jamaica Labour Party and the community of  Copenhagen City (a fictionalized rendering 
of  the famous Tivoli Gardens garrison community in Jamaica). Once his utility to the political apparatus 
begins to wane, however, Papa-Lo is jailed alongside a rival gang leader, Shotta Sherriff. This realization 
of  his commodified status prompts a spiritual consciousness akin to the antihegemonic philosophies of  
thinkers such as Marcus Garvey and Frantz Fanon. Alongside Shotta Sherriff, Papa-Lo comprehends that 
“[w]hen puss and dog kill one another, the only one who win is Babylon” (James 335). Papa-Lo’s play on 
a popular Jamaican adage, “Puss and dog no have de same luck,” highlights James’s strategy of  deliver-
ing anti-colonial critiques through popular cultural references. In the case of  this proverb, he notes the 
durability of  oppressive systems, since the saying strums on the centuries-old manoeuvre of  discouraging 
alliances among slave groups and, later, colonial subjects by politicizing their differences.

Papa-Lo’s decline precipitates the rise to power of  his ruthless gang enforcer, Josey Wales. Josey is a 
far more cynical arbiter of  strongman leadership within garrison politics and, as I will show later, a more 
suitable proxy for the sinister forms of  control that the United States attempts to levy within the postcolo-
nial Americas. One of  Josey’s first acts of  rogue commandeering is to orchestrate the assassination of  the 
Singer. Papa-Lo, upon his release from prison, is shaken by the implications of  this manoeuvre. In a final 
bid to reassert his authority, he moves to make an example of  those involved in the assassination attempt. 
But his gesture rings hollow: he does not go after Josey, the real manager of  power behind the scheme, 
and he is at the same time consumed with spreading messages of  post-emancipation consciousness to 
poverty-stricken masses. On his way to deliver vigilante justice onto a young gang member, for instance, 
Papa-Lo conjures up a series of  cultural markers through interior monologue that showcases his present 
circumstances as an inescapable reproduction of  his forebears’ circumstances:

Palisadoes strip, past the airport, on the stretch to Port Royal where James 
Bond drive the man off the road in Dr. No. We drive along until we reach a 
fort that build from before man like me come over on slave ship. […] You see 
cannon peeking out of  sand and you wonder how tall and proud it must did 
look when Nelson hop on him hob-leg all around it. Nelson we learn about in 
high school, along with Admiral Rodney who save Jamaica from the French. 
(328–29)

Beyond its use as a set location in the Dr. No film, not much would seem to connect an arbitrary 
strip of  highway in Jamaica (the Palisadoes) to the popular enterprise of  the Bond canon. Placing them 
in concert, however, taps into overlapping concerns of  white capitalist hegemonies and subjugated Black 
labour. The Palisadoes Airport (now the Norman Manley International Airport) emerged out of  the 
exigencies of  the Second World War and immediately served tourist and business travel functions in the 
post-war period. The wispy Palisadoes strip that connects the airport and Port Royal to mainland Jamaica 
can be seen as a binding metaphor that threads both a history of  British imperialism and the contempo-
rary malaise of  Jamaica’s modern tourism industry (fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1. Map of  the Palisadoes with the marking (in red) of  the site for a civilian airfield in 1938. It was requisitioned at the start of  
World War II for military purposes. “Palisadoes Map,” Royal Navy Research Archives, www.royalnavyresearcharchive.org.uk/FAA-Bases/
Palisadoes.htm#.XqV9NJNKiHp. Accessed 26. Apr. 2020.

Papa-Lo’s colonial education, which recalls George Brydges Rodney and Horatio Nelson as two of  
Britain’s greatest naval heroes (“saving” Jamaica from the French), overlooks the admirals’s staunch sup-
port of  slavery as indispensable to the power of  the Crown in the eighteenth century. As historian Chris-
ter Petley (2016) points out, trading laws that bound Britain and its colonies were also designed to enrich 
the Royal Navy. In denouncing the abolition efforts of  William Wilberforce in Parliament, for example, 
pro-slavery spokesmen such as Rodney and Nelson emphasized the important connections between the 
slave trade, commerce, British power and the security of  the empire. Nearly a century and a half  later, in 
a tone that recalls Nelson’s defence of  British imperialism, Ian Fleming lamented how post-war changes 
threatened Jamaica, his most preferred of  “all the blessed corners of  the British Empire,” as an undis-
turbed refuge for the expatriate class (qtd. in Goffe 1). The James Bond figure that Fleming created from 
his North Coast getaway in Jamaica is, Tao L. Goffe points out in “007 versus the Darker Races: The 
Black and Yellow Peril in Dr. No”, an ode to the form of  British masculinism that once stood at the helm 
of  its glorious empire (1). Indeed, Bond himself  is crafted from a tradition that recasts the colonies as sites 
for escape and adventure, a reimagining crucial to the birth of  Caribbean tourism in the late nineteenth 
century. Flemings’s Bond in Dr. No continues in this tradition through its redeployment of  Jamaica as a 
thrilling and exotic locale for the global North’s adventure minded. The film helped popularize Dunn’s 
River Falls and the aptly named James Bond Beach as staple tourist destinations for a larger consumerist 
middle class in the 1960s. Tourism is reliably touted as one of  the key drivers of  economic activity within 
the country. The growth of  the industry, however, depended on the sustained devaluation of  Black service 
labour and spawned tangential industries that emerged from and continues to proliferate the trope of  
Black women as sexual commodities.7 Tourism in this sense not only preserved but relayed colonial racial 

http://www.royalnavyresearcharchive.org.uk/FAA-Bases/Palisadoes.htm#.XqV9NJNKiHp
http://www.royalnavyresearcharchive.org.uk/FAA-Bases/Palisadoes.htm#.XqV9NJNKiHp
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and gender dynamics into a modern consumerist context. And these seemingly innocuous references to 
colonial admirals and fictional spy films, distinct and unrelated on several fronts, via James’s hand become 
connected as testaments to the historical aestheticization of  Euro-American domination and the peren-
nial subjugation of  Black subjects that this romance labours to occlude. 

Further along the Palisadoes, Papa-Lo confronts the violent terms of  this subjugation by fore-
grounding the centuries of  violence and white supremacy that the old forts symbolize. On the point of  
carrying out the execution of  the rebel gang member, Papa-Lo becomes conscious of  the futility of  the 
boy’s murder and of  the larger social conditions that connect the young man and himself. Standing in one 
of  those forts “where Spanish man and British man and Jamaican man dead over years and years” (James 
330) reminds Papa-Lo that he too will be a casualty of  a paradigm borne from the unnatural horrors of  
colonialism and that survives on the sustained impoverishment of  a majority-Black underclass. The slow 
boil of  Papa-Lo’s coming-to-consciousness in this chapter section crescendos into a blistering sermon that 
he recalls from the reggae singer Peter Tosh: “Well right now we have system or a shitsem wha’ go on in this country 
fi a long ages and ’imes. Four hundred years and the same bucky massa business and black inferiority and brown superiority 
and white superiority rule this little black country here fi a long ’imes” (339; italics in original). The nation, as a mod-
ern European development tied to evolving class and ethnoracial attitudes during colonialism, is inimical 
to the enfranchising interests of  its Black subjects. Papa-Lo ties this understanding of  Jamaica—indeed, 
the very nature of  the nation-state—to the concept of  Babylon, a Rastafarian term critical of  corruption 
and inequities inherent to modern bureaucratic systems. Thus, while Jamaica’s independence attested to 
shifting global realities and the ascendance of  Third World self-determination, the day-to-day realities for 
Black colonial subjects would remain the same. 

In the midst of  this, Papa-Lo recalls the Colón Man song in conscious recognition of  the need 
for more collaboration between the warring neighbourhoods and less reliance on the traditional political 
class for their welfare. That is because, despite the promises of  a new sovereign era, “some place still don’t 
have no toilets and [there are] pickneys surviving stick, stone and bullet only to get kill by a drink of  wa-
ter” (338). The aspect of  extermination delivered in this quote comes on the tail of  Papa-Lo struggling to 
recall his own ancestry. In fact, he mistakenly attributes learning the song from his grandfather, until he 
recognizes that he has no grandfather. The exceptional violence that engulfs Black urban living creates 
a Kingston landscape where “no man in the ghetto have grandfather” (338).8 The mistaken patriarchal 
figure “was just an old man unlucky to be the only man who live to old age, singing the Colon man song” 
(338). The moment reads like a glib reference, one quietly nudged in the chapter’s brutal retelling of  
political violence in 1970s Kingston. But the moment is not arbitrary. It is plausible that this man was a 
Colón Man himself  and a testament to the struggles that attended the labour migrants’s return to Jamai-
ca two generations before Papa-Lo’s present. James’s implementation of  the song thus uncovers a more 
informing B-side, one that unpacks the masculinist imperialism of  Big Stick diplomacy and the rise of  
US economic and military hegemonic power in the Americas. It also pays closer attention to what Senior 
points out as the brutal reality of  racism, death and disease that haunted the experiences of  West Indian 
labour migrants (69). In the early twentieth century, many of  these labourers returned to confront the 
seemingly unmovable class and racial barriers that informed the violence and poor sanitary conditions 
of  working-class Jamaicans, conditions that continue in the lack of  working toilets and contaminated 
drinking water that Papa-Lo alludes to. Through this sonic manoeuvre, the past folds itself  into the pres-
ent. However, by the terms of  the novel, the young men languishing in the same miserable conditions as 
their grandparents flock instead to the avenues of  organized crime opened up by Cold War intrigue and 
neoliberal economic schemas.
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When Papa-Lo tells us he can tell time like a Colón Man, there is an inherent rejection of  the 
utility of  linear logic in trying to recount the surreal conditions of  the urban poor in post-independent 
Jamaica. Instead of  laughing at the posturing figure, the novel asks us to consider the ethics of  a regime 
that allows for his poverty and illiteracy, then derides him for not being able to read a watch. It nudges us 
into also considering the failings of  our postcolonial consciousness when we overlook the resourcefulness 
and cunning inherent in being able to read the sun as a survival strategy. This type of  consciousness, how-
ever, is under constant threat. Papa-Lo’s more populist beliefs become a danger to the type of  political 
apathy upon which the political establishment depends. Peter Nasser, the novel’s corrupt political figure, 
moves on to work with the more mercenary Josey Wales in maintaining his political party’s hold in the 
region. And while Josey Wales does arrange for Papa-Lo’s murder and expresses a distaste for Manley’s 
socialist policies, he is not motivated by loyalty to any party. Josey Wales himself  was a victim of  turf-war 
politics in 1966; his body, he points out to the reader, retransmits the historical violence visited upon the 
Black underclass under regimes of  the local political class: “Left chest, bullet almost reaching the heart. 
Right neck, bullet straight through. Right shoulder, flesh wound. Left thigh, bullet bounce on the bone. 
Rib cage, bullet rattle the bones” (James 44). He is motivated more by a determination to exploit the per-
versities of  broader turf  politics that could gain him individual wealth via the transnational scope of  drug 
trafficking. For this, Josey Wales bypasses Nasser to make overtures to Colombian cartels in Medellín. 
However, it is important to note that the fashioning of  his transnational drug empire could not function 
without the cooperation of  the US government, as represented by the CIA station chief, Mr. Clark.

Mr. Clark and the Spectre of  Colonialism in a Contemporary Context

The figure of  Mr. Clark is willing to turn a blind eye to Josey’s “trips to Miami and Costa Rica” 
(414) as long as Josey continues to assist in the US government’s efforts to neutralize the threat of  com-
munism, which they imagine Manley’s socialist government represents. In a critical exchange between 
the two, Clark uses a colouring book to explain the benefits of  democracy and capitalism in the cartoon-
ishly reduced terms of  “twinkies,” “ice cream,” hot chicks in miniskirts, “tall buildings,” “markets” and 
“freedom” (412). The communal implications of  communism, however, subverts a timeless heterosexual 
ordering that naturally aligns with the precepts of  capitalism. “You know why so many [communists] are 
faggots?” Clark asks Josey, “[B]ecause normal people like me and you, we reproduce. Commies? They’re 
just like homos, they recruit” (413).

With this in mind, I would like to make an argument for the historical connections between Eu-
ropean colonialism and postmodern capitalism through the neo-imperial figure of  Mr. Clark, who is 
described as embodying a “pirate spirit” when he meets Josey at Port Royal in Kingston. Port Royal, as 
the most important port in the New World in the seventeenth century, was central to the growth and 
domination of  the British economy at that time. “You wonder,” Josey says, “if  this is the same spirit that 
leap up in them as soon as they land on any rock. I’m betting it must be so, from as far back as Colum-
bus and slavery. Something about landing from sea that make a white man feel free to say and do as he 
please” (410-11). On this strategic site, Mr. Clark is figured as a retransmission of  a white European tra-
dition that stakes the prospect of  financial and political domination on the plundering of  dark islands. 
Where the Caribbean (and, by extension, Latin America) is concerned, the United States’s imposing 
foothold through anti-communist manoeuvres or debt mechanisms should not be read as a unique prod-
uct of  a post–World War II global world order. It should also be read as always already informed by a 
material history that presupposes white Euro-American dominance in geopolitical relations. In making 
this argument, feminist scholar Alexander asks us to abandon the lineal technologies (such as the watch) 
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in tracing the progress of  our present political situations and to think alternatively through the concept 
of  the palimpsest—that parchment meant for repeated inscriptions, the previous content never being 
perfectly erased, often leaving ghostly traces of  itself  among the new. In Alexander’s words, the figure of  
Mr. Clark shows that “colonialism’s multiple projects, often normalized through hypervisible practices 
and racialization and (hetero)sexualization, cannot be seen simply in terms of  having been past, and 
thus no longer constitutive of  the (post)modern” (Pedagogies 191). For James, the white heteropatriarchal 
considerations that naturalized the white conquest of  so-called untamed islands for the sake of  profit and 
resource extraction have evolved into the postcolonial-state manoeuvres that align progress with produc-
tivity and thus marginalize ideologies and citizens who are seen as a moral threat to its productivity—be 
it the queer, the prostitute, the pleasure seeker, the socialist, the poor immigrant, the single mother or 
the reggae singer making a case for reparations. Through these strategies, James inscribes the echoes of  
the colonial past in the happening of  the story’s present to show how democracy in the fledgling country 
could never bring true self-determination to its majority-Black citizens since the terms of  said democracy, 
to borrow Deborah Thomas’s idea, were built on a house of  cards structured in the power-consolidation 
interests of  Western Europe and, later, the United States (13). 

As the exchange between Mr. Clark and Josey attests, a critical aspect of  James’s critique also cen-
tres on the role of  violent heteropatriarchy as a destructive force in a postcolonial context. I alluded earlier 
to the Colón Man as a failed duplicate of  the image of  his colonial ruler. I reach for the Colón Man once 
more, however, as a (queer) tool for decoding James’s anti-colonial critique, for the popular imagining 
of  the Colón Man betrays a slippage not only in the broad terms of  coloniality but also in more specific 
terms of  masculinity. This slippage taps into Homi Bhabha’s notion of  mimicry as a gesture of  disrup-
tion, one that picks at the indefinite nature of  hegemonic constructs and, in doing so, undermines its 
self-evident authority. I argue that James’s use of  cultural signifiers also highlights masculinity’s equivocal 
nature and offers a pathway to breaking down its destructive influence on the Caribbean psyche, the male 
Caribbean psyche in particular. To this end, I focus specifically on James’s use of  queer Eros to imagine 
the dismantling of  white heteropatriarchal logics that marginalize not only queer folk but also the multi-
ple subaltern groups—the single mother, the poor immigrant, the pleasure junkie, the mostly Black poor 
communities—imagined as antithetical to the productive imperatives of  capitalist regimes. In the next 
section, I will show how James first maps the traumatic legacies of  hegemonic masculinity through three 
members of  the Copenhagen City gang who have chapter sections in the novel: Josey Wales, Bam-Bam 
and Demus. The United States plays an important role in the naturalization of  masculine domination 
with these characters. From Theodore Roosevelt’s Big Stick diplomacy to the ubiquity of  the cowboy, the 
United States depended on a robust repertoire of  masculinist imagery and symbolism to help naturalize 
its de facto positioning as the world’s dominant superpower in the twentieth century. By way of  the Unit-
ed States, the outlaw men in James’s epic exemplify the hold that Euro-American colonial logics continue 
to have on the construct of  race and gender in postcolonial countries like Jamaica. I will then go on to 
show how Weeper, a powerful enforcer of  Josey Wales’s demands and the only identifiably queer member 
of  Copenhagen City, provides a road map for undoing the hold of  this trauma. 

The Violent Pedagogy of  Male Socialization in A Brief  History

Certainly, it would be an oversimplification to claim that leadership regimes in the Caribbean re-
sult from a simple transference of  colonial-style rule to a postcolonial context. Local social and political 
dynamics were crucial to the redefinition of  power structures and the establishment of  Black and indige-
nous forms of  nationalism. But Caribbean scholars such as Alexander, Faith Smith, Patricia Mohammed 
and Hilary Beckles have variously deconstructed the nuanced ways the gendered and racialized codes 
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inherited from colonialism have informed the marginalizing nature of  Caribbean regimes towards citi-
zens coded as non-normative.

Papa-Lo, for instance, got his name because every Jamaican man is in search of  a father figure, 
and, according to Josey Wales, “if  one don’t come with the package, he’s going to find another one” 
(James 42). Papa-Lo scaled the heights of  criminal authority because he successfully embodied the role of  
fatherly authority that the Jamaican nation, through a succession of  ineffective leadership, failed to deliv-
er. Josey Wales too once counted Papa-Lo as a father. But Papa-Lo’s embrace of  socialist ideologies and 
its allusion to feminized ideas of  communal nurturing are interpreted as “going soft” by members of  his 
own gang and the political regime that once supported his brutal form of  local control (43). The sinister 
leadership proposed by Josey Wales not only provides a more logical proxy for the local political structure 
to maintain its form of  marginalizing leadership but is also a more fitting exemplification of  the violent 
terms of  control underwriting American political and economic hegemony throughout the region. 

Josey Wales takes his name from the outlaw in the eponymous Clint Eastwood film and thus sym-
bolically turns to the tutelage of  American myth making in the crafting of  his more ruthless masculine 
self. In his article on male socialization in A Brief  History, Michael K. Walonen argues that the bravado 
of  the masculine outlaw in American popular culture provided a more suitable template for concep-
tualizing and responding to the surreal forms of  lawlessness and poverty of  1970s Kingston (73). And 
while Walonen’s analysis rightfully argues against reading characters like Josey Wales as mere puppets of  
American indoctrination, I want to emphasize the irony inherent in the Jamaican outlaws’s affinity for 
American cultural icons, given, as argued earlier, the United States’ outsized role in enforcing political 
and extrajudicial policies that undermine their home country’s political and economic stability. This iro-
ny calls to mind James Baldwin’s pointed critique in “The American Dream and the American Negro” of  
the destabilizing nature of  white cultural hegemony, where the heroism of  the white cowboy against the 
Native American is painted in such universalist terms that the subaltern Black figure (Baldwin) is blind to 
that mythos’s role in his own subjugation. In the context of  A Brief  History, US cultural and geopolitical 
hegemony work in concert to destabilize the political and economic viability of  the country on a macro 
level and the self-determined ideals of  citizenship and identity on an individual level. The conditions 
through which Demus and Bam-Bam are hazed into Wales’s criminal network exemplify this mix of  
cultural and political imposition on the part of  the United States, as well as the perversion of  masculine 
ideals that conditions their antagonistic relations to their fellow citizens. 

“Two men bring guns to the ghetto,” Bam-Bam begins in one of  his early addresses to the reader 
(James 9). One of  the men Bam-Bam is referring to is Louis Johnson, a CIA field officer, covertly supplying 
arms to the likes of  Peter Nasser and Josey Wales. “The American,” he says, “most of  the time hide him 
eye with sunglasses like he is a preacher from America come to talk to black people” (7). The emissaries 
of  the Unites States thus assume a sinister, patronly role, schooling gang leaders and key political figures 
in the merits of  democratic ideology while also arming them with guns to destabilize the socialist-leaning 
government headed by then prime minister Manley. Both Bam-Bam’s and Demus’s stories dramatize the 
perversion of  the postcolonial subject attached to but denied the emblems of  success trumpeted by Mr. 
Clark’s vision of  a US-led capitalist world order. Bam-Bam goes on to cite the failures of  the postcolonial 
state to provide its majority underclass with the tools for middle-class attainment when he states that boys 
like himself  “can’t read Dick and Jane” and therefore must dream of  “making a hit song that will take 
them out of  the ghetto, but every time [they] reach the edge, the edge move ahead of  them like a shadow 
until the whole world is a ghetto” (8). The pointed reference to the Dick-and-Jane reader series attests 
to the awesome power of  American capital in disseminating and therefore reinforcing the foundations 
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of  its heterosexual-aligned capitalist world view. The reference also highlights how these many nuanced 
forms of  heteronormative institutionalization constantly reinvoke whiteness as synonymous with notions 
of  home, stability and middle-class normativity. This imagination has its roots in the racialized economy 
of  slavery, in which Black bodies were displaced from the realm of  the home and became the negative 
against which, queer theorist David Eng argues, a white bourgeoisie could psychically consolidate itself  
as a distinct class (12). Demus taps into this dichotomy when he outlines his reality as one without the 
emblematic comforts of, say, a Sealy mattress and a space to shower indoors; he further codifies the nat-
uralization of  his outside status when he conjures a consolidated middle class that he claims is constantly 
“looking at me like me is some animal” (James 55). 

Demus and Bam-Bam’s conditions of  poverty tie into their feelings of  powerlessness. At fourteen, 
Bam-Bam witnessed his father being sexually assaulted and then murdered by a gang affiliate. Demus, 
after being falsely accused of  rape, was stripped and brutalized in jail by the police for a week, all while, 
he tells the reader, the police “take my nakedness and make joke” (54). The ritual emasculation here, at-
tached to a corrupt civil-service bureau relying on violent strategies inherited from the outgoing colonial 
regime, creates the psychic conditions for the embrace of  a form of  manhood that stakes its legitimacy 
on the dehumanization of  others. And, in James’s telling, a specifically US brand of  masculine myth 
making corroborates the boys’s gendered socialization. Demus nurtures his shooting abilities and violent 
revenge fantasies through repeated viewings of  the American war film The Dirty Dozen. Dirty Harry’s Har-
ry Callahan is a recurring reference for Bam-Bam’s education in the reality and fantasy of  violence. To 
consecrate his manhood, Josey Wales forces Bam-Bam to murder a young man from the gang responsible 
for his father’s murder. In pulling the trigger, Bam-Bam explains, “The boy don’t scream or shout or ungh 
like when Harry Callahan kill a boy. He just jerk and dead. And the gun jerk my hand hard but the shot 
didn’t sound like when Harry Callahan fire a shot, where the echo going on so long it don’t end with the 
movie” (39).

The young men’s adherence to violent masculine ideologies, however, stunts their potential for 
forming meaningful relationships. The drug-induced Bam-Bam, in particular, fetishizes violence to the 
point where he splices the urge to “kill kill kill” with the need to “fuck fuck fuck” (76). On his mission with 
the squad chosen to assassinate the Singer, the rush of  the violent spree is sublimated into the “rubbing” 
of  his gun, which he has to remind himself  is “not a buddy” but “just a gun” (237).9 James makes it clear 
that the terms of  this masculinity offer no redemptive hope for the marginalized male subject. 

After the assassination attempt on the Singer, Josey Wales and his enforcer Weeper arrange to 
eliminate the boys they had recruited for the operation. The betrayal forces Demus to acknowledge the 
fundamentally abject nature of  his condition as a member of  the Jamaican underclass. It also leads him 
to understand how his violent socialization plays a role in his subjugation and in the maintenance of  un-
equal power structures. He explains to the reader, “[M]e sick and fucking tired of  man using me, first the 
brethren, then Josey Wales […] every man in the fucking ghetto who only think about what they want 
and how to use me to get it” (263). In trying to escape the perverse power politics of  Kingston, Demus 
imagines himself  as a runaway slave fleeing to the hillsides to seek refuge among the Maroons. “That 
must be it,” he says, “maybe I should run to the maroons—who run to the maroons in 1976?” (264). De-
spite the complex history of  concession and rebellion that inform the Maroon rebellions of  the eighteenth 
century in Jamaica, marronage symbolically survives as the most definitive form of  African resistance 
to and autonomy from the workings of  white colonial authority on the island. Demus’s reference to the 
Maroons symbolically recasts the post-independent capitalist structure as a new form of  slavery for the 
island’s Black majority, while at the same time implicating local power players such as Josey Wales in its 
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maintenance. For Demus, this moment of  consciousness comes too late. He and Bam-Bam are eventually 
caught and executed under different circumstances. Josey Wales and Weeper, too, are murdered once 
they are deemed no longer useful to the larger criminal or political enterprises they served.

Conclusion: The Consciousness Raising Potential of  Queer Eros as Utopia

A Brief  History of  Seven Killings is thus a bleak novel, operating as a transcendent exercise in failure 
or, one could say, as a clinical vivisection of  the Caribbean body for the sole purpose of  exposing the fatal 
cancer that structures its existence. But I lean on Bill Ashcroft’s theorization of  utopianism as a critical 
lens that disrupts the self-evidence of  hegemony by detailing the terms of  said hegemony’s violence: “The 
distinguishing feature of  all utopian visions,” he says, rests in “the critique of  those present conditions that 
make utopia necessary” (10). But James goes further, I argue, by anchoring the terms of  a possible utopia 
in the dismantling of—at the individual level—those colonial logics Caribbean citizens have inherited 
that posit the non-normative or subaltern as inferior. Crucially, one of  the ways that James dramatizes 
this psychic battle is through the non-normative act of  queer sex.

Of  the eleven major characters who get to narrate their stories, the character Weeper is the novel’s 
only queer Jamaican. His backstory reveals that, unlike some of  the other Copenhagen criminals, Weep-
er had aspirations of  middle-class success, perhaps even “apprenticing for some architect somewhere” 
(James 66). But in 1967, he was pounced on by the police and arrested. Under the false claim of  his be-
ing involved in a robbery lies the social politics of  Weeper being a downtown Black boy strutting on the 
border of  uptown Kingston. His imprisonment and subsequent turn to crime is a rejection of  the unten-
able ideals of  a post-independent Jamaica where education, diligence and thrift would be an equalizer 
for all Jamaicans. Weeper becomes one of  Josey Wales’s most brutal enforcers, participating in ruthless 
campaigns of  murder, sexual assault and even the drug-induced zombification of  youths like Demus and 
Bam-Bam for the sake of  creating a desperate and slavish squad of  assassins. The point I am making here 
is that James, as a queer author, does not feel compelled to position his queer characters as solely victims 
or noble heroes. Like other contemporary Caribbean authors, such as Jamaica’s Nicole Dennis-Benn and 
the Dominican Republic’s Rita Indiana, James’s focus on the abject terms of  the postcolonial condition 
reveals how even marginalized characters such as queer folk can participate in economies of  exploitation 
for personal gain. 

Weeper does, however, struggle to come to terms with his attraction to men, despite evidence of  a 
significant same-sex relationship that he once had in prison. It is not until he becomes the Brooklyn-based 
operator for Josey Wales’s expanded drug empire that he confronts the conflicting terms of  his desires 
and his beliefs. Weeper, in short, has fallen for a white American man but chafes at the implications of  the 
pleasure that he experiences, for the first time, from a same-sex encounter. He worries about being made 
to feel like a woman, “not from a fuck but from a blow on the nipple” (497). He struggles to even scream 
in pleasure, plagued by illogical ideas such as Josey Wales flying by in an Air Jamaica plane to catch him 
in the act in his fifth-floor apartment. That is until his lover manages to

reach something and somewhere that make me jump and no I don’t wonder 
if  this is how woman feel when me hit the spot, because fuck women and 
fuck pussy and fuck trying to fuck the faggot out, at least right here, right 
now five floors up. And fuck thinking what it going mean the white man on 
top because I don’t think about the white man on top until I think that this 
is America and if  I think like a nigger then it mean something that the white 
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man on top and maybe I should go on top even though he can still ride me. 
Thank God me not the one who need to have a hard cock. (499)

To “fuck” thinking about what it means to have the white man on top is to both acknowledge how ra-
cialized sexual encounters can recall genealogies of  violence and to reject the debilitating terms of  that 
colonial masculinity adopted to combat the traumas of  that violence. To reject this shame, according to 
feminist scholar Juana María Rodríguez, is to reject the psychic constraints that prohibit the power of  the 
erotic (144). The power of  the erotic, of  course, recalls Audre Lorde’s important argument for our erotic 
embrace being intimately allied with our political agency in the present. Weeper’s embrace of  being a 
“faggot” is predicated on his battling and understanding the constitutive terms of  his homophobia and, 
for readers, opens up vistas of  imagining how to undo these structures of  social relations that also mar-
ginalize other subaltern communities.

It is important to point out that Weeper ultimately fails in transferring this moment of  conscious-
ness into a social ethic that envisions the dismantling of  existing power structures that continue to dif-
ferentiate—that is, mark as abject—certain citizen bodies. He does not imagine abandoning his life in 
organized crime, and his execution is soon after arranged via a power grab by another drug lord. Cu-
riously, James imbues Weeper’s death with one of  the novel’s most urgent moments regarding human 
connection. Weeper tricks his assassin into allowing him a shot of  pure coke, effectively killing himself  
in order to go out on his terms of  lawless pleasure. Weeper’s defiant gesture stirs a heretofore untapped 
tenderness in his would-be assassin John-John K (who is also queer):

[Weeper’s] still jerking, choking and hissing […] And me I don’t know why, 
I don’t fucking know but I grab him around the chest and clutch him even 
though he is on top of  me. I don’t know why but I was hugging and holding 
him and squeezing him and he was just shaking, man, shaking and shaking 
some more with the back of  his head bumping into my forehead, foam bub-
bles popping out of  his mouth. I grab his neck but don’t squeeze. Weeper 
wheezes three times then quit. (James 597-98)

What is it within the grim scenario of  Weeper’s dying that spurs this impulse in John-John K? 
In the grim parade of  deaths riddling his novel, why does James choose to imbue this moment with the 
affect of  tenderness? Perhaps James here is channelling José Esteban Muñoz’s theorization in Cruising 
Utopia: The Then and There of  Queer Futurity (2009) of the utopian impulse always already present in queer 
gestures. The utopian, he claims in a nod to Roland Barthes, emerges from the quotidian—that smile, 
that touch, that embrace. In the context of  queer touch (queer love), it is defiant and portentous, always 
pointing to a potential horizon where the asymmetries of  capitalism and the normative imperative of  
heterosexuality are not present (22). Weeper as a character did not succeed in transferring his conscious-
ness to any form of  selfless actualization, but the gesture of  his death raises the stakes for the reader in 
recognizing the importance of  this transfer. Frantz Fanon had once argued that a national literature 
is necessarily a literature of  combat because it must work to mould a population’s consciousness (173). 
For the Caribbean subject, James forces us into such a combat, but on the plane of  the psychic and 
emotional. Like Weeper’s lover, James performs on us a type of  intercourse, invading and penetrating—
flinging us into sobering channels of  the past and present to force a recognition of  the conscious over-
haul necessary to imagine a more egalitarian future.
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Notes
1 This is the case for some of  the earliest articles on the novel. Rhone Fraser in “Confront-

ing Neocolonialism: An Evaluation of  Marlon James’s A Brief  History of  Seven Killings” 
(2017) examines how fiction and non-fiction intermingle in the novel to make a case for 
the issues of  racism, classism and American neocolonialism that undermined the pros-
pect of  Jamaican sovereignty. Sheri-Marie Harrison uses the concept of  literary haunt-
ings to show how James’s novel dramatizes the lingering traumas of  independence’s 
failed promises. In “Global Sisyphus: Rereading the Jamaican 1960s through A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings” (2017), Harrison pinpoints how the process of  urban renewal 
in 1960s Kingston and the partisan dislocation of  impoverished urban dwellers precip-
itated lasting class and political conflicts that continue to haunt Jamaica’s postcolonial 
prospects. More recently, Sharae Deckard in “‘Always Returning from It’: Neoliberal 
Capitalism, Retrospect, and Marlon James’s A Brief  History of  Seven Killings” (2018) out-
lines how James, from a twenty-first-century standpoint, is able to piece together narra-
tives that capture disparate socio-economic and political crises throughout the 1970s and 
1980s in order to create a composite of  the local and hemispheric violence precipitated 
by the neoliberal turn of  capitalist accumulation in the Caribbean.

2 For instance, Lucy Evans in “‘How Godfather Part II of  You’: The Gangster Figure and 
Transnational Masculinities in Marlon James’s A Brief  History of  Seven Killings” (2019) ex-
amines how Marlon James’s vast use of  Jamaican and international gangster-film icons 
and iconography interpellates a rebellious form of  Jamaican masculinity that is also fun-
damentally transnational.

3 In her famous 1994 essay, Alexander in “Not Just (Any) Body Can Be a Citizen: The 
Politics of  Law, Sexuality and Postcoloniality in Trinidad and Tobago and the Bahamas” 
made connections between the sexualized and racialized politics of  Euro-American im-
perialism and the marginalizing tendencies of  an emerging Black masculine leadership 
in postcolonial nations such as Trinidad and Tobago to account for questions of  failed 
stewardship because of  increasingly unstable economies. Prevailing forms of  Black mas-
culinity, she argued, continued “the policing of  sexualised bodies, drawing out the colo-
nial fiction of  locating subjectivity in the body (as a way of  denying it), as if  the colonial 
masters were still looking on, as if  to convey legitimate claims to being civilized” (14).

4 In the November 2018 Journal of  West Indian Literature special volume on Marlon James, 
Emma Crowley deconstructs the musical register of  the writing in James’s first three nov-
els to show how it elaborates a critique of  postcolonial nationalism (“So Many Incredible 
Gehennas’: Musicality and (the Poetics) of  ‘Relation’ in the Novels of  Marlon James”). 
Njelle Hamilton in “‘Jah Live’: Messianic Time and Post-traumatic Narrative Disorder 
in Marlon James’s A Brief  History of  Seven Killings” explores how the mysticism and religi-
osity inherent in Marley’s music provide for the novel’s response to the violent trauma of  
white oppression.

5 Garth White, in 1967, wrote one of  the earlier essays on the phenomenon of  the rude 
bwoy, a collective whom he defines as comprising “that person, native, who is totally dis-
enchanted with the ruling system; who is generally descended from the ‘African’ elements 
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in the lower class and who is now armed with ratchets […] other cutting instruments and 
with increasing frequency […] guns and explosives. This last condition and to some ex-
tent a lesser ambivalence toward the culture of  the metropolitan oriented ‘other’ society 
is what really distinguishes between the rude bwoy and the other angry elements in sim-
ilar station” (39). Interestingly, in his chapter section titled “Ruud Bwai Self-Fashioning” 
from his book Refashioning Futures: Criticism after Postcoloniality (1999), David Scott builds on 
White’s analysis by, in part, rejecting the romance of  Fanonian analysis that White im-
putes onto the body of  the ruud bwai. The potential for a truly anti-colonial revolution 
having been canalized via the embodied aggression of  the rude boy is not, according to 
Scott, applicable to the contemporary moment where the coda of  self-determination in 
Caribbean nation-states has been settled for several decades (204). He opts for what he 
claims is a more Foucauldian analysis of  the ruud bwai as a discursive site allowing for 
the interrogation of  existing power relations and the cultivation of  new modes of  being 
within these prevailing structures. In other words, through the body of  the ruud bwai, 
he investigates how the self  can act upon the self  in a bid to alter the external political 
dimensions imposed upon it (214). My own essay moves in this direction in its investi-
gation of  how the queer character Weeper practises such an act of  self-interrogation in 
order to investigate the constitutive forces of  racism and homophobia borne upon him 
in a postcolonial context.

6 The effect of  this symbiosis is ultimately counter-revolutionary, as the partisan alloca-
tion of  welfare benefits along party affiliation seeded divisions that neutralized mass 
mobilization against the political elite. It also, according to Edmonds, stifles the demand 
for true socio-political and economic reform when the desperate and marginalized are 
willing to settle for immediate short-term material benefits denied them by corrupt and 
self-serving leadership in the first place (56).

7 For a detailed investigation into how the modern tourism industry in Caribbean coun-
tries such as the Bahamas proceeds directly from capitalist developments in the planta-
tion economies of  the late eighteenth century, see Strachan. For a detailed investigation 
of  how the tourism industry builds on the colonial stratification of  labour to traffic in the 
continued economic and sexual exploitation of  Black citizens, particularly Black women, 
see Nixon and Kempadoo.

8 Deborah Thomas in Exceptional Violence: Embodied Citizenship in Transnational Jamaica argues 
for the abstract concept of  “exceptional violence” as a tangible repository of  the lasting 
impact of  colonialism on the contemporary socio-political landscape. Thomas employs 
historical research and media analysis to thread a connection between colonial regimes 
and Jamaica’s postcolonial state and cultural formations.

9 In Jamaican patois, ‘buddy’ is a slang term for ‘penis.’
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Many scholars have analysed Nalo Hopkinson’s second speculative-fiction novel 
Midnight Robber (2000), focusing on the larger narrative and investigating numerous facets, 
from cybertechnology and materialism to dystopias and racial colonization (Boyle; Fehs-
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kens; Thaler; Smith; Crosby; Sorensen; Anatol; Mehan). Myriam Moïse’s “Diasporic Caribbean Women 
Transcending Dystopian Spaces and Reconnecting Fragmented Identities in Nalo Hopkinson’s Brown 
Girl in the Ring and Midnight Robber,” where she discusses dystopian spaces in relation to displacement and 
exiles, serves as a starting point for this article. Moïse sees the novel as exemplifying the transcendence of  
dystopian spaces in a way that allows the protagonist to reform fragmented identities and gain power and 
selfhood (82). I argue that this transcendence is completed not only over a dystopian space but also in a 
space of  beneficial errantry; furthermore, the transformation of  strength is specifically viewable through 
the folklore stories told within the novel. 

In this article, I posit that an analysis of  the folklore tales in Midnight Robber and their disper-
sal throughout the fictional landscape of  New Half-Way Tree result in a relayed knowledge of  female 
strength, which is gained with the development of  a relational identity through the practice of  errantry. 
Specifically, the teenage protagonist Tan-Tan’s errantry is caused by three exiles she undergoes. As noted 
previously by scholars (and discussed below), her second exile, due to sexual abuse, produces in her the 
vigilante Robber Queen persona while placing her in the communities of  her Others. I argue, however, 
that these two measures become emphasized during Tan-Tan’s third exile. The three Robber Queen folk 
tales narrate this third exile and reveal Tan-Tan’s strength developing through fighting against abuse, 
accepting oneself  and one’s past and persistent loyalty to friends. The unfolding argument, however, 
is multidimensional. The lessons in the folk tales depend upon the audience, or ‘folk,’ who are created 
through the act of  listening. Listeners without insight into Tan-Tan’s histories and actions hear the lessons 
of  Tan-Tan the Robber Queen highlighting female strength as she fights for justice, combats historical 
oppressions and values companionship. Interestingly, the Robber Queen folk tales include an unintended 
audience of  the Othered Douen people, the indigenous species of  New Half-Way Tree, who have bird-
like features and are often used as servant animals.1 The Douen people would, I speculate, learn other 
distinct lessons from the tales. It is, then, that a framing of  errantry becomes central to understanding 
an overall value of  the folk tales and their dissemination. Due to the nature of  folklore and the retelling 
of  tales, this structure is imperative to understanding the complex interpretations of  folklore. I will first 
provide the brief  background of  the folk tales, followed by a discussion of  scholarly work and the theoret-
ical frame of  errantry according to Édouard Glissant, and related concepts of  movement and belonging 
according to Carol E. Leon. Both theoretical frameworks, when connected to the folklores, enhance my 
criticisms of  the tales and their cultural weight. I follow up with an analysis of  the overall import of  the 
Robber Queen folk tales and their placement in the novel, and I end with detailed analyses of  the three 
tales. The stakes of  such an argument and structure are included in the significance of  folklore studies, 
in which one discovers that the folklore imbues knowledge about the group doing the (re)telling, as well 
as guides the group listening. The folklores demonstrate, as Glissant stresses, that the things relayed in 
our stories are also the things we relate to and how we build relations (18). In this case, Hopkinson relays 
the importance of  building female strength in the hero while incorporating folkloric wisdoms into larger 
narratives.

Hopkinson’s speculative-fiction novel Midnight Robber follows the movements of  Tan-Tan during 
her three exiles. The first exile occurs when she is a young child, as she desperately attempts to cling to 
her father’s love, attention and acceptance. Her father, unbeknown to Tan-Tan, manipulates and cajoles 
her into joining him in a multidimensional planetary shift onto a penal colony on the planet of  New Half-
Way Tree. Tan-Tan’s second exile happens as she becomes a fugitive after killing her father in self-defence 
against sexual and physical assault and becoming hunted by the town’s sheriff and by her stepmother. 
Tan-Tan finds help, shelter and guidance in a community of  Douens. The third exile explicitly takes place 
as the Douens in the Daddy Tree community banish Tan-Tan and her Douen friend, Abitefa, because 
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Tan-Tan’s stepmother, Janisette, follows them there. The two teenage girls unintentionally bring violence 
and death to the Douens, as well as disseminate knowledge of  the Douens’ secret lives. 

Hopkinson intersperses, throughout Midnight Robber’s main narrative of  the exiles, three folk tales 
featuring Tan-Tan as her persona of  the Robber Queen, which adopts and feminizes the Carnival char-
acter the Robber King. The narrator of  the folk tales ends up being Eshu,2 an implanted, god-like inter-
nal Internet connection linking every person on Toussaint (Tan-Tan’s home planet) to the Nansi Web.3 
Eshu describes the Tan-Tan folklore as the ’nansi stories about her. The first folk tale, “How Tan-Tan 
Learn to Thief,” depicts Tan-Tan the Robber Queen as a young, kind-hearted but dethroned queen 
who finds strength and justice as she learns to survive without her family privilege and provide for others 
(Hopkinson 78–90). In “Tan-Tan and Dry Bone,” Tan-Tan the Robber Queen appears as an everyday 
woman with the strength to outwit her adversary, combat historical oppression and gain an acceptance 
of  her past (198–212). The third folk tale, “Tan-Tan and the Rolling Calf,” reveals Tan-Tan the Robber 
Queen as a vigilante seeking rest and redemption, who discovers unexpected friendship and strength in 
companionship (290–96). 

Unfortunately, no scholars have specifically analysed the folk tales and made them their primary 
focus. However, two scholars, N. A. Pierce and Emily Zobel Marshall, discuss the benefits of  Tan-Tan’s 
“robber-talk” that occurs during the larger narrative, out of  which the “tallpeople” (the human settlers) 
construct the folk tales spreading throughout New Half-Way Tree. Pierce’s “At the Crossroads” discusses 
the use of  the robber-talk and the “mantle of  folklore legend” Tan-Tan embodies “in order to destabilize 
the assumptions of  social organizations and the power differentials that marginalize” (211). Yet Pierce’s 
analysis skips over all but one (“Tan-Tan and the Rolling Calf ”) of  the folklore breakaways and there-
fore skips the power of  folklore to further relay the messages of  female strength that Tan-Tan uses “to 
destabilize assumptions.” Similarly bypassing an analysis of  the folklore tales, Zobel Marshall’s “Resis-
tance through Robber-Talk” focuses instead on the movement of  the Midnight Robber from a popular 
Carnival character to a powerful literary one and discusses the power of  Tan-Tan’s “robber-talk” in the 
main story to “challenge abuses of  power epitomized by Tan-Tan’s sexually abusive father” (224). Zobel 
Marshall, in only one sentence, mentions two of  the “Anansi stories […] ‘Tan-Tan and Dry Bone’ and 
‘Tan-Tan and the Rolling Calf,’” where Tan-Tan “defeat[s] her powerful adversaries using her wit and 
cunning” (221). But the power of  the robber-talk analysed by Pierce and Zobel Marshall does more than 
give Tan-Tan strength to challenge, resist and defeat the abuses of  power in her life. By being transformed 
into folklore and relayed to the larger population on New Half-Way Tree, Tan-Tan’s Robber Queen 
character becomes a well of  power and strength for all to relate to in order to challenge, resist and defeat 
similar abuses of  power.

To better understand the cultural weight of  the folk tales and what they relate, I first read Tan-
Tan’s three exiles, and her movements during them, as a form of  errantry, analysing her micromove-
ments. From Glissant, in Poetics of  Relations, we learn that these movements can help us understand a pro-
cess of  errantry, as a wandering with the result of  gaining better “Relations with the Other.” For Glissant, 
errantry results in better “Relations with Others” due to a reconfiguring of  one’s identity, whereby a root 
identity evolves into a relational identity. Importantly, the root identity is not replaced but is incorporated 
into the relational identity as one of  many experiences. This relational identity then increases an individ-
ual’s capacities for dialectics (using both dialectic’s connotations of  discussion and tension). With a fuller 
relational identity, one gains the ability to participate productively in tension-filled topics, benefiting social 
growth (5-42). 
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Glissant capitalizes the word ‘Relation’ to highlight the entangled relationship between the self  
and the Other (also capitalized), which includes both conflict and benefit. The notation names and calls 
out the historical (and sometimes current) relationships between groups of  people and stresses the neg-
ative outcomes that individuals, communities and peoples experience when Othered. Glissant argues 
that ending practices of  Othering can occur if  Relations, in all their complexities, are attended to. It is 
through the practice of  errantry that Relations are most visible, as people work with and within moments 
of  difference (33). Crucially, Glissant uses “errance, its ending linked for the contemporary reader with 
deconstruction’s validation of  différance” (Wing xvi; italics in original, indicating the original French) to re-
move connotations of  errant, mistaken or error. Instead of  being in error, the wandering of  errantry cel-
ebrates difference as a process of  moving towards greater understanding and relational identity building. 

Glissant further argues for errantry’s importance in literature (specifically epics that tell of  ex-
tended mobility and exiles) as a means to build “collective consciousness, but also introduce the unrest 
and suspense that allows the individual to discover himself  there” (Poetics 15). The experiences gained in 
literature—and I would add oral storytelling—tie errantry to the struggle between rooted and relational 
identities, forging new communal paths to both macrolevel beliefs, such as those essential to address pow-
er abuses and combat historical oppressions, and microlevel beliefs, such as those essential for forgiveness 
of  self  and accepting the right to companionship. Glissant states, “[T]he thought of  errantry is also the 
thought of  what is relative, the thing relayed as well as the thing related. The thought of  errantry is a 
poetics, which always infers that at some moment it is told. The tale of  errantry is the tale of  Relation” 
(18). During her exiles, Tan-Tan traverses the bush—unknown, wild and dangerous to the tallpeople but 
known, home and sustaining to the Douen people—and errantry helps Tan-Tan learn about an unknown 
culture, overcome labels and Othering and better understand interdependency. However, as errantry 
must be told, what are “the thing[s] relayed as well as the thing[s] related” in Tan-Tan’s circumstances? 
They are the lessons told during the Robber Queen folk tales. These are the tales transformed, imbued 
with feminine power and strength and imparted to New Half-Way Tree’s communities.

Assisting my understanding of  Glissant’s theory of  errantry and the importance of  storytelling for 
the Other is Leon’s text Movement and Belonging. Leon discusses the connections between place, belonging 
and a person’s sense of  self, as well as their world. Leon views these senses as always in flux. Specifically, 
individuals interact with the places they encounter on experiential and imaginative levels to construct 
a sense of  belonging. Her usage of  “dweller” versus one who is “dwelling” differentiates between the 
cultural Other and the geographical Other, primarily because both terms invoke feelings of  home and 
belonging. Leon argues that these feelings can exist through multiple types of  travel, even in tension-filled, 
dynamic situations. As with the practice of  errantry, the act of  travel between places constructs “multiple 
centers of  consciousness” (15), breaking down centre/margin binaries, even while a self  may not fully 
feel ‘at home’ in those places. Merely travelling does not build these multiple centres of  consciousness; 
but it requires the dynamic actions of  being a dweller and dwelling. Part of  this is the participation in a 
place. Leon reasons that each place “has its own lore, associations and myths that emerge from it that set 
patterns for ways of  seeing and feeling life” (3). Active listening to the lores, myths and associations pro-
vides guidance and influence for future actions that become consistent and harmonious within a group 
of  people. This is the same for those who belong to the group and those moving in and out of  the group. 
For Tan-Tan, her movements of  exile create a cultural connection to both the tallpeople and the Douen 
people, affecting the relaying of  her folklore stories to those communities.

The tallpeople relay the Robber Queen folklore during Tan-Tan’s final exile. In one way, Hopkin-
son details this final exile the least in the narrative, as it spans only about five pages. Arguably, the section 
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is indeed not narrated at all. However, in another way, instead of  continuing the traditional narrative 
arch, readers chiefly experience this exile from a distance through Hopkinson’s folklore breakaways, la-
belled as ’nansi stories. Being called ’nansi stories strengthens the links between Tan-Tan and the im-
portance of  storytelling in critical race theory. This importance, noted by Zobel Marshall in “Liminal 
Anansi,” establishes how Anansi “narratives […] operated as parables of  survival, tales in which the 
weak can—and do—prevail over the strong” (40). Each folk tale depicts Tan-Tan’s survival without the 
Douen’s direct guidance but incorporates their teachings. The stories place Tan-Tan the Robber Queen 
with other Caribbean folklore tales about survival and strength of  character in times of  trouble, primarily 
through Tan-Tan embracing and reimagining the Robber King as her vigilante Robber Queen. 

Each folk tale loosely corresponds to each of  Tan-Tan’s three exiles through the hardships she 
faces and is disseminated as the exiles occur, as seen by the pagination. Yet the folk tales have all been de-
veloped and shared through traditions of  oral storytelling during this final exile, which readers know from 
the opening of  the first tale and because all of  the tales link to the time frame in which Tan-Tan began her 
vigilante persona as the Robber Queen. Such stories began circulating about her activities only during 
the third exile. Therefore, each folk tale grants some information about this time. Glissant explains the 
importance of  such presentations: “Caribbean literatures […] tend to introduce obscurities and breaks—
like so many detours—into the material they dealt with; putting into practice […] processes of  intensifica-
tion” (71). This generic inclusion demonstrates Tan-Tan’s relational identity through errantry in narrative 
form as she is exiled. In fact, the moment the third exile begins and Abitefa and Tan-Tan go to leave the 
destroyed Douen community, their direct story stops (Hopkinson 283). The font changes; the words are 
bolded; and the audience drifts without a stable location. While the folklore previously provided such 
deviations from the narrative arch, this is the first time that such a formatting break is inserted into the 
main narrative. Additionally, in the following paragraphs, Hopkinson employs indiscriminate occasional 
phrases, such as “before too long” and “all the time” (283–84). These nondescript time jumps indicate 
wandering exile without explicit direction or guidance, but they also help to mark Tan-Tan’s initial moti-
vation of  errantry: survival. (While better Relations with the Other is the result of  errantry, I argue that it 
is rarely, if  ever, the conscious beginning motivation.) Tan-Tan and Abitefa simply need supplies from the 
human communities (284). Although closer movements to the tallpeople communities take convincing, 
Abitefa must now come closer to her Other to survive (283). Tan-Tan has the additional motivation of  
finding a tallpeople community to belong to so that Abitefa can rejoin another Douen community. Until 
they find suitable communities, the two teenage girls remain exiled in the bush. Optimistically, Tan-Tan 
states, “‘I going find a settlement I could stand to live in. Them can’t all be rough like Junjuh, right?’” 
(283). Tan-Tan, while trading for supplies, experiences four different human settlements, each of  which 
parallels to lessons during the Robber Queen folk tales. 

Beginning in her second exile, and continuing throughout the entire third exile, readers encounter 
Tan-Tan preforming Tan-Tan the Robber Queen as she travels through the bush with Abitefa. Inter-
estingly, the breakaway folk tales reinforce aspects of  Leon’s concept of  “dwellers-in-travel” (89). Leon 
utilizes the ideas of  dweller, dwelling and to dwell in describing how one “experience[s] contemporary 
places and spaces” and “how the Other (both the cultural and the geographical Other) is captured and 
represented in the very movement of  travel” (5). The folk tales depict Tan-Tan the Robber Queen and 
position her as the cultural Other to those who automatically ‘belong’ to the communities she attempts 
to join in her real life. Leon focuses on representation and how it helps construct a sense of  self, including 
“imagination and myth” as “modes of  representations” (89). In terms of  self, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen 
is a part of  this representation that helps Tan-Tan recognize her inner strength, as she fights for her sur-
vival and against abuses. Her Robber Queen quests, including handing out food to starving families and 
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giving away candles for light and warmth, provide sharp dichotomies between the two representations, 
which combine to provide a complete sense of  Tan-Tan during her travels. 

In terms of  folklore, Leon’s statement of  representations helping to construct a sense of  self  also 
applies to constructing a sense of  community. Stephen Olbrys Gencarella, in “Constituting Folklore,” 
explores how critical folklore studies examine folk tales “as an organization of  aesthetic expressions taken 
to be truthful by the participants who ratify its order,” where one “view[s] folklore as a viably competing 
rhetorical practice in the struggle for control over the political,” as the folk tales construct “‘the folk’ as 
a discursive category and as a specific constellation and articulation of  demands produced through a 
constitutive rhetoric recognized as salient” (190). A critical examination of  the Robber Queen folk tales, 
then, requires recognizing that the tales themselves, and specifically the act of  retelling them, constructs, 
first, some truth that participants desire contrary to political norms and, second, a group out of  said par-
ticipants who become closer due to the shared ‘truth.’ In Midnight Robber, participants include those living 
in tallpeople communities, where the Robber Queen folk tales began and circulated. Importantly, those 
participants also include the Douen people, who labour in tallpeople communities and carefully observe 
all their actions. Therefore, the shared ‘truth’ that listeners construct may be very different for each folk/
community that the folk tales create.

Through the three folk tales, readers see how Tan-Tan becomes a member of  the human commu-
nities again, even though she lives outside such communities. Readers learn that the tallpeople communi-
ties welcome Tan-Tan’s Robber Queen persona, as “[Tan-Tan] began to notice little girls playing Robber 
Queen in the settlements” as she visits to obtain goods (Hopkinson 288). For the tallpeople communities, 
the Robber Queen folklore works to relay stories about an essential female heroic figure of  strength, 
to which the young girls can relate. As nearly all of  Tan-Tan’s experiences and actions as the vigilante 
Robber Queen stem from the physical and sexual abuses she sustained under the patriarchal powers in 
Junjun, one may question how many other young girls relate to (in Glissant’s terms) such power struggles 
and need the poetics of  female strength to help challenge them. Zobel Marshall explains in “Resistance 
through Robber-Talk” how “robber-talk” or expressions such as Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s talk can 
also be “the voice of  truth in corrupt society” (214). New Half-Way Tree presents a corrupt society where 
young female children cannot physically protect their bodies without fear of  death. The Robber Queen 
folk tales and the dissemination of  Tan-Tan’s errantry provide, first, for her connections to the other com-
munities as an advocate for abused individuals and second, for Tan-Tan’s continued belief  of  belonging 
to and acceptance in a tallperson community. Only through these tales do readers see Tan-Tan’s trans-
formation, where she begins to accept herself  and forgive her past.

Strength and Justice in “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief ”

“How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief ” relates that Tan-Tan the Robber Queen originates as queen of  
the Taino people, adapting the origin tale “Tamosi and the Tree of  Life” with Tan-Tan taking the place 
of  the collective unnamed “people” (Young and Young). The folk tale begins challengingly with the pos-
sible appropriation of  a Guyanese indigenous people’s story, as well as changing a collective effort into an 
individual one. Shona N. Jackson posits in Creole Indigeneity that reimagining or recreating folk tales can be 
problematic when “mobilized by Creoles within the postcolony as a way of  managing the difference and 
continued subordination of  Indigenous Peoples in order to make its economies productive within moder-
nity” (113). Recreating a folk tale without reference results in the distortion and silencing of  indigenous 
cultures, especially when placed in a binary position against indigenous peoples. Jackson continues her 
critique arguing that by utilizing
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discursive formations […] between myth and nation […] settler groups, 
largely blacks and Indo-Caribbean peoples, have simultaneously resisted co-
lonialism, become indigenous, and with lasting results for social being in the 
region, deployed a new understanding of  indigeneity that can support mod-
ern belonging and the institution of  themselves as new natives. (211) 

One can see this happening in the reimaging of  “Tamosi and the Tree of  Life” in Hopkinson’s novel, 
as Tan-Tan the Robber Queen visits Earth to clean it; and, when abandoned on the planet, she and her 
father become the only/new indigenous people. 

One notable difference between Jackson’s critique of  mobilizing indigenous myths and Hopkin-
son’s text is that, in “the urgency of  transforming exile into the substance of  belonging” (Jackson 211), 
the folk tale expresses the benefits of  not capitalistic labour but the physical and emotional labour of  care, 
traditionally viewed as feminine. In this way, the subjectivity of  Tan-Tan (and other tallpeople in the nov-
el) does not “hinge upon a relationship of  labour that excludes Indigenous Peoples and thereby prevents 
them from realizing their subjectivity as actualized by the state and modes of  sovereignty” (214). The 
physical and emotional labour of  care encompasses both groups. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s motives 
in “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief ” comprise this labour of  care as she learns to “thief ” animals’ lives to 
access the plant food provided by Kabo Tano4 for her and her father as they near death from starvation. 

Furthermore, the changes made in Hopkinson’s adaptation reveal Tan-Tan as the “dweller-in-trav-
el” (Leon 91) who holds a plural identity, resisting a predetermined beginning, when viewed dialectically 
through errantry and the building of  relational identities. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen takes the place 
of  a collective people in the tale. However, through the placement of  the folk tale in the novel, listeners 
would hear about Tan-Tan the Robber Queen as a young girl, but readers see the reasoning and abili-
ties of  Tan-Tan during her third exile. The representation of  Tan-Tan the Robber Queen connects this 
tale to the third exile through its underlying reasoning: Kabo Tano states, “‘[I]s lie you lie to me. […] 
Because you tell untruth, you have to stay down there on Earth’” (Hopkinson 89). Only Tan-Tan’s third 
exile was due to her own actions, specifically, lying to Chichibud and Benta about her secret treks to the 
human communities (236). In addition, because of  lying, she and Abitefa can no longer live above the 
bush in the Daddy Tree community, just as Tan-Tan in folklore can no longer live on a moon as queen 
of  the Taino people (80). “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief ” continues the connection to her third exile, as 
her skills in the bush have benefited from Abitefa’s teachings. If  the folk tale occurred after her first exile, 
when Tan-Tan was seven and first arrived in New Half-Way Tree, readers would sense her awkward, 
careless movements. Contrary to her prior awkward movements, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen “follows” 
the manicou rat and “shinn[ies] up the tree, quiet like death” (86–87). Eshu describes her movements as 
“so noiseless she move, so soft, the branch ain’t even self  tremble” (87). These smooth, stealth-like skills 
can be compared to her movements on the first day she followed Abitefa through the bush, where she 
“lost her balance and slid the rest of  the way. She landed braps on the ground, leaves tangling up in her 
hair” (222–23; italics in original). Tan-Tan’s movements after months of  tracking, hunting and travelling 
developed her capable mobility that listeners now grant to the young Robber Queen. This simultaneous 
multiplicity conflates time and space, and directs readers to recognize the character’s plurality and a re-
jection of  fixed origin even as it presents an origin story for the tallpeople’s communities. 

The production of  an ‘origin story’ creates a necessary tension between discourses of  a rooted 
identity and practices of  errantry, which would strive for a relational identity. One trait of  rooted iden-
tities is that of  an origin story, told to children, which Glissant argues includes “hidden violence towards 
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other cultures” (143). However, with relational identities, the need for a cultural origin story is replaced 
with “the conscious and contradictory experience of  contacts among cultures” (144). With this adapta-
tion of  a Taino folk tale, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s identity encompasses not only her own history 
of  exile and abandonment but also a larger collective history from the Caribbean. Focusing on multiple 
cultural experiences and highlighting a connection through a labour of  care turns the folk tale to Wil-
son Harris’s views of  reimagined myths in “History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas.” 
Harris argues that myths can act as a “complex metaphorical gateway” between cultures “if  constituted 
in rapport with Amerindian omen” (9). In this way, the reimagined myth acts as a bridge between and 
displays the “creative potential” always present in the West Indies (10), instead of  relying on enslavement 
or indentureship (or exile in Tan-Tan’s case) as a starting point. “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief,” partially 
because of  these reimagined aspects, demonstrates an important process of  errantry and identity plural-
ity without fixed origins. 

In the ’nansi parable, as told to tallpeople children, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen must use her 
cunning to combat three nonmaterial obstacles: (1) greed, represented in the pig; (2) selfishness, shown 
as the manicou rat; and (3) ignorance, depicted as the woodpecker (Hopkinson 84–85). The first Robber 
Queen folk tale describes positive beginnings with the lessons of  inner strength and determination. For 
readers and the folklore listeners, the ties between the lessons in the folk tale and Tan-Tan’s parallel Rob-
ber Queen activities highlight the importance of  the active listener. Katherine Borland, in “Co-narration, 
Intersubjectivity, and the Listener in Family Storytelling,” contends that folkloric “utterances, no matter 
how complete and final they appear are only temporary crystallizations of  an ongoing historical process 
of  becoming, in which the other, the addressee, has an active role” (440). Without active meaning making, 
folklore becomes stagnant and incapable of  producing new knowledge for communities. It is, therefore, 
engagement in active listening/reading that connects the Robber Queen tale to Tan-Tan’s actions, even 
with the use of  interpretation and various cultural cyphers. This is not incongruent with robber-talk. Zo-
bel Marshall explains that robber-talk is “replete with coded messages” (“Resistance” 215), similar to how 
the folk tales about the Robber Queen code messages and lessons within them. In the larger narrative, 
these three lessons correspond with events as Tan-Tan trades in the towns of  Corbeau, Babylon A-Fall 
and Poor Man Pork. 

Regarding the first obstacle, although the events in Corbeau take place in one paragraph (Hop-
kinson 286), readers learn that Tan-Tan is not greedy and does not take more than she needs. While 
Tan-Tan has kept her mother’s ring throughout her hardships, she finally lets this prized possession go in 
order to take care of  her friend: she trades the ring for supplies, including medicine for Abitefa. When 
she receives more supplies than she can carry back, “she gave half  the flour and one of  the chickens to a 
wizened family living in a shanty beside the trash heap” (286). Tan-Tan is pregnant, hungry and unaware 
how future meals will be provided for, but instead of  hoarding, she gives half  her food to others in need. 
Her sharing contrasts with the greedy pig in “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief,” who dies because he hoards 
extra food for his own future well-being and refuses to share with Tan-Tan the Robber Queen and her fa-
ther (84). Placing Tan-Tan the Robber Queen in opposition to the greedy pig relays the positive message 
to the Douen people about a generous and caring tallperson who can and does put others’ current needs 
ahead of  their own future needs. 

Second, the manicou rat represents selfishness, specifically wanting to keep knowledge about sur-
vival and beneficial material items for himself  (85). “How Tan-Tan Learn to Thief ” uses the “aesthetic 
veil” (to use Olbrys Gencarella’s phrase [182]) of  the manicou rat to hint at and cover up a possible cri-
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tique of  the Douen people, who kept the knowledge of  survival in the bush quiet from tallpeople, while 
highlighting the dangers of  selfishness and deceit. Tan-Tan, in the main story’s narrative, again sees this 
dishonesty and opposes it. In Poor Man Pork, a seamstress “tried to substitute a cheaper fabric for the 
one Tan-Tan had given her” and keep the better fabric for herself  (Hopkinson 288). Tan-Tan reacts by 
confiscating prized material items: the woman’s candles. While she does steal, she justifies her actions 
like those of  the pirate ‘Black Sam’ Bellamy, who attacked slave ships off the Atlantic coast. Bellamy 
once stated, “[T]here is only this difference, they [slave merchants] rob the poor under the cover of  law, 
forsooth, and we plunder the rich under the protection of  our own courage” (qtd. in Defoe and John-
son 122).5 Tan-Tan’s sense of  justice combines with self-sacrifice as she “meandered through town until 
she found a house that was in darkness. She put the candles down […] rapped smartly on the door, and 
ran away, cape flaring behind her” (Hopkinson 288). Through these movements, Tan-Tan becomes the 
Robber Queen hero. Her vigilante steps of  justice are not hurried, as she “meanders,” watching for the 
ideal house that can profit from her unselfishness. She could keep the candles (after all, light would help 
to guard against the dangerous mako jumbies in the bush). Instead, Tan-Tan, the Robber Queen carves 
her name into one, increasing the stories told about her which Janisette will eventually track, and she 
leaves the gift of  light and warmth for her unsuspecting beneficiaries. Tan-Tan’s self-sacrifice allows for 
the heroic symbol of  her “cape flaring behind her.” She has righted the seamstress’s wrong through her 
own daring and selflessness. 

Tan-Tan’s episodes with greed and selfishness demonstrate her goodness, while her combat with 
ignorance emphasizes two gained knowledges: knowledge of  survival and knowledge of  intersectional-
ity’s inevitability. The twofold lesson occurs over two pages in the primary narrative in the town Babylon 
A-Fall (286–88). First, as a new exile nearly walks into a well, Tan-Tan “shoved him out of  danger” (286, 
287). With “an earful of  obscenities” as her thanks (287), Tan-Tan recognizes her gained knowledge after 
being without the artificial intelligence of  Eshu and Nanny, which everyone relies on in Toussaint. She 
can survive, in a village or in the bush, without such technology and advantages due to the knowledge 
gained through her Douen friendships. In the next moment, however, she hears Janisette’s automobile 
and knows that she has been tracked (287). By helping the abused while promoting the name ‘Tan-Tan, 
the Robber Queen,’ she has left a distinct trail. Like the woodpecker, in the folk tale, who could not re-
member his own path and loudly left markers (85), Tan-Tan’s actions leave markers for her enemy to fol-
low. She has not yet learned the plague of  vengeance. Returning to the bush, Tan-Tan laments how “she 
couldn’t make a home in tallpeople lands. Janisette would follow the trail that gossip about her laid, hunt 
her out wherever she was. She should stay away from settlements altogether” (288). The ignorant wood-
pecker in the folk tale returned home similarly discouraged and remained unsuccessful in its tasks. Tan-
Tan’s lament could be seen as another instance of  ignorance, because Tan-Tan can live among people if  
she chooses between forgetting about the Robber Queen or continuing as the folk tale hero. However, the 
Robber Queen persona is now integral to Tan-Tan. She cannot live in a human settlement without her 
alter ego, as it would result in the loss of  a coping mechanism working to overcome her sexual assaults. 
Just as the woodpeckers’ instinct makes them drill bark for food and drum bark as communication, Tan-
Tan’s Robber Queen instincts compel her to fight against and address the abuse she sees. The persona al-
lows her to internally fight her own past abuses, gaining control and self-empowerment as she does, while 
providing a model for folk tale listeners. This intersectionality acknowledges the multiple oppressions that 
Tan-Tan experiences, and she can now utilize knowledge and history in combatting them.
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Strength in Combatting Historical Oppression in “Tan-Tan and Dry Bone”

Only in the town of  Begorrat does Tan-Tan not perform as the Robber Queen. In Begorrat,6 
Tan-Tan encounters indentured slavery.7 However, instead of  fighting against it, she takes the advice of  
an indentured woman and runs (Hopkinson 284–86). The episode ends with Tan-Tan “shiver[ing] in the 
chill and dark,” wondering “what kind of  Robber Queen was she, that she just turned tail and ran from 
real evil?” (286). The next paragraph skips her and the readers to Corbeau without answering Tan-Tan’s 
question. Instead, one must go back to the folk tale “Tan-Tan and Dry Bone” to gain some sense of  an-
swer as to how Tan-Tan the Robber Queen fights “real evil.” 

While a traditional interpretation of  the tale would make it representative of  Tan-Tan’s guilt, I 
read this as representative of  the historical weight of  slavery and indentureship. The guilt of  killing her 
father—and possibly a mistaken guilt about the incestuous rape—marks Tan-Tan, as Master Johncrow (a 
turkey vulture) recognizes when he advises her to see Papa Bois for absolution (206). Yet, after Johncrow 
carries Dry Bone away, the tale ends with Tan-Tan contemplating, “[M]aybe she would even go find 
this Papa Bois, oui?” (212). Thus, Tan-Tan’s guilt remains, and Dry Bone represents something else. In 
answer, the folk tale takes place in Duppy Dead Town, where the movement of  the unhappy, despairing 
inhabitants links them with Begorrat: the “people drag them foot when them walk” (198), just as the in-
dentured slaves in Begorrat “drag one leg […] hampered by a ball and chain” (286). This town is meant 
to be the liminal space between life and “where the real duppy-them living” (198). Caribbean folklore, 
as expressed by Maureen Warner-Lewis in Guinea’s Other Suns, places duppies as dead spirits at the cross-
roads of  “human and spiritual worlds” (179). However, literarily, Candace Ward considers duppies to 
occupy the “liminal and disturbed space in the region’s literature, a fluid interspace between the material 
and immaterial worlds where the fraught relationship between history and historiography is played out” 
(217), specifically “in the evocation—at times more self-consciously expressed than at others—of  slavery 
and colonialism and their systemic brutality” (217). The people living in Duppy Dead Town represent 
the indentured slaves of  Begorrat, as well as enslaved and/or indentured ancestors in Caribbean nations. 
The duppy people, half-dead, half-enslaved, warn Tan-Tan about picking up Dry Bone, representative 
of  the hardship, exhaustiveness and weight of  indentured slavery (Hopkinson 200). As noted in MacEd-
ward Leach’s 1961 article “Jamaican Duppy Lore,” some Jamaicans then thought, like ancestors in Sierra 
Leone, that each person had two souls, one that ascended to heaven when a person passed away and an-
other that remained (after three days) with the living, “always hovering around the village, protecting and 
watching to see that the tribal laws are well-kept” (207). The duppies or spirits in Duppy Dead Town try 
to watch over and guide Tan-Tan the Robber Queen with their warnings. However, she does not heed the 
duppies’ warnings and instead believes Dry Bone’s lies, which trick her into picking him up. She not only 
picks him up but also brings him to her home, where he lives on her land and psychologically imposes his 
will upon her (Hopkinson 200). Tan-Tan the Robber Queen now works only for him, consistently feeding 
him as she becomes more and more exhausted.

The connections between Dry Bone and slavery are solidified by Dry Bone’s physical weight, which 
remains even after being set down. For Tan-Tan, this weight includes her non-actions in Begorrat, as well 
as her not remembering history: “‘[W]here you from, that you don’t know what it is to be indentured?’ 
Indentured. A word from her history lessons” (285). Dry Bone’s weight is not only Tan-Tan the Robber 
Queen’s guilt about being unable to ‘perform’ in Begorrat but also Tan-Tan’s obliviousness towards his-
tory. Furthermore, Hopkinson’s folk tale parallels Dry Bone’s greed and appetite with the plantation/
slave owners’ greed and consumption of  resources not rightfully theirs. As Dry Bone consumes enormous 
amounts, his body rots from within. His internal spiritual degradation is physically manifested on his 
body, symbolizing the rot that occurs with racist beliefs and greed, which spawned racist institutions.
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Dry Bone enforces his destructive attitudes on Tan-Tan the Robber Queen through his demean-
ing speech towards her, which she internalizes and begins to believe. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen echoes 
Dry Bone’s statements of  how she is “stupid too. Is must be so. [She] hang she head. […] Lazy, the voice 
in she head say. What a way this woman could run from a little hard work!” (204, italics in original). She has a 
mental and physical response to being categorized as “stupid” and “lazy” by “hang[ing her] head,” which 
reduces her physical body. Dry Bone’s attitude and speech reduces Tan-Tan from a dynamic individual, 
who acts as the vigilante Robber Queen, to someone who believes that “[feeding Dry Bone] is all she 
good for. Tan-Tan know she must be grateful Dry Bone even let she live” (204). Internalizing the false 
inferior/superior binary constructed and sustained through the practices of  Othering results in Tan-Tan 
the Robber Queen’s gratitude for being allowed mere existence and the belief  in definitive phrases like 
“all she good for.” However, these damaging ideas begin to change when she and Johncrow make plans 
to this combat historical oppression. 

Upon meeting Johncrow, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen learns about Dry Bone’s lies. While the 
image of  Johncrow, as a turkey vulture, has typically been seen in negative terms, associated with death, 
fear and corruption, John Rashford focuses on how “it (as suggested by the name John) is associated with 
obeah and […] African Jamaican resistance to forced labor” (66). Indeed, dangerous and associated with 
death, this favourable reading of  Johncrow helps decipher Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s folklore nar-
rative.8 Johncrow reasons with Tan-Tan the Robber Queen that “if  a man attack you, child, don’t you 
must defend yourself ? I know this, though: I ain’t smell no rottenness on you, and that is my favourite 
smell” (Hopkinson 206). Johncrow justifies Tan-Tan’s actions of  defending her body even at the cost of  
killing her father. She does not deserve to be punished or exiled for such an action of  defence. Johncrow 
functions similarly to the buzzard of  Akan culture: “Among the Akan, ‘the scarab and the vulture sym-
bolize self-begetting, self-creation and self-birth’” (Meyerowitz, qtd. in Grayson 36). Tan-Tan the Robber 
Queen, with Johncrow’s help, recreates her understanding of  her history. She is not inferior, does not de-
serve to live to feed Dry Bone and has skills more valuable for her own benefit. Facilitating Tan-Tan the 
Robber Queen’s new self-creation, Johncrow points to Dry Bone’s rotten nature: “Dry Bone did dead and 
rotten long before Nanny was a girl, but him living still” (Hopkinson 206). Johncrow connects Dry Bone 
to an institution that has been around since nearly the beginning of  time: slavery. While generally not out 
in the open, for Dry Bone “’fraid the open sky” (206), underlying attitudes of  self-interest, privilege and 
superiority remain in many contemporary societies. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, in Critical Race 
Theory, point out that “material determinism” remains because “racism advances the interests of  both 
white elites (materially) and working-class people (psychically), [therefore] large segments of  society have 
little incentive to eradicate it” (7). While slavery has been abolished, the underlying racist beliefs that not 
only tolerated the institution of  slavery but further propelled it forward in governmental and religious 
organizations still need combatting. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen, seeing she has an ally in such fight, “feel 
hope start to bud in she heart” (Hopkinson 206). An ally like Johncrow removes many of  her insecurities 
about her past and the effects of  Othering produced by Dry Bone.

To rid Tan-Tan the Robber Queen of  Dry Bone and all he signifies, Johncrow plots to carry him 
away once he is tricked into coming out into the open. Importantly, the folk tale does not insinuate or 
recount the abolition of  slavery as something done by the slave owners or the governing empire. Instead, 
abolition results from the plans and actions of  those enslaved who fight for freedom together. Olbrys Gen-
carella remarks, “[F]olklore bears the capacity for pivotal contributions to critiques of  power and domi-
nant or oppressive moralities” (173), such as narratives that tell of  the dismantling of  racist institutions or 
narratives attributing abolition to local liberators. It is Tan-Tan who uses her oration skills as the Robber 
Queen to trick Dry Bone onto her front porch and bring about his destruction. She performs her role of  
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deception, using Dry Bone’s character against him. She appeals to his sense of  superiority by calling him 
“Master” (Hopkinson 209), as well as by appealing to his desires for luxury and ownership, suggesting 
he “just sit and contemplate your estate” (209). Her final suggestion of  positioning him with pillows like 
“a king on he own throne” solidifies Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s insinuation of  permanence and his 
status as master of  her house (209). Dry Bone smiles and replies, “‘[Y]ou getting to know how to treat 
me good’” (209). The good treatment, as deceptive flattery that acknowledges Othering behaviour and 
norms it, misleads Dry Bone’s sense of  safety to come out in the open, where Johncrow (as self-creation) 
swoops down and carries him away to devour. Through their skillful actions, Johncrow and Tan-Tan 
the Robber Queen defeat Dry Bone, symbolically combatting the historical oppressions of  slavery and 
racism. At the folk tale’s end, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen sits on her porch’s “throne,” contemplating 
improvements to her estate to benefit her future life.

Strength and Companionship in “Tan-Tan and the Rolling Calf ”

For context, Tan-Tan, in Hopkinson’s main narrative, remains vigilant of  the Douen obeah axiom 
that Chichibud told her after she killed her father and escaped to the Daddy Tree community: she “could 
hear the whispering of  the Douens starting up in she head again: It ain’t have no magic in do-for-do / If  you 
take one, you must give back two” (Hopkinson 290; italics in original). While not literally held under a spell or 
curse from the Douens, the whispering in Tan-Tan’s head corresponds to a tale recounted in 1929 during 
an interview with a “victim who described how under the effects of  a spell, ‘…The spirit will argue with 
you in your mind’ (Beckwith, qtd. in Fernández Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert 167). Now, after leaving the 
Douen community, Tan-Tan feels she must observe the obeah she accepted from them that first night, 
with or without the presence of  the Douens. This obeah, instead of  a kind of  sorcery, relates a cultural 
knowledge that Tan-Tan has about warding off misfortune, specifically the misfortunes (imprisonment 
and death) threatening her after she killed her father. While known by Hopkinson’s readers and the 
Douen listeners, the tallpeople listeners in the novel never learn how Tan-Tan came under such a “curse” 
(Hopkinson 290), as Eshu labels the Douen’s adage for them. 

The folk tale begins with Tan-Tan’s third, now current, exile as she runs from One Eye and Jan-
isette. Important for the safety of  the Douen communities and telling of  Tan-Tan’s loyalty, the folk tale 
skips Tan-Tan’s time in the Daddy Tree community. These months spent in community with her Other 
are glossed over with the statement that “she hike for hours, until she was far, far from home” (290). Read-
ers learn that Tan-Tan observed the Douen people’s secrets and never mentioned her experiences to any 
humans, resulting in a valuable period of  growth in her life and understanding of  Relation becoming 
converted when made into the common knowledge passed through folklore. As Pierce states, “It is not a 
simple matter to bring new knowledge and perspectives to the human settlements. Tan-Tan works within 
the constraints of  human prejudice and fear, particularly the human/Other binary maintained to debase 
the douen” (215). Working within “constraints of  human prejudice and fear” results in Tan-Tan keeping 
the Douen people’s secrets, as they wished. The folklore converts lessons about Othering, language and 
perceptions that she learned while in the Douen community, which are still accessible lessons when the 
folk tale is heard by the Douen audiences. 

While one could see these lessons as lost, I maintain that the multiplicity of  oral storytelling con-
verts or transforms them. Laura Tanna, in Jamaican Folk Tales and Oral Histories, discusses the possibility of  
“lost” knowledge through the means of  language secrecy, the colonial degradation of  a “low culture” like 
folklore and rises of  technology. And surely, folklore does not record and/or continue to pass down some 
lessons and experiences. However, Tanna’s analysis and interviews detail, out of  those discussions of  
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“loss,” the prevalence of  transformation of  experiences. For instance, when Tanna recorded a collection 
of  Anansi stories in 1984, 146 in total, she noted 54 and 13 commonalities between prior collections in 
1924 and 1907, respectively (13). While the numbers decline, many of  the stories evolved with “variants” 
(21). Warner-Lewis’s analysis of  West Africa’s influence in the Caribbean abounds with understandings 
of  “cultural transmission,” “fusion” and “amalgamat[ion]” to help reveal the degrees of  cultural trans-
formations; as she states, some of  these decisions were based on “the safety valves used as outlets for [new 
indentured migrants’] confusion and fear” (53). This type of  ‘integration’ and ‘creolization’ can be seen 
in the Douens’ decisions to keep secret their knowledges, lifestyles and language skills from tallpeople 
communities. For Hopkinson’s readers and the Douen audiences, who know Tan-Tan’s history with the 
Douen people, one cannot separate Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s actions towards the stranger, Sadie, 
and her actions in protecting her best friend, Abitefa, who she honours by not revealing her to the tallp-
erson communities.

As Abitefa is not an explicit character in Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s folklore, the natural de-
sires of  companionship fall onto a stranger, representing Abitefa. The folk tale begins with Tan-Tan the 
Robber Queen approaching a stranger because she “see a chance to do somebody good, and quiet down 
some of  the whispering in she head” (Hopkinson 291). Her motivation to “walk a little way with you to 
keep you company” is not initially for companionship (291) but to quiet the obeah curse in her head. Tan-
Tan the Robber Queen views helping a scared woman to feel more secure as a way to “give back twice as 
much to a next somebody” (290). The statement of  quantity is a new aspect outside of  Chichibud’s origi-
nal decree to save two lives after killing her father. Now modified, this prophetic statement of  giving back 
is only quieted by and focused upon safety. The focus points to Tan-Tan atoning for jettisoning Abitefa’s 
safety with her family and her people. Borland affirms, “[S]ymbolic dimensions of  personal experiences 
that remain unvoiced in the narrative [is] another approach to determining narrative meaning that can 
augment contextualist readings” of  folk tales (441). Tan-Tan recognizes that, while Abitefa had a choice 
to guide Tan-Tan to multiple human communities, Tan-Tan’s actions and statements resulted in their 
exile. Tan-Tan needs to make amends for the actions that harmed her best friend. This revelation sym-
bolically appears in this Robber Queen folk tale, though unvoiced in the larger narrative. 

In the folk tale, to provide a sense of  safety and lessen Sadie’s fear, they walk together on the road. 
Leon specifies that “the conceptual category [of  ‘dwelling-in-travel,’ which includes spaces described as 
diaspora, border and dis/location] is rooted in notions of  mobility” (91). I argue that these notions of  
mobility should consider micromovements, which are much more personal. According to Olbrys Gen-
carella, folklore teaches communities “‘common sense’ [as] a naturalized domain of  social life that is 
associated with everyday and local experience” (180). Then, the micromovements of  the everyday and 
lived moments build the tallpeople’s and Douen people’s separate communal knowledges about dwell-
ing, travelling and displacement or exile. The micromovements in the tale begin with Sadie’s frantic 
movements as she “jump[s]” at various sounds while she “make[s] haste” and “whip[s] around” when 
Tan-Tan the Robber Queen begins to speak (Hopkinson 291). The verb usage indicates Sadie’s fear that 
the folklore character, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen, will find and kill her as she journeys between towns. 
As representative of  Abitefa, this would be a fear not of  the Robber Queen but of  any tallperson who 
actively tries to harm and Other the Douens. However, after Sadie’s energetic movements, as she and the 
“honest woman” proceed, the tale repeats the uncomplicated movement of  “walk” six times (291–92). 
The repetition of  “walk” indicates the comfortability, a nonhurried progression and simplicity that Abite-
fa and Tan-Tan’s relationship has developed after experiencing errantry together and gaining relational 
identities. The relational identity shows in the folk tale how errantry can reduce fear and increase senses 
of  safety. The sense of  safety allows Sadie to “laugh and joke with she like them was old friend” (291). 
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Sadie’s relaxing with a friend allows Tan-Tan the Robber Queen to realize that something is missing from 
her own life: companionship. While companionship is portrayed as missing after the pleasantries begin, 
the Robber Queen’s opportunity to converse with someone about mundane village gossip reminds her of  
the life she used to have (291), resulting in an emotional attachment to Sadie. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen 
begins to see Sadie as a friend, as well as a means to quiet the whisperings. This is similar to how Tan-Tan 
and Abitefa’s relationship began, with the two teenage girls pushed together by Abitefa’s mother because 
they were of  a common age (221). After their errantry of  hiking through the bush, Tan-Tan and Abitefa 
became friends as they discovered and celebrated each other’s different abilities. 

Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s desire for companionship transitions to protecting Sadie’s physical 
safety when Tan-Tan the Robber Queen fights the rolling calf  on Sadie’s behalf. As a rolling calf  at-
tacks, Tan-Tan the Robber Queen cries, “‘Sadie! I coming, gal!’” (293). The leisurely walk shifts to her 
“fetch[ing] one blow […] with she machète” as she “tear [her own arm] free” from its jaws (293). Tan-
Tan the Robber Queen “scream,” “jerk,” “roll” and “move fast” until, from her knees, she “drive the 
machète upwards” and “the beast crash down right on top of  she. […] She couldn’t move” (293). These 
combat actions provide two insights. First, they mirror the larger narrative of  Tan-Tan’s incestuous rape 
told earlier in the novel; second, her actions provide a narrative of  how Tan-Tan the Robber Queen 
can defeat the nearly invincible rolling calf  (i.e., a tallperson), who is nearly impenetrable with only one 
vulnerable spot. This “unvoiced dimension,” in Borland’s terms (453), is directed towards readers who 
match the action verbs between Tan-Tan’s final rape and Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s battle actions. 
The fact that Tan-Tan the Robber Queen instantly jumps into such a fight, with near-certain death as 
the outcome, expresses to the tallpeople communities her commitment to ensuring the safety of  a new-
found friend. To the Douen communities, it shares Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s desire to protect one of  
their own, Abitefa. Tan-Tan’s quick movements match the intensity of  Sadie’s prior ones, but her control 
also demonstrates her mastery of  precise and immediate decision making. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s 
movements are constant and fatal—only once she succeeds in her tasks do her movements stop—but 
they benefit Sadie/Abitefa, confirming Tan-Tan the Robber Queen as a friend and protector to both 
the tallpeople and the Douen people. Following the attack of  the rolling calf, the remaining tale returns 
to the topic of  companionship, thus underlining its importance. Sadie and Tan-Tan the Robber Queen 
“start walking again,” immediately returning to the ease and pace of  their prior relationship (Hopkinson 
294). Sadie’s talk comforts Tan-Tan the Robber Queen, as now “it was the voice of  a friend” (294), just as 
Tan-Tan finds beauty in Abitefa’s hinte talk (232). Reverting back into the ease of  walking and dialogue 
almost undermines the importance of  Tan-Tan risking her life during her errantry. 

Sadie, however, sees this importance when she desires to continue their friendship. Tan-Tan di-
rectly reveals her identity as the Robber Queen, purposefully frightening Sadie away (294–95). Tan-Tan 
the Robber Queen succeeded in providing physical safety and saving Sadie from the rolling calf, but she 
cannot sustain the emotional safety that friendship is based upon. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen purpose-
fully uses honesty to drive away her new companion, maintaining the distance and isolation that Tan-Tan 
the Robber Queen has determined necessary for her own safety. When viewed as a tallperson folklore 
tale, where Sadie represents any tallperson, one remembers how Tan-Tan lamented that she cannot 
remain around tallpeople due to Janisette’s hunting and the danger it brings. Not only would Tan-Tan 
be arrested and killed, but also the Douen people would be killed and their communities destroyed. The 
risk is not worth companionship with a tallperson. Alternatively, when viewed as a representative tale in 
which Abitefa takes the place of  Sadie, then Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s honesty about her vigilante 
persona can be viewed not as an act to end the friendship but as one to further the secret sharing already 
happening between the two friends. 
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In the folk tale, Sadie’s absence generates the whispering obeah voices again, reminding Tan-Tan 
the Robber Queen that she must “give back two” (295). Returning to the dead rolling calf, “she hear 
something whimpering in the dark. The rolling calf  baby was huddling against the mother dead body, 
crying for she” (295). The actions of  “whimpering,” “huddling” and “crying” place the baby calf  in a po-
sition of  needing a new safe home and mothering figure, much like Tan-Tan’s unborn child, the product 
of  her rape. Tan-Tan the Robber Queen, who was moments ago “sobbing with fatigue” at the thought of  
finding another soul to help, now “smile. She tuck the baby under she arm […] and start off again, hum-
ming a tune to calm the rolling calf  baby” (295). Tan-Tan the Robber Queen finds pleasure in providing 
safety for the calf  baby; without qualms, she begins comforting and soothing it, even as “it kick and fight 
and scratch” (295). She finds satisfaction in this companionship, analogous to her own child, who will not 
run scared after discovering her identity or her past. The Robber Queen equally accepts this companion, 
who has not heard of  her history or her exploits of  vigilante justice, with the statement, “[I]t was compa-
ny” (295). Tan-Tan the Robber Queen’s last folk tale ends as she finds lasting companionship and accep-
tance in the bush animals, by which she has been surrounded, instead of  in the tallpeople’s communities. 
Being surrounded by the animals during this time, Tan-Tan has constructed a common sense knowledge 
of  both the Douen people and the tallperson communities. Olbrys Gencarella describes common sense 
as a “constellation of  received ideas and ways of  living in tandem with individual practical experiences 
of  self ” (180). The folk tales now pass down this combination of  knowledge, built through the process of  
errantry, to the peoples of  New Half-Way Tree. For all folk tale listeners and readers of  the novel, Tan-
Tan the Robber Queen relays the importance of  relational identities and how one can acknowledge and 
embrace the Other and be accepted by them, while accepting oneself  and portions of  one’s root identity.

The three Robber Queen folk tales combine to highlight the strength of  female heroes constructed 
through the poetics of  errantry as they dispense justice, combat historical oppressions and acknowledge 
needed companionship. Scholars, such as Glissant and Leon, argue for the continued importance and 
power of  storytelling and cultural folk tales. Glissant iterates that stories are the (re)tellings of  relations, 
which help individuals better relate to one another, especially when from various cultures. For Glissant, 
these moments of  relations are the goals of  errantry. Following errantry leads to understanding relations 
between two cultures and their possible syncretisms. Combining the Robber Queen folk tales with the 
larger narrative instructs readers about the knowledge contained in folklore and the strength of  the fe-
male heroes therein.
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Notes

This article evolved from a presentation given at the 2018 International Caribbean Studies Forum Con-
ference, co-hosted between the University of  Belize and East Carolina University. I thank the organizers 
and everyone involved in the conference, especially Dr. Seodial Deena, Dr. Virginia Hampton, Dr. Chris-
topher DeShield and all members of  the organizing committee.

1 As noted in Warner-Lewis, the term ‘douen,’ or ‘dwen,’ originates from West African 
folklore as a term for spirits of  the dead who continue to live in human habitats; and in 
Trinidad, this has manifested as spirits of  dead children (180). In line with Trinidad’s 
folklore of  Douens, the “tallpeople” in New Half-Way Tree have thus labelled the indige-
nous people due to their small statures and certain physical traits, such as inverted knees. 

2 For more information about Eshu and how West Africa and African diasporas influence 
his characterization, see Boyle.

3 Originally from African (Akan/Ghana) folklore, ‘Nansi’ derives from Anansi, who is the 
mythological god of  stories but is often taken to be the spirit (and trickster) of  all knowl-
edge or wisdom. Emily Zobel Marshall explains Anansi’s origin as religious in Asante, 
where he bridges the gods and the humans, but political in Jamaica, representing the 
plights and cunning of  enslaved Africans without religious connotations (“Liminal An-
ansi” 37–38).

4 Kabo Tano comes from the Carib (or Kalinago) tribe, also known as Tamosi, or Ancient 
One of  the Sky. He is the god of  Creation (Redish and Lewis).

5 From an abridged edition of  The history of  the pyrates, first issued in 1728 as A general history 
of  the pyrates, 4th ed., vol. 2, (1726), which was originally issued in 1724 under title A gen-
eral history of  the robberies and murders of  the most notorious pyrates.

6 For detailed information about the plantation and slave owner St. Hilaire Begorrat, see 
De Verteuil.

7 I place these two institutions together as one, as they are in the novel, with the physical 
descriptions indicating slavery and the dialogue stating indentureship.

8 Rashford’s article also details the connections between the John Crow Bead, or jumbie 
bead, and obeah. As Dry Bone is once described as having a “tiny jumbie-bead eye, red 
with a blank centre” after the insurgent plot between Tan-Tan and Johncrow (Hopkin-
son 207), this strengthens this particular reading of  Johncrow and obeah.
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Re-articulations of  the 
Flying Symbolic: Flying and 
Falling in Edwidge Danticat’s 
Krik? Krak! and “Without 
Inspection”
Cole A. Carvour 
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Images of  flight abound across nearly all forms of  Black Atlantic cultural produc-
tion. In fact, the use of  flying imagery in diasporic African folklore, writing, music, dance 
and film is pervasive enough to lead one scholar, Olivia Smith Storey, to offer flight as a po-
tential rival or equal to Henry Louis Gates’s Talking Book in terms of  its centrally defining 
role in black diasporic narrative (Storey). However, both the frequency and the mutability 
of  these articulations of  flight make tracking their appearances and their meanings a diffi-
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cult task. As Storey highlights, “because it exists in multiple languages of  the Diaspora, because it overlaps 
with other images of  flight (Icarus, the phoenix, or angels)” and because of  the wide range of  geographic 
and historic positions from which it is re-employed, attempting to exhaustively delimit this trope may not 
be the most fruitful strategy for future scholarship on the topic (Storey). Instead, one avenue for future 
research entails close readings of  the continued adaptations within a given text of  what Alan Rice more 
expansively calls “the flying symbolic” or “the flying imaginary” (82–119). Employed interchangeably, 
these related expressions, on the one hand, reaffirm excellent studies that identify diasporic flight as a 
persistent legend, recurrent theme or fluid trope across Afro-Caribbean, African American and Afro-Lat-
in creative traditions.1 On the other hand, the terms ‘flying symbolic’ and ‘flying imaginary’ particularly 
emphasize flight as a means of  extending reality beyond conditions of  privation or as one form of  the 
“radical counter-hegemonic ideas” that suffuse diasporic cultural production (88). It is especially this 
latter sense of  the flying imaginary as a radical perspective, which challenges logics of  confinement, 
that this article draws upon. In this same vein, after a brief  review of  present trends within the body of  
research about these uses of  flight, this article explores the various re-articulations of  the flying symbolic 
in Edwidge Danticat’s novel or short-story cycle, Krik? Krak!, and her short story from a May 2018 issue 
of  the New Yorker, “Without Inspection.” Reading within and across these two texts exposes the culturally 
anchored continuum that exists between the experience of  flying and that of  ‘falling,’ a connection that 
other scholars have not fully examined. Both flight and fall in these texts demonstrate a common concern 
with self-determination, will and liberation, which is at the very heart of  the flying imaginary. That is, 
flying and falling each signal how self-determination can neither be fully exercised nor disposed of  under 
the regimes of  constraint described in Danticat’s writing. This continuum functions in Danticat’s texts as 
a citational device, recalling earlier versions of  both specifically Haitian and diasporic African flight, and 
as a means of  giving further expression to conditions of  black, Haitian and labourer experiences of  both 
obstruction and extrication at different points in time and place. 

Re-imagining the Flying Imaginary

Decoding Danticat’s development of  the flying symbolic in these two texts requires careful atten-
tion to prevalent analyses of  diasporic flight more broadly. Critics such as Wendy Walters, Gay Wilentz 
and Angelita Reyes take the legend of  the Flying Africans as their point of  departure for discussing flying 
imagery (Walters 4–5; Wilentz 21–23; Reyes 479). Underlining especially its “wide geographic currency,” 
Walters states that “the legend of  the Flying Africans is a canonical tale which resonates throughout the 
expressive traditions of  that part of  the African diaspora which has known slavery in the New World” 
(4). Though variations on this legend exist, the most basic elements of  the tale involve newly captured 
Africans or African-born slaves who, upon arriving to the New World or after some experience of  plan-
tation slavery, literally fly or run away from a future confined to physical and psychological exploitation 
and dehumanization.2 This version of  the legend highlights the suggested continuity between actions of  
flying and fleeing, which is present in nearly all variants of  the flying imaginary (Rice 109; Storey). Addi-
tionally, by inserting the tale of  the Flying Africans at the centre of  these scholarly works, critics rightfully 
displace a more universalist methodology, such as Western psychoanalysis, of  approaching the meaning 
and function of  flight across Black Atlantic traditions. Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, for instance, address 
common individual dreams of  flying as connected to erotic or anxious drives, or, broadly, as “symbols of  
transcendence” over constraining circumstances, respectively (Freud et al. 66–67; Jung et al. 149). In her 
1989 article on the topic, Wilentz vitally argues that such a lens fails to adequately comprehend “how this 
concept [of  flying] is applied in a culturally-specific structure—how the collective unconscious (memory) 
functions for a particular group of  people with a unique historicity” (21). In other words, a universalizing 
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approach does not account for the collectively shared and historically specific experiences of  Black Atlan-
tic populations. Though the legend of  the Flying Africans certainly involves transcendence, early uses of  
flight in diasporic African creative traditions are distinctively about overcoming or escaping experiences 
of  slavery (21–22). Wilentz’s cautionary note around universalizing approaches is doubly instructive for 
locating Danticat’s re-articulations of  flight. While it is appropriate to position Danticat’s texts in relation 
to these Black Atlantic legends of  Flying Africans, it is also necessary to account for the cultural distinc-
tiveness of  Danticat’s writing with regard to what Walters identifies as “more commonly cited North 
American examples” of  this tale (Walters 4). 

Among several scholars who address variants of  the legend of  the Flying Africans within their re-
search, one North American source receives a great deal of  attention: the 1940 Georgia Writers’ Project/
Work Projects Administration study, Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies among the Georgia Coastal Negroes.3 

This citational tendency may be linked to the fact that the authors of  Drums and Shadows are the first to 
aggregate such tales under the appellation ‘Flying Africans’ specifically (Storey). However, the prevalence 
of  this version of  the legend is relevant to situating Danticat’s uses of  the flying imaginary because, on the 
one hand, “giving the trope a recognizable title rapidly made it more visible to writers and scholars” (Sto-
rey). On the other hand, as Storey insightfully notes, this dominant citational practice “can deflect atten-
tion from its [flight’s] continuing creative presence” (Storey). Two examples from this study that contain 
some reference to Flying Africans appear in the following quotations from Jack Wilson and Mose Brown: 

Muh mothuh use tuh tell me bout slabes jis brung obuh frum Africa wut hab duh supreme 
magic powuh. Deah wuz a magic pass wud dat dey would pass tuh udduhs. Ef  dey belieb 
in dis magic, dey could scape an fly back tuh Africa. —Jack Wilson, Savannah, GA

My gran use tuh tell me bout folks flying back tuh Africa. A man an his wife wuz brung 
frum Africa. Wen dey fine out dey wuz slabes an got treat so hahd, dey jis fret an frett. […] 
Den dey flied right out uh sight. —Mose Brown, Tin City, GA (Georgia Writers’ 
Project 7, 18; italics in original)

Though substantial heterogeneity exists among the transcribed oral accounts about Flying Africans with-
in this collection, including depictions of  both individual and collective flight and gendered variations 
on flying, these two reports from Wilson and Brown display key features shared by several of  those tran-
scriptions. Specifically, these features include flight as typically undertaken by “native-born Africans who 
spend little time on America’s shores before flying off” (Wilentz 23), flight as connected to knowledge of  
magical words or African language (McDaniel 28; Storey) and flight as a successful or ‘living’ airborne 
escape from slavery (Gomez 117; Wilentz 24). As this article will shortly demonstrate, this outline for the 
Georgia sea-coast Flying Africans legends reveals that the versions of  this tale contained in Drums and 
Shadows cannot fully account for the antecedents to Danticat’s re-articulations of  the flying symbolic. 

Although both Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection” evoke North American versions of  the legend 
on some level, Danticat’s texts also recall more geographically relevant flying legends and twentieth-cen-
tury Caribbean literary adaptations, whose elements differ substantially from those delineated above. For 
example, critics such as Wilson C. Chen, Jennifer Lynn Donahue and Marie-José N’Zengou-Tayo discuss 
in detail Danticat’s engagement with Haitian folklore—especially through accounts of  female flight and 
witchcraft—in relation to experiences of  social control and gender norms rather than to experiences spe-
cific to slavery (Chen 48; Donahue 28–31; N’Zengou-Tayo 127–29). This engagement with female flying 
figures and folklore also positions Danticat’s writing in dialogue with francophone Caribbean works such 
as Guadeloupian author Simone Schwarz-Bart’s The Bridge of  Beyond (1974). Donahue additionally argues 
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that, especially in contemporary Caribbean women’s writing, the broader flying imaginary frequently 
relates to migration rather than to an explicitly African return (10). Furthermore, both Chen and Jana 
Evans Braziel highlight instances of  flight in Krik? Krak! where characters more precisely achieve lift-off 
and escape while drawing upon the words and images of  Haitian revolutionary figures instead of  magical 
or African language (Chen 38–46; Braziel 79–80). In particular, the novel’s allusion to the 1758 public 
execution of  the figure of  François Macandal also situates the text in relation to other Caribbean novels 
that contain similar representations, such as Alejo Carpentier’s The Kingdom of  This World (1957; Chen 
43). The references to these Haitian revolutionary accounts and to Macandal recode the generic conti-
nuity between flying and fleeing in Danticat’s novel, calling up legacies of  marronage and the complex 
relationship between such escapes and the development of  revolutionary struggle (Geggus 69). Lastly, 
Danticat regularly evokes other flying stories that do not align with the most prevalent features of  the 
tales from Drums and Shadows because these other stories present experiences of  falling as continuous with 
experiences of  flying, often undertaken by individuals who never physically reach either the New World 
or their destination and whose flying coincides with their death. Storey cites an analogous report from an 
abolitionist pamphlet, in which a ship’s doctor, Mr. Claxton, describes how some slaves “threw themselves 
overboard, on an idea that they should get back to their own country [… and how] one of  them […] fly-
ing to the place where the nettings had been unloosed […] he darted overboard” (Abstract 42). The scene 
is indisputably tragic since “he then went down and was seen no more,” but the man’s last gestures upon 
leaping and then diving downward were also “expressive of  his happiness in escaping” (42). Accounts 
such as this one, along with reimaginings of  flight in Danticat’s text, underscore the substantial links be-
tween at least some instances of  falling and an expansive analysis of  the flying symbolic. Specifically, the 
inclusion of  falling images exposes flight’s indeterminate connections to falling and death and demon-
strates that agency is always constrained but never fully eliminated within images of  both flight and fall. 

As exemplified by the appearance of  Claxton’s report in Storey’s article, occurrences of  falling 
do surface within multiple studies of  Black Atlantic flight (see Chen 44; Morgan and Youssef  212, 221; 
Thorsteinson 271; Reyes 480; Rice 99; Wilentz 25). Reyes even briefly, yet explicitly, includes “people 
falling or jumping from rooftops and cliffs” in her encyclopedia entry on Flying Africans (480). Other 
researchers such as Wilentz, Katherine Thorsteinson, Paula Morgan and Valerie Youssef  discuss falling 
solely as failed flight, especially regarding masculine and North American mechanical variations of  such 
falling imagery (Wilentz 25; Thorsteinson 271; Morgan and Youssef  212). Morgan and Youssef  addi-
tionally describe drowning, which sometimes ensues from falling, as a discrete process from or even as an 
obstacle to flying (221). Even Storey, despite her inclusion of  the above report, excludes falling from flight 
through the criteria set up in her article, where the “standards that [she] devise[s] to identify the trope 
include a literal use of  the word ‘flying’ or its variants, flight from a human representative of  a coercive 
culture, and flight towards a place of  refuge or home” (Storey). Although such models for reading the 
predicament of  falling may be appropriate in some circumstances, other instances of  falling more clearly 
relate to the flying imaginary as a means of  affirming, through sheer will, that “you cannot comprehend, 
confront, or imprison every aspect of  another human being” (Alexandre et al. 114). Within Danticat’s 
Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection,” what is necessary is not so much a separate analysis of  falling but 
an inclusion of  downward and falling motions within the larger continuum of  symbolic flight, for to view 
such narratives solely for their leaping-upward trajectory is to truncate this parabolic arc at its midpoint. 
Similarly, because “on the most obvious level, the legend is an evocation of  ‘The Return’ as a pan-African 
theme,” even those more common depictions of  upward flight imply an eventual coming back down to 
a real or imagined homeland (Walters 6). Additionally, apart from drawing upon experiences of  trans-
atlantic crossing, Danticat re-articulates falling descent in relation to both Haitian revolutionary dissent 
and the establishing of  genealogical descent, despite conditions that aim to disjoin such relationships. By 
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imbricating flying and falling such that they appear startlingly similar, Danticat draws attention to the 
inherent ambiguity within the flying imaginary between constraint and liberation both in order to register 
restrictions of  agency and reformulate possibilities for the expression of  self-determination. This article 
demonstrates that the return home, in other words, is always a fraught one, and will turn to these two 
creative texts by Haitian American author Danticat to further support this model for reading the flying 
imaginary.

Re-articulating the Flying Symbolic in Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection” 

Danticat’s 1995 Krik? Krak!, as the title indicates, skilfully navigates and reappropriates both oral 
and literary forms and traditions. Critics such as Lisa Ortiz and Taniya Neogi comment extensively on 
Danticat’s intergenerational and intercultural ‘weaving’ or ‘braiding’ of  both Black Atlantic and specifi-
cally Haitian legends and stories as an inventive tactic for surfacing a collective memory of  “survival and 
resilience […] that cuts across time and place” (Neogi 75). Whether viewed as a further elaboration of  
the Caribbean novel or, as Rocio G. Davis argues, as a repurposing of  the short story cycle—“a hybrid, 
occupying an indeterminate place within the field of  narrative, resembling the novel in its totality, yet 
composed of  distinct stories”—Danticat’s text does the important cultural work of  building upon existing 
representations of  Caribbean and Haitian experience (72). Among these various reimagined themes is 
that of  the flying symbolic. The theme of  flight appears most clearly in the book’s first three short stories. 
This article will examine the third story at length and the first two more briefly. Despite the frequent de-
ployment of  the flying imaginary within the text, only one scholar, Chen, has discussed the use of  flight 
in Krik? Krak! in great depth, though two shorter analyses of  flying in one of  the novel’s stories appear in 
the work of  Helen C. Scott and that of  Morgan and Youssef  (Scott 38–39; Morgan and Youssef  213). As 
this investigation will shortly make clear, Chen’s article is noteworthy not only for its thorough exploration 
of  flight in Danticat’s text but also for its simultaneous resistance to and reinforcement of  the dominant 
readings of  the flying symbolic previously described. On the one hand, Chen only references the Drums 
and Shadows version of  the Flying Africans legend indirectly. Citing Storey’s observation that the legend, 
referring to Drums and Shadows specifically expresses a certain “diasporic predicament” (Storey; Chen 41), 
Chen astutely contends that this ‘predicament’ is modified by Danticat as she writes from “the vantage 
point of  the late twentieth century—positioned between Haiti and the U.S.” (41). Thus, Chen goes on 
to read Danticat’s deployment of  the flying imaginary not, or not exclusively, in relation to the Geor-
gia-coast legend of  Flying Africans but in relation to Haitian revolutionary history (38–46). On the other 
hand, Chen nonetheless follows the dominant tendency of  excluding falling from flying, stipulating that 
“by ‘flight’, [he] refer[s] to various kinds of  physical flight—that is, flying through the air with wings or 
their equivalent […] traveling in the air by means of  apparatuses such as balloons or airplanes, and also 
fleeing […] ascension, elevation, and escape” (36). Both of  these choices have consequences for Chen’s 
reading of  Krik? Krak!.

The most evident use of  flight in Danticat’s text occurs in “A Wall of  Fire Rising,” which recounts 
the final days of  the character Guy’s life in rural Haiti with his wife, Lili, and his son, Little Guy. The 
story begins with the father initiating his own story, saying, “Listen to what happened today,” only to be 
cut off by Little Guy, who interjects, “Listen to what happened to me today” (Danticat, Krik 53; emphasis 
in original). These two, nearly identical statements at the start of  the narrative are worth noting, in part 
because the events to which Guy and Little Guy are referring will be responsible for driving the plot: Guy 
gaining a few hours of  employment at the sugar mill and his son receiving the role of  Dutty Boukman in 
his school play. These practically parallel lines also signal the fact, beyond the obvious filial connection, 
that the futures of  this father-son pair are intimately bound. Both pieces of  news are related to the condi-
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tions for and the forms of  flight that appear in the story. The fact that Guy receives hours at the sugar mill 
may be, as indicated by Lili, “a long time coming” and financially necessitated, but her husband “d[oes] 
not seem overjoyed about the one day’s work” (65). Like elsewhere in the Caribbean, the cultivation and 
processing of  sugar in Haiti is deeply imbricated with and embedded in historic processes of  slavery, (neo)
colonization and exploitation. Guy inherits and confronts this legacy of  helotism, recalling bitterly that 
“probably the first thing [his] mother gave [him] to drink as a baby was some sweet water tea from the 
pulp of  the sugarcane,” while also grappling with the reality of  providing for his family in an economy 
monopolized by the mill (66). These conditions, then, are partially responsible for driving Guy to fly—
flight from the circumstances of  his own disempowerment. At the same time, another force—Little Guy’s 
enunciation of  revolutionary Haitian oral tradition through the repetition of  his lines—urges his father 
to fly towards something or somewhere else. Even Little Guy’s first recitations “ma[ke] Lili and Guy 
stand on the tips of  their toes,” lifting them upward (57). Both of  these factors in Guy’s eventual flight 
are mediated through yet another form of  flying, a hot-air balloon that constantly fixes his attention. The 
balloon, brought to Haiti from the United States by the son of  the Assad family, who runs the sugar mill, 
clearly both aggravates Guy’s sense of  the injustice of  his family’s seemingly fixed condition, as the bal-
loon “occasionally fl[ies] over the shantytown skies” and presents the possibility of  escape from those very 
same confines. The balloon represents for Guy the opportunity to “be something new” (73). This third 
element of  flight leads eventually to the story’s tragic conclusion in which Guy initially floats off in the 
hot-air balloon, defying the restrictedness of  his earthly life, only to then climb out of  the basket and fall 
to his death. Together, these three elements—the conditions of  Haitian sugar cultivation, revolutionary 
Haitian history and the figure of  the balloon—form an assemblage through which Danticat re-articulates 
the flying symbolic in order give expression not to—or not exclusively to—the experience of  slavery but 
to the experiences of  mid-twentieth-century Haitian labourers. 

As Chen highlights, while certain elements in “A Wall of  Fire Rising” still evoke the legend of  Fly-
ing Africans on some level, this story clearly calls upon more recent reformulations of  the flying imaginary 
in novelistic settings and more geographically pertinent, revolutionary tales about Haitian figures such as 
Dutty Boukman and his predecessor Macandal (Chen 41–44). Chen particularly draws upon Danticat’s 
use of  flight in combination with fire (Boukman’s speech, the flames that produce the balloon’s flight) to 
illustrate these important connections. Still, because Chen like most scholars examining the flying imag-
inary, depends on a separation between flight and fall in his reading of  the story, he eventually discounts 
the revolutionary possibility in Guy’s actions. Though Chen admits that, through his fall, “we can say that 
Guy has finally gone home” (44), and that “Guy has, through death, liberated himself  from the chains 
of  his bondage,” he views falling as failed flight (46). Latching onto an important gendered aspect about 
flying instead, Chen argues that Guy’s decision to leave Lili and Little Guy behind in death reveals Guy’s 
continued “entrapment and ultimately take[s] the magic out of  Guy’s flight” (51). Scott similarly argues 
that Guy’s death constitutes an ending to the momentary “glimpse of  the miraculous escape he had 
dreamed of ” (39), and Morgan and Youssef  further maintain that “male aspiration, underachievement 
and failure are foregrounded” in this scene (213). This reading is certainly convincing when considered in 
relation to Krik? Krak! in its totality and Danticat’s persistent replacement of  paternal with matrilineal ge-
nealogies in the text. However, there is at least one other possible reading of  this example of  falling flight. 

By recalling stories of  the middle passage that depict the experiences of  flying and falling as linked 
and nondiscrete occurrences that do not depend on magic, Guy’s intentional exit from the basket and 
subsequent death is recoded from failed flight into something else. While some versions of  the flying 
imaginary are either more or less ambiguous about this possibility than others, both the legend of  the Fly-
ing Africans and stories of  ship jumping during the middle passage imply that flight and fall may be other 
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means not only of  escaping exploitation but also of  encountering death on the return home. As Rice and 
Danticat herself  argue in considering those captives who jumped from slave ships, whether or not these 
individuals fly home to Africa or simply die, is not the point of  the flying symbolic. These individuals may 
choose “to fly home in the mind, while [only] approximating such motions in the body” (Rice 98), but in 
doing so, they demonstrate “that they c[an] decide whether to live or die [as] one way of  affirming their 
humanity” (Danticat, Art 79). This emphasis on the vital confirmation of  humanity even in death is cru-
cial to understanding the re-articulations of  flight in “A Wall of  Fire Rising.” 

Though Guy certainly dreams of  an elsewhere embodied in the hot-air balloon, and though Lili 
pertinently asks, “[I]f  you were to take that balloon and fly away, would you take me and the boy?” Guy’s 
choice of  flight (and fall) should not be read, at least not exclusively, as an act of  masculine irresponsibility 
(Danticat, Krik 73). His choice is also about confirming his and his son’s right to self-determination and 
about memory. The night before Guy takes the balloon to the sky, the last thing he says to Lili is that he 
has found an answer to the question he asked her earlier on in the story: “How [is] a man remembered 
after he’s gone?” (75). Guy locates his response in a memory of  his own father “as a man that [he] would 
never want to be” (75). As Chen argues, Guy the father’s choice to leave Lili and Little Guy certainly con-
stitutes a level of  masculine abandonment (47). However, his flight (and fall) the next day are essential for 
opening the possibility of  Little Guy’s eventual flight as well. By refusing to become “a man that [Little 
Guy] would never want to be,” Guy facilitates this possibility (Danticat, Krik 75). By floating upward in 
the many-coloured balloon to the cheers of  his fellow workers, Guy provides his son with a flying memory 
of  refusal of  the conditions constraining their family. Nonetheless, Guy does not continue to soar away, 
which would indicate the possibility that he would benefit from an elsewhere without his son or his wife. 
Instead, parallel to his statement at the start of  the narrative, his story is cut short so that Little Guy’s sto-
ry can be told. In apparent recognition, Little Guy approaches his father’s lifeless body and evokes once 
more the words of  Dutty Boukman, “A wall of  fire is rising […] At night I relive once more the last caresses from 
the hand of  a loving father” (79; italics in original). And then again, he recites, “I call on everyone and anyone so 
that we shall all let out one piercing cry that we may either live freely or we should die” (80; italics in original). Little 
Guy’s response does not suggest the need to condemn Guy for a failed or irresponsible flight. Instead, the 
son’s reaction embraces a reading of  the father’s fall as a continued form of  flight—one that provides for 
a more capacious reality and exceeds definition by fatally confining sociohistorical circumstances. Just as 
“Boukman inherited or was inspired by Macandal’s spirit in a way that allowed him to deliver his power-
ful words at the famed vodou ceremony [at Bois Caiman] in 1791,” Little Guy, whose lines are learned 
from a book, is moved to speak by his father, who ‘goes up in flames’ like Macandal (Chen 43). Unlike 
Macandal, though, Guy comes back down in body rather than in spirit alone as an act of  faith rather 
than abandonment, confirming his love and genealogical descent through an incredibly awful downward 
descent, even while becoming “something new” (Danticat, Krik 73). 

 Two other short stories in Danticat’s Krik? Krak! also support the reading of  the flying imaginary as 
a continuum of  flight that includes falling: “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” and “Children of  the Sea.” The first 
of  these focuses on another parent-child relationship, but this time between mother and daughter. The 
story begins in the first person, with Josephine, the narrator, visiting her mother, Défilé. Her mother is 
imprisoned in dehumanizing conditions and accused of  being a lougarou and “of  having wings of  flame” 
because a baby she was caring for died (35). Lougarous or soucouyants in Haitian folklore are witches or 
old women who can remove their skin at night and fly, often with flamed wings, to eat human flesh or suck 
the blood of  children (Donahue 27; N’Zengou-Tayo 127). As elsewhere in Danticat’s text, however, this 
image of  flight is not only a citation but also a re-articulation of  both flying and Haitian folklore. Though 
Josephine’s mother did not fly on the night preceding her violent arrest, the reader learns that she did take 
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flight on another occasion, which is communicated through a story that Défilé has told Josephine many 
times. Défilé is a survivor of  the 1937 Parsley Massacre, which occurred on the Dominican side of  the 
island, and somehow managed, while pregnant with Josephine, to flee across the Massacre River only to 
see her own mother murdered and chopped up on the other side (Danticat, Krik 35). Danticat’s retelling 
of  this event in “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” amounts to a “counter-narrative of  resistance to the national 
forgetting of  the 1937 massacre” (Ortiz 68). Furthermore, the story takes up the slippage between flying 
and fleeing in Black Atlantic expressive traditions. However, later, in retelling her mother’s story, Jose-
phine states, “We came from the bottom of  that river where the blood never stops flowing, where my 
mother’s dive toward life—her swim among all those bodies slaughtered in flight—gave her those wings 
of  flames” (Danticat Krik 41; emphasis added). First, this version of  her mother’s story critically recodes 
Défilé as a feminist figure capable of  becoming a lougarou by choice and for life-saving purposes rather 
than by inheritance or punishment (Donahue 27–29; N’Zengou-Tayo 128). Défilé’s flight is a means of  
escaping both abuse and confinement. Second, the passage once again evokes Haitian revolutionary his-
tory since Josephine’s mother’s full name is Défilé Azile. Braziel usefully highlights that this name recalls 
the legend of  Dédée Bazile, or Défilé-la-Folle, a woman who is supposed to have gathered and buried the 
dismembered body of  one leader of  the Haitian Revolution, Dessalines (79). This reference also serves 
to establish an ongoing and revolutionary maternal genealogical ‘descent’ from Dédée, through Défilé, 
to Josephine. Additionally, Défilé’s flight in this passage is constituted through a downward dive and sub-
mersion into the river. On one level, the passage evokes the Christian practice of  baptism or cleansing. 
On another level, these details elicit the previously discussed image of  slaves jumping from ships and the 
continuity between flying and falling. Finally, Défilé’s tale also calls to mind other nonskyward tales of  
Flying Africans from across the Black Atlantic context. One version from Drums and Shadows that does not 
align with the study’s more prevalent accounts conveys how, at Igbo Landing, an entire group of  recently 
arrived slaves “mahch right down in duh ribbuh tuh mahch back tuh Africa,” reframing the image of  
walking on water not exclusively as a Christian symbol but also as incorporated into the culturally bound 
expressive tradition of  flight (Georgia Writers’ Project 185). This integration of  falling into a continuum 
of  flight in “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” significantly expands the ways in which Danticat is able to both 
remember disparate points in time and place in Haitian history and move somewhere new in terms of  
cultural production. 

“Children of  the Sea” provides another well-defined example of  this creative reformulation of  
the flying symbolic, though there are no particularly evident moments of  flight in the story. Positioned 
as the opening short story in Krik? Krak!, this narrative is structured through an odd back-and-forth qua-
siepistolary, which the reader later learns could never take place except imaginatively. The unnamed 
male narrator is aboard a makeshift boat headed for Miami, and his lover is still in Haiti. The simplest 
argument for the inclusion of  this story within the larger text’s redeployment of  the flying symbolic might 
be to appeal to the tendency in critical writings on flight that highlight the slippage between flying and 
fleeing. After all, the female narrator who remains in Haiti reveals that the other narrator is involved with 
revolutionary organizing and radio, necessitating his flight towards the United States and away from po-
litical persecution. Other elements of  the narrative, however, allow for further elaboration on the flying 
imaginary within “Children of  the Sea” through the attentive inclusion of  falling as flight. For example, 
the first narrator admits, midway through the story, that he “feel[s] like [he and the boat people] are sail-
ing for Africa [and that] maybe [they] will go to guinin, to live with the spirits, to be with everyone who 
has died before [them]” (Danticat, Krik 14). This statement links the narrator’s feeling with the tradition 
of  the flying imaginary as a form of  return to a real or imagined home and reminds the reader that this 
return is also always already a possible meeting with death. 
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Further use of  flight appears through another central character, a pregnant woman named Céli-
anne. The young woman, who was raped and impregnated by a group of  Macoutes, gives birth while on 
the boat with the narrator and the other fleeing Haitians (24). Eventually, upon realizing that the child 
is dead, the other passengers begin offering Célianne to throw her baby’s corpse overboard, along with 
all the other possessions being discarded due to a leak in the boat (25). Instead, suspended between Haiti 
and the United States, and facing the death of  her child and her own probable death, Célianne “thr[ows] 
[the baby] overboard. […] And quickly after that she jump[s] in too” (26). While this event is certainly 
tragic, the meaning of  Célianne’s death goes beyond the immediate implications of  suicide. In this pas-
sage, “we see echoes of  the stories of  Africans jumping off the decks of  slave ships hoping to fly back to 
the places they once called home,” in the face of  unimaginable, dehumanizing conditions (Danticat, Art 
79). Célianne’s death re-enacts a version of  the flying imaginary that already contains falling flight in at 
least two ways. First, unmistakably, Célianne achieves her flight through a downward plunge, away from 
the traumatic experiences she survives in Haiti and away from her physical and psychological suffering 
onboard the boat. Second, in joining her daughter in death, Célianne confirms another form of  ‘descent’ 
by imaginatively establishing a continuous genealogy from the middle passage, through herself, to her 
daughter. When diving, plunging, falling and similar feats are read through the continuum of  the flying 
imaginary, these actions take up new histories and take on new meanings. This reading is confirmed again 
by the first narrator himself  when he throws his journal overboard and contemplates his approaching 
“life eternal, among the children of  the deep blue sea, those who have escaped the chains of  slavery to 
form a world beneath the heavens and the blood-drenched earth” (Danticat, Krik 28). Like the child that 
Célianne relinquishes, the narrator relinquishes his journal or pre-book along with the particular form 
of  authority that writing entails, also echoing and extending the relationship described between Guy and 
Little Guy in “A Wall of  Fire Rising.” This passage also involves the flying symbolic in at least one oth-
er sense, as a practice of  the mind for transcending confinement and deprivation. Space, time and the 
limits of  the possible are reconfigured in Célianne’s and the narrator’s (contemplated) deaths, which are 
left productively open-ended, especially since the narrator wonders if  “perhaps, [he] was chosen from 
the beginning of  time to live there with Agwé at the bottom of  the sea” (28). In this instance, Danticat 
re-articulates flight, citing Haitian Vodou spirituality in the form of  the spirit of  the sea and creatively 
rejoining this spirituality with Black Atlantic experiences along a continuum from the horror of  the slave 
trade and the middle passage to the twentieth-century predicament of  Haitian experiences of  dictato-
rial violence and immigration. Indeed, such imaginative movement is figured even in this short story’s 
form, since the exchange between the first and second narrator was never possible except in the mind. 
Danticat’s inventive employment of  the continuum of  flying and falling throughout Krik? Krak! opens new 
spaces for the expression of  the simultaneous historicity and immanence of  diaspora experience, always 
yet to be consolidated. 

If  Krik? Krak! re-articulates or extends the flying symbolic in relation to new types of  exploitation 
in the twentieth century, then Danticat’s “Without Inspection” reformulates the flying imaginary again 
to reflect experiences of  twenty-first-century Haitian immigrants and labourers as (often) undocumented 
persons residing in the United States and who enter without passing official ports of  entry. More spe-
cifically, Danticat achieves such a re-articulation of  the flying symbolic through a sustained scrutiny of  
the flying imaginary as a culturally specific creative tradition that often already includes experiences of  
falling. In one review, blogger Kay Nicole reads this short story as a convincing demonstration of  the en-
during capacity for immigrant dreaming but ultimately questions the efficacy of  Danticat’s effort. Nicole 
contends that “the overwhelming mood of  the story is bleak and painful” (Nicole). In the same manner, 
she perceives the three main characters, Arnold, Darline and Paris, as “destined, not to soar to great 
heights, but to plunge to great depths” (Nicole). This analysis of  the characters’ trajectories in “Without 
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Inspection” adheres to an analogous reasoning in dominant readings of  flight, which tend to associate 
downward and falling motions with failure or entrapment and skyward, flying movements with escape or 
success. Again, such an evaluation misses the emancipatory impulse or potentiality in these acts of  falling 
flight. 

The narrative in “Without Inspection” begins in freefall: “[I]t t[akes] Arnold six and a half  sec-
onds to fall five hundred feet” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). In fact, the entire short story takes place 
in the space of  those few seconds as a limited third-person narrator travels with Arnold back to Haiti, to 
his partner, Darline, and to his unofficially adopted son, Paris. The immediate details of  this fall, though, 
do not conjure images of  flight, especially because Arnold “neither intend[s] nor cho[oses] this dive that 
[results] from his left foot slipping off the scaffold and his body sliding out of  his either loosened or broken 
safety harness” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). Thus, straightaway, Arnold’s fall is not initiated by a 
dissenting, deliberate leap, like the escapes accomplished by African captives during the middle passage. 
However, like those examples of  ship-jumping dissent, Arnold’s plunge constitutes more than a physical 
ending: these dives are also “transitions, spiritual journeys to places from [the] past, homes that ha[ve] 
become idealized—in their minds” (Danticat, Art 79). In other words, one way of  interpreting Arnold’s 
falling as a form of  flying is by recognizing that this fall becomes a means for his mind to travel or return 
to people and to places that his body cannot reach. Furthermore, to disassociate this fall from the flying 
imaginary on the basis of  a lack of  choice or intention is dubious. The status of  choice is nearly always 
highly ambiguous within examples of  diasporic African lines of  flight. Without diluting or diminishing 
entirely the agency involved in these acts, it is also essential not to overlook the reality that these flying 
feats always occur in the context of  structural and personal constraint. Black Atlantic cultural traditions 
use “flying, both real and imagined, as an escape from the unbearable circumstances of  the middle 
passage, slavery, and some of  what came after” (Treisman). Arnold’s fall occurs within and removes his 
physical participation from exploitative labour practices that assess immigrants like Arnold as expend-
able. This disposability is also featured, for example, in the failure to provide proper safety equipment and 
the setting in which “construction workers fall while working to build very expensive hotels or apartment 
buildings that they would not be able to afford or stay in” (Treisman). 

Multiple other aspects of  “Without Inspection” also point the reader towards the tradition of  the 
flying imaginary. For instance, the crashing end to Arnold’s dive is referred to as a “landing” akin to his 
arrival in the United States upon a Miami shoreline after crossing from Haiti (Danticat, “Without Inspec-
tion”). This crossing is undertaken in order to flee from conditions of  abuse and poverty in his childhood 
and young adulthood. Significantly, the comparison between these two moments of  flight provides fur-
ther evidence that Danticat is already transforming the flying imaginary to reflect the circumstances of  
the twenty-first century, as Arnold arrives by motorized speedboat instead of  on a makeshift raft (Treis-
man). The flying symbolic, then, is not a static, unchanging tradition but a “framework [that] gives some 
flexibility to the narrative, some elasticity, because that experience [of  falling] would be very different for 
each of  us, depending on our personal and larger history, who we are” (Treisman). 

Yet another substantial occurrence of  this theme appears in “Without Inspection” through fre-
quent examples of  the mechanical flight (as ascent, descent and escape) of  airplanes and boats. Aside 
from Arnold’s arrival in Miami, the narrative also describes Arnold fashioning a paper plane, which has 
“long narrow wings so it [can] fly far,” for Darline to take home to Paris (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). 
These planes and boats are central to Arnold’s relationship building with Paris. Indeed, the efforts seem 
successful, because “Paris [calls] Arnold Papa the first time they meet” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). 
Eventually, Arnold transitions into making paper boats with Paris “to remind him that he had survived 
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the sea” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). This practice of  constructing paper planes and boats establish-
es, through family tradition, an imaginative and social family feeling between Arnold and Paris. Though 
Thorsteinson has suggested that more recent creative expressions of  North American flight “since the 
Golden Age of  Aviation (1919–39) […] avow a distrust of  Western technology,” here, Danticat trans-
forms plane flight into an exercise in gaining and building trust (Thorsteinson 259). 

Later in the story, when Arnold lands in the cement mixer, he notices “an airplane cut across the 
clear blue sky […] and that was when he realized that he was dying, and that his dying offered him a 
kind of  freedom he’d never had before” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). This plane flies him not just 
to memories or thoughts of  Darline and Paris but also directly to them in the present, even though he 
cannot physically escape the cement mixer or death. This image of  flight through dissociation recalls 
Barbara Christian’s argument that “how to recognize where one’s mind should be, whatever the fate of  
the body,” is a form of  knowledge “stemming from a history of  the forced displacement of  blacks in the 
West” (150). Finally, Arnold reveals that he and Darline have been putting money away in order to take 
Paris on an airplane. His last words to Paris during a disembodied flight are that “one day [Paris] will go 
to the other Paris, [he] will have a family and [he] will fly in a real airplane” (Danticat, “Without Inspec-
tion”). Much like Guy’s fall in “A Wall of  Fire Rising,” Arnold’s life is cut short while Paris’s story contin-
ues. In addition, Arnold’s lack of  choice in this descent separates his flight from legacies of  irresponsible 
diasporic African flight, in which men leave women and children behind. If  anything, Arnold’s death is 
even more tragic because Paris’s biological father died during an earlier crossing or flight that brought 
Darline and Paris to the United States and because Arnold’s status as a father is chosen and not deter-
mined by blood. While this downward flight allows Arnold to escape certain conditions in death and to 
view his closest loved ones, he cannot attain “what he want[s] most of  all, which [is] not to die” (Danticat, 
“Without Inspection”). Though Arnold “never want[s] to feel bound […] to be attached to a few people 
[is] fine” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). In this reading, Arnold’s flying descent functions in Danticat’s 
short story as his final will and confirms Paris’s genealogical descent as his son, extending this conception 
beyond biological delineations.

Falling and Concluding Flight

Citing Stuart Hall, Brent Hayes Edwards states in the prologue to The Practice of  Diaspora that the 
term ‘articulation’ denotes a gesture from “a curious place, as it is both the point of  separation […] and 
the point of  linkage” (Edwards 15). The expansive yet polymorphic and multivalent tradition of  Black 
Atlantic flight, both real and imaginary, might be regarded through a similar recognition of  both connec-
tions, through citation and reappearance, and the “haunting gap or discrepancy that allows the African 
diaspora to ‘step’ and ‘move’ in various articulations” (15). As Danticat’s novel Krik? Krak! and short story 
“Without Inspection” thoroughly demonstrate, the flying imaginary should be understood as a trope 
or myth but also as a vital practice that allows for movement and for the resourceful conjuring of  new 
forms of  cultural production and even of  new forms of  life that evade, at least partially, the impositions 
of  various historical and ongoing predicaments of  displacement, capture and confinement. What this 
article also demonstrates is that a conception of  flight within this novel and short story is strengthened by 
a reading that views falling as an extension of  this practice of  moving beyond constraint. This model for 
considering the flying imaginary expands both those legends, stories and communities that are evoked 
through the use of  flight and the possibilities for creative redeployment of  the theme. In other words, 
Danticat develops specifically Caribbean and Haitian falling imagery as jointed to “flights of  the imag-
ination, as physical movements or devices of  cultural production, [that] reconstruct middle passages to 



119

Re-articulations of  the Flying Symbolic: Flying and Falling in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection”

reconceptualize the voyages as well as to lend a sense of  revolutionary possibility to freedom dreams” 
(Commander 7–8). Perhaps such possibilities are most clearly illustrated by Danticat herself  in the an-
tepenultimate paragraph of  “Without Inspection.” As Arnold observes from a dissociative perspective, 
he perceives “cell-phone images of  him falling, taken from different angles” (Danticat, “Without Inspec-
tion”). However, “he looked, in the quickly assembled collage of  these recordings, not like a person but 
like a large object plummeting. He was moving too fast to be identifiable as a human being when the foot-
age wasn’t in slow motion” (Danticat, “Without Inspection”). The indeterminacy of  Arnold’s witnessing 
of  his own suspended image in flight in these three sentences is poignant. For, it is possible that Arnold has 
been disfigured beyond recognition, made object and infinitely refracted across screens that are outside 
of  his control. Then again, it is also possible that Arnold’s new and fugitive form, barely “identifiable as 
a human being,” will facilitate an enduring escape in which he can return multiply to Darline and Paris 
and elsewhere and in which, for those who care enough to play the footage in slow motion, he may yet 
remain perceptible (Danticat, “Without Inspection”).

Notes
1 For example, flight is analysed primarily as legend or myth in Walters 4 and Wilentz 21; 

as theme in Chen 36 and McDaniel 28; and as trope in Storey.
2 These basic elements are confirmed in Gomez 118; Reyes 479–80; Rice 88; Wilentz 23.
3 Analyses of  Drums and Shadows appear in Chen 41; Gomez 117; McDaniel 28; Reyes 481; 

Rice 93; Storey; Walters 9; Wilentz 23.



120

Re-articulations of  the Flying Symbolic: Flying and Falling in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection”

 Works Cited

An Abstract of  the Evidence Delivered before a Select Committee of  the House of  Commons in the Years 1790, and 1791, 
On the Part of  the Petitioners for the Abolition of  the Slave-Trade. J. Phillips, Printer, 1791.

Alexandre, Sandy, et al. “My Turn in the Fire.” Transition, no. 93, 2002, pp. 110–28.

Braziel, Jana Evans. “Défilée’s Diasporic Daughters: Revolutionary Narratives of  ‘Ayiti’ (Haiti), ‘Nanchon’ 
(Nation), and ‘Dyaspora’ (Diaspora) in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” Studies in the Literary 
Imagination, vol. 37, no. 2, 2004, pp. 77–96.

Carpentier, Alejo. The Kingdom of  This World. Knopf, 1957.

Chen, Wilson C. “Figures of  Flight and Entrapment in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” Rocky Mountain 
Review, vol. 65, no. 1, 2011, pp. 36–55.

Christian, Barbara. Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers. Pergamon, 1985.

Commander, Michelle D. Afro-Atlantic Flight: Speculative Returns and the Black Fantastic. Duke UP, 2017.

Danticat, Edwidge. The Art of  Death: Writing the Final Story. Graywolf, 2017. The Art of  Series.

---. Krik? Krak! 1st ed., Vintage Books, 1996. Vintage Contemporaries.

---. “Without Inspection.” New Yorker, 14 May 2018, www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/05/14/
without-inspection. Accessed 3 Mar. 2021. 

Davis, Rocio G. “Oral Narrative as Short Story Cycle: Forging Community in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? 
Krak!” MELUS, vol. 26, no. 2, 2001, pp. 65–81.

Donahue, Jennifer Lynn. Taking Flight: Caribbean Women Writing from Abroad. UP of  Mississippi, 2020. 

Edwards, Brent Hayes. The Practice of  Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of  Black Internationalism. 
Harvard UP, 2003. 

Freud, Sigmund, et al. The Interpretation of  Dreams. Wordsworth Editions, 2014.

Gates, Henry Louis, Jr. The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of  Afro-American Literary Criticism. Oxford UP, 1989. 

Geggus, David Patrick. Haitian Revolutionary Studies. Indiana UP, 2002.

Georgia Writers’ Project. Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies among the Georgia Coastal Negroes. U of  Georgia 
P, 1940.

Gomez, Michael A. Exchanging Our Country Marks: The Transformation of  African Identity in the Colonial and 
Antebellum South. U of  North Carolina P, 1997.

Jung, C. G., et al. Man and His Symbols. Doubleday, 1964.

McDaniel, Lorna. “The Flying Africans: Extent and Strength of  the Myth in the Americas.” Nieuwe West-
Indische Gids/New West Indian Guide, vol. 64, nos. 1/2, 1990, pp. 28–40.



121

Re-articulations of  the Flying Symbolic: Flying and Falling in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak! and “Without Inspection”

Morgan, Paula, and Valerie Youssef. Writing Rage: Unmasking Violence through Caribbean Discourse. U of  West 
Indies P, 2006.

Neogi, Taniya. “Braiding Memories and Cooking Resistance: Subversive Matrilineal Storytelling in 
Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” PostScriptum: An Interdisciplinary Journal of  Literary Studies, vol. 2, no. 
1, 2017, pp. 74–83. 

Nicole, Kaye. “The Free but Doomed Immigrant in Edwidge Danticat’s ‘Without Inspection.’” Kaye 
Nicole Gets Lit, 5 June 2018, kayenicolegetslit.wordpress.com/2018/06/05/the-free-but-doomed-
immigrant-in-edwidge-danticats-without-inspection/. Accessed 3 Mar. 2021. 

N’Zengou-Tayo, Marie-José. “Rewriting Folklore: Traditional Beliefs and Popular Culture in Edwidge 
Danticat’s Breath Eyes, Memory and Krik? Krak!” MaComère: Journal of  the Association of  Caribbean Women 
Writers and Scholars, vol. 3, 2000, pp. 123–40. 

Ortiz, Lisa M. “Re-membering the Past: Weaving Tales of  Loss and Cultural Inheritance in Edwidge 
Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” Journal of  Haitian Studies, vol. 7, no. 2, 2001, pp. 64–77.

Reyes, Angelita. “Flying Africans.” Africa and the Americas: Culture, Politics, and History; A Multidisciplinary 
Encyclopedia, edited by Richard M. Juang and Noelle Anne Morrissette, American Bibliographical 
Center/Clio, 2008, pp. 479–81.

Rice, Alan J. Radical Narratives of  the Black Atlantic. Continuum, 2003.

Schwarz-Bart, Simone. The Bridge of  Beyond. Translated by Barbara Bray, 1st ed., Atheneum, 1974.

Scott, Helen C. Caribbean Women Writers and Globalization: Fictions of  Independence. Ashgate, 2006.

Storey, Olivia Smith. “Flying Words: Contests of  Orality and Literacy in the Trope of  the Flying 
Africans.” Journal of  Colonialism and Colonial History, vol. 5, no. 3, 2004, n. pag. Project 
MUSE, doi:10.1353/cch.2004.0090. Accessed 3 Mar. 2021. 

Thorsteinson, Katherine. “From Escape to Ascension: The Effects of  Aviation Technology on the Flying 
African Myth.” Criticism, vol. 57, no. 2, 2015, pp. 259–81.

Treisman, Deborah. “Edwidge Danticat on Her Caribbean Immigrant Experience.” New Yorker, 
7 May 2018, www. newyorker.com/books/this-week-in-fiction/fiction-this-week-edwidge-
danticat-2018-05-14. Accessed 3 Mar. 2021. 

Walters, Wendy W. “‘One of  Dese Mornings, Bright and Fair, / Take My Wings and Cleave De Air’: 
The Legend of  the Flying Africans and Diasporic Consciousness.” MELUS, vol. 22, no. 3, 1997, 
pp. 3–29.

Wilentz, Gay. “If  You Surrender to the Air: Folk Legends of  Flight and Resistance in African American 
Literature.” MELUS, vol. 16, no. 1, 1989, pp. 21–32.



122

An Anthurium Blooms: An 
Interview with Dr. Sandra 
Pouchet Paquet
Miguel Vasquez

Source: University of  Miami | Ines Hegedus-Garcia | Flickr

Introduction: The Routes and Roots of  a Conversation

An anthurium blooms in my living space. This flower has passed through many 
hands, including one of  Caribbean scholarship’s most revered writers and educators, San-
dra Pouchet Paquet. The anthurium was gifted from Dr. Paquet to her colleague and close 
friend, Dr. Patricia Saunders, for the purpose of  displaying it at the 37th Annual West Indi-
an Literature Conference, hosted by the University of  Miami in October 2018.1 When the 
conference drew to a close, the flower was then bestowed on one of  the graduate-student 
organizers and then editorial assistant of  Anthurium (my partner). Sitting atop my kitchen 
counter for nearly two years now, this sprawling anthurium’s journey is deeply intertwined 
with a scholar who has given her time and care to the University of  Miami community and 
the Caribbean literary studies community writ large (see fig. 1 and 2). 
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Dr. Paquet is professor emerita of  the University of  Miami and author of  The Novels of  George 
Lamming (1982), Caribbean Autobiography: Cultural Identity and Self-Representation (2002) and coeditor of  Music, 
Memory, Resistance: Calypso and the Caribbean Literary Imagination (2007). She is the first Caribbean studies 
tenure-track faculty member in the university’s history and is the co-creator of  the Caribbean Writers 
Summer Institute (CWSI). I am currently in the process of  archiving the CWSI’s storied gatherings. This 
archive spans a bridge between Dr. Paquet’s and my own presence at the University of  Miami; it has been 
essential to understanding the work that paved the possibility for my current position and the work that 
is yet to be done. Even still, Dr. Paquet’s lifetime investments in Black students and students of  colour 
resonate through the continued growth of  Anthurium: A Caribbean Studies Journal as an open-access online 
space (Saunders), as well as through her continued advocacy on behalf  of  faculty and students for more 
equitable spaces of  learning and support in higher education (Saunders and Paquet). 

At the University of  Miami in particular, it may be taken as a given that research pertaining to the 
Caribbean is both commonplace and widely funded. As a PhD student in English working at the inter-
section of  Caribbean and African American literary studies, I (alongside my colleagues) actively inherit 
a legacy that Dr. Paquet and her collaborators set in motion through long-fought lobbying efforts for stu-
dents to be recognized. Her generation of  women scholars has established inclusive networks within and 
beyond the borders of  their institutions—networks that laboured for opportunities against a backdrop of  
academic bureaucracy. Recalling Dr. Paquet’s historiography is a step towards rethinking how the con-
stants of  our present are made possible, both then and now, by BIWOC (Black, Indigenous and Women 
of  Colour) who have risked their institutional positions in creating new avenues for future eras of  scholars. 
In our current moment, when the University of  Miami, the United States and the world grapple with 
the need for as yet unrealized racial equality, equity and inclusion, it is instructive for us to recall, through 
the memories of  trailblazers such as Dr. Paquet, what kinship and solidarity make possible. Thus, in the 

Fig. 2. Dr. Sandra Pouchet Paquet, 2002 (Photo courtesy of  
Sandra Pouchet Paquet). 

Fig. 1. The anthurium, pictured in the author’s home, was 
originally purchased by Dr. Sandra Pouchet Paquet. (Photo 

courtesy of  the author)
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hopes of  better tomorrows, I offer this visual from a CWSI afternoon, as Dr. Paquet herself  described it: 
one summer in a mostly vacant U Miami campus, strolling across the lawn en route to a workshop, Black 
and brown bodies smiling, joyful and safe within each other. 

The following interview chronicles aspects of  the aforementioned work and care—a journey of  
proximity and community building. Thanks to the generously given time and faith of  my mentor, Yolan-
da Martinez-San Miguel, I was blessed to have been given the introductory meeting that jump-started my 
dialogues with Dr. Paquet, making this conversation possible. From that point, consecutive Zoom meetings 
with Dr. Paquet throughout the humid Miami months of  July and August 2020 came at a most perilous 
time: COVID-19 spikes in Florida and across the nation resulted in unprecedented loss of  life,2 and the 
murder of  George Floyd reignited racial unrest that resulted in a cycle of  protests and pre-emptive state 
violence.3 Entering this summer and leaving it, the United States faces a reckoning with its inability to 
adequately support and protect its constituents from its own violent histories and consequential inequal-
ities. Protests centring around racial, ethnic and class solidarity have thereby overwhelmed our moment 
at intervals, leaving a tangible mark on the nation’s media, marketing and the bodies of  those fighting for 
justice. This deep tension was the undercurrent of  our conversations over a period of  six weeks, leading 
our descent into the ubiquity and simultaneous erasure of  Black life—partially explored via Anthurium’s 
recently published special issue on Black life in Miami (Looking). 

In time, Dr. Paquet and I also dove into our own personal relationships to Miami—the city a con-
stant reminder of  a not-so-far-away Caribbean Sea. Her openness to share memories, including those 
especially close to her heart, carried me through this harsh summer. And it is with regard to this power 
of  proximity for Dr. Paquet and myself  that I briefly link the Caribbean flower inscribed on my own skin, 
drawn in watercolour ink, to the anthurium flower still blossoming in my home.4 

Literature, Culture and Home: Across the Caribbean and the United States

MIGUEL VASQUEZ (MV): Please tell us about how you first found your path to the study of  
literature.

SANDRA POUCHET PAQUET (SPP): In the usual ways, I think, listening to stories of  every 
type from a very young age, being read to by my mother, imaginary play that mimics the daily business 
of  living at home, among family and friends and at school. My parents were both readers, but my mother 
had very sophisticated tastes in fiction, and I grew to love going to the Trinidad Public Library in Port of  
Spain, to return and borrow books for her and for myself. When I was older, we read the same books. I 
read everything I could, mostly novels. I often slept with one under my pillow. And there was the radio. 
We listened to the radio whenever we could, from the obligatory BBC World News and Caribbean Voices to 
Superman and Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, which was locally produced.5 My parents frowned on the soap opera habit, 
so I only tuned in to that exercise when I was at someone else’s house. Trinidadians are great talkers, 
and verbal exchange can be quite intense. I think I internalized from very young that storytelling was an 
important part of  any social gathering, as important as music and dance. My enduring love for narrative 
in any form followed as a matter of  course. Movies were another form of  storytelling and narrative that 
was an essential part of  growing up. We went to the movies often. Every Sunday afternoon with my older 
sister and/or a friend, as long as we had been reasonably well behaved all week, and so long as they had 
been approved by the Catholic Legion of  Decency. After all, there was no television in my world until I 
was twenty. 
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Of  course, my world changed very quickly after that momentous event because soon after came 
the nation’s independence.6 I am still reminded of  that in exchanges with my younger siblings who did 
not grow up feeling the same pressures that I did as a colonial child. My youngest brother read Derek 
Walcott in high school, for example.

But the study of  literature, per se, was performed in school. I excelled in language and literature, 
and had wonderful teachers of  a literature curriculum that was set in Great Britain. My passion steadily 
grew until I was quite sure that I would study literature—English, Spanish, French—if  I ever had the 
opportunity to attend university.

MV: What a dramatic shift it must have been, then, given your close relationship to literature, to 
see the educational shift from the British canon to a prioritizing of  Caribbean works. Given that Trini-
dadian independence also came in the same year as the dissolution of  the West Indian Federation, I was 
wondering if  you could share some of  those memories with us.

SPP: The shift from the British canon to Caribbean literature did not happen overnight. It took 
time and negotiation. As it happens, my brother is fifteen years younger than I am. However, someone 
of  my generation never questioned the idea of  a West Indian Federation. We had been prepared for it by 
our education and political status as a colony. We studied the British West Indies, Great Britain and the 
territories of  the British Empire in school with little sense of  irony, at first. Our education showed us our 
place and possibilities. For example, growing up in Northwest Trinidad, I could see Venezuela on a clear 
day. We all knew Venezuelans; many of  us had Venezuelan relatives. My godmother was a Venezuelan 
married to a Trinidadian. But Venezuela was not part of  our formal education except in terms of  capi-
tals, major rivers and major products.

Everything we learned promoted identification with the British Commonwealth and Great Brit-
ain; if  not a colony, a very small island could gain status from association with other small islands that 
shared our language and history. We had the successes of  the West Indian cricket team to affirm this, and 
most of  us loved cricket.7 We considered it a national sport, and as school children we might be given a 
half  day off to attend an important cricket match.

At that time, I wasn’t even aware of  American literature, per se, or the literatures of  the Caribbean 
region at the time, though I attended a great high school and had a wonderful English teacher, Ms. Mar-
lene Noel, who in my fifth year brought C. L. R. James to our school for a lecture on Moby Dick (1851). 
We were reading a much-abbreviated version of  the novel, and I had seen the 1956 movie with Gregory 
Peck as Ahab. But I was years away from reading Mariners, Renegades and Castaways (1953), which James 
wrote while he was interned on Ellis Island as an illegal and subversive.8 This was the exception in my 
high school experience, and now I wonder how it came to be on the curriculum. 

As an islander, I would have identified first with the British West Indies and then logically with a 
West Indian Federation. Also, many of  us had relatives and friends from other islands. They were our 
neighbours and schoolmates. So there was a sense of  connection in place for me before I understood the 
competitive politics of  a West Indian Federation. When the West Indian Federation collapsed, I thought 
that was perfectly dreadful and deeply disappointing. I felt that a part of  my identity was being blocked 
off. 

In Trinidad, the political climate under Eric Williams, the island’s first prime minister, promoted 
the notion of  Caribbean economic and cultural connectedness and regional sovereignty. I felt no conflict 
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with my islandness. Simplistic as they might seem in retrospect, those were the politics that I grew up with, 
and nothing ever happened to make me feel differently. It is true that interisland connections were a part 
of  the newly emerging West Indian writing, as in V. S. Naipaul’s The Middle Passage: The Caribbean Revisited 
(1962) and George Lamming’s The Emigrants (1954) and The Pleasures of  Exile (1960).

Much later, as a graduate student in the United States, I discovered other areas of  identification, 
Blackness and Caribbeanness as opposed to West Indianness, in particular. The notion of  island identity 
was readily subsumed in both, and I felt no pressure to choose. 

MV: I’m hearing that your experience was profoundly moulded by a sense of  interconnectedness, 
not only within the Caribbean but through Latin America as well. Were there other key moments that 
further impacted this understanding of  self  and your islandness?

SPP: Well, I first came to the United States as a scholarship student through the kind intervention 
of  Father Max Murphy, a Black American priest who became a legendary educator in Trinidad.9 After I’d 
finished my first degree, I returned home and worked as a teacher for about two years before I returned to 
the United States for graduate study. I met my husband while I was in graduate school, and we returned 
to Trinidad before my dissertation was complete to make our lives there. I was fortunate enough to get a 
teaching position at the University of  the West Indies (UWI) in Jamaica, and I finished my dissertation 
while teaching there. It was at that point, you might say, that I migrated to the United States, when I left 
Jamaica to take a position in the English Department at the University of  Hartford in 1977.

When I first left for college in the United States in 1964, the key life figures and experiences that 
impacted me were the usual ones: my parents, family, friends and school teachers. Looming large over 
that was the independence of  Trinidad and Tobago in 1962 and the ascendance of  Dr. Eric Williams, 
who was our first prime minister and who wrought radical changes in the political, social and economic 
structure of  the island. I was a markedly different woman when I ‘migrated’ in 1977, though always with 
the thought that I might return to Trinidad to teach at the UWI campus there, when the opportunity 
arose.

Inroads into Caribbean Scholarship

MV: In the United States, you taught a myriad of  courses, most notably a course on Caribbean 
autobiography. Are you able to identify any confluence between your evolving relationship to Trinidad 
and your interest in Caribbean autobiography specifically?

SPP: When I began reading Caribbean literature in Trinidad, it was there in the structure of  the 
narratives. Naipaul, for example, made rich use of  fictional autobiography in Miguel Street (1959). Read-
ing Naipaul was also something of  an autobiographical experience for me as reader who had never had 
the chance to identify in such a rooted way with a fictional world, except for my experience of  folk tales 
and radio dramatizations of  our island lives. We would read Charles Dickens in high school, certainly 
David Copperfield (1850) and Great Expectations (1860). We not only read Dickens but memorized passages 
on a regular basis. Nineteenth-century British literature excelled in autobiography as a fictional genre. 
But, it was much later, in graduate school, that I experienced the emotional and intellectual power of  
autobiography and autobiographical fiction as an African American and African and Caribbean narra-
tive medium. At the University of  Connecticut, I studied with George Lamming as a graduate student 
and first read In the Castle of  My Skin (1953) in a class he was teaching. We read that along with Richard 
Wright’s Black Boy (1945) and Camara Laye’s The Dark Child (1953), James Baldwin’s Go Tell It on the Moun-
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tain (1953), and Es’kia Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue (1959), among others. Then women writers opened 
that area of  writing even further. Caribbean writing in English, French and Spanish was growing by leaps 
and bounds, using autobiographical writing in transformative ways. I also studied with Professor Donald 
Gibson in graduate school, and he laid the groundwork for my understanding of  Black American auto-
biographical narrative as a distinct genre. The die was cast, so to speak, and many years later when I was 
teaching Caribbean and African American literature in the United States, I was asked to write an essay 
on West Indian autobiography, and I welcomed the opportunity to begin organizing my thoughts on the 
subject for publication.

MV: As you built the foundations of  your scholarship and taught courses in Caribbean and Afri-
can American literature simultaneously, did anything jump out at you as radically (or maybe not so radi-
cally) different from teaching in a Caribbean context?

SPP: That’s not as straightforward a question as it might seem. I taught at the University of  the 
West Indies, Mona, from 1974 to 1977, and it was a singular experience for me in respect to teaching and 
scholarship for the three years I worked there. However, I taught in the United States from 1977 until I 
retired in 2010, first at the University of  Hartford, then at the University of  Pennsylvania and finally at 
the University of  Miami, where I did my most important work. Each of  these institutions was of  a differ-
ent character and with very different expectations of  me as a teacher and scholar. Teaching was always 
an ongoing learning experience that required continual readjustment with each new class, subject and 
institution. This may have been the burden of  working a new field into the curriculum. That US expe-
rience dominated my professional life. Anyway, as it turned out, Jamaica had defined what would be the 
preferred trajectory of  my scholarship and teaching. At first, it was a struggle to maintain a focus on the 
Caribbean in both teaching and scholarship, but George Lamming had shown me how to do that through 
a comparative course structure, and I stuck with that. It worked well for me, but it all came together at 
the University of  Miami, which paralleled my experience in Jamaica in that my primary teaching and 
scholarly responsibilities lay in Caribbean literature.

MV: Would you be able to expand on the use of  this comparative approach? And was this some-
thing that you implemented while still at the University of  the West Indies, Mona?

SPP: A comparative methodology was implicit in two courses that I participated in at UWI: one 
was African Literature, and the other was West Indian Literature. These were established courses when I 
was there, and I learned a lot from the way they were taught. It is hard to sum up how rich and intense an 
experience that was, but I shall try to do that here. At UWI, I was hired as a lecturer in English with gen-
eral responsibilities to the department and particular responsibility to the field of  West Indian literature 
and also Caribbean studies. My immersion was total. This was my first professional appointment, and 
it was an ideal situation for someone like me who was in the process of  writing a dissertation on George 
Lamming. My home institution, the University of  Connecticut, offered no real support in the field other 
than occasional visits from prominent writers like George Lamming and Derek Walcott. The UWI sys-
tem of  undergraduate teaching involved lectures to large groups of  undergraduates, weekly tutorials with 
groups of  about five students, seminars, the setting of  university-wide exams and grading those exams. 
I was a part of  it all. There were frequent lectures and readings on campus. There was a Creative Arts 
Center and a theatre with regular productions on campus. I have misplaced my old UWI handbook, or 
I could be more precise. UWI published books and journals, and their library was a treasure trove of  
manuscripts and old publications. In short, it was a major centre for Caribbean studies. Their French 
and Spanish Departments also taught regional literatures. I met Michael Dash there, and his work on 
Édouard Glissant proved to be groundbreaking.
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Within the English Department, I was part of  teaching a set course in West Indian literature, one 
of  several specialists in West Indian literature who were assigned lectures on West Indian writers. I was 
the most junior of  them and learned as much as I could from a very generous faculty who were leading 
critics in the field. 

I did have the opportunity to contribute to the English Department in an interesting way. They 
offered two courses in American literature. One in twentieth-century American literature was taught by 
Father Richard HoLung on the faculty. He taught James Baldwin and LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka, so 
there was a perceived need for a course in Black American literature, which I was asked to design and get 
approved. I felt well able to do that after studying with Professor Gibson at the University of  Connecticut. 
However, I ran into difficulty late in the process when the course was rejected because of  the assump-
tion built into my use of  American in the title of  the course, as in Black American Literature or African 
American Literature (I don’t remember which). I was able to rectify the matter by adding “of  the United 
States” to the title, and it was approved. Sadly, I never had the chance to teach it because I left Jamaica 
shortly after.

I should add that I continued to work with all the campuses of  the UWI for many years after I left 
Jamaica, as an external examiner at one level or another. I became an active participant in the depart-
ment’s annual West Indian Literature Conference and read manuscripts for their excellent Journal of  West 
Indian Literature and at times for Caribbean Quarterly. UWI gave me a great deal over the years personally and 
professionally. I hope I was able to give them something of  substance in return.

Intergenerational Dialogue and Mentorship

MV: It sounds like you were truly embedded in UWI’s culture even after departing from the in-
stitution. I’m also fascinated by the myriad of  scholars you came into contact with along your journey as 
an educator in both African American and Caribbean literature. Could you detail what literary figures 
fostered your development?

SPP: There is George Lamming, and there was Derek Walcott. I read and reread everything 
they wrote. They were lifelong models and mentors in my professional life. And then there was Kamau 
Brathwaite, whom I first met at UWI in Jamaica. He was a powerful intellectual presence on campus and 
a charismatic figure like none other. I read and reread everything he wrote also. He added new dimen-
sions to my thought that took me years to process. There were others, not necessarily mentors, like C. 
L. R. James, Wilson Harris, V. S. Naipaul, Sam Selvon, Antonio Benítez-Rojo, Alejo Carpentier, Aimé 
Césaire, Patrick Chamoiseau, Édouard Glissant and Maryse Condé, who kept pointing the way, and so 
many more. Crossover figures like Claude McKay, Paule Marshall, Audre Lorde and, later, Jamaica Kin-
caid and Edwidge Danticat were so instructive in the process to find productive ways to work with both 
African American and Caribbean literary traditions. I must also mention Rosario Ferré and Julia Alvarez, 
whom I read eagerly and appreciatively over the years and always included in my courses. I have to stop 
because I can’t name them all. But that is to privilege the Caribbean. I could do the same with African 
American scholars and writers. In our academic world, every decade introduces new influences, new ave-
nues of  thought, some ancestral, some contemporary. To name is to omit, and I’d rather not continue in 
this vein, though this is a fair and excellent question. 

MV: As you’ve highlighted Derek Walcott and George Lamming specifically as lifelong role mod-
els, could you shed any light on how their mentorship impacted or even inspired your own approach to 
being a mentor?
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SPP: Everything began for me really when I met George Lamming and Derek Walcott as a grad-
uate student. They were both lifelong models and mentors in my professional life, though in different 
ways. George Lamming became my mentor and guide in the study of  Caribbean literature. He always 
had a new book for me to read and endless accounts of  his travels and meetings with other writers. I am 
not the only graduate student he mentored over the years, though I was the only Caribbean student in 
English at the University of  Connecticut at the time. He befriended us both—me and my husband, who 
was a poet, activist and an aspiring novelist.10 On a lower key, this was also true of  Derek Walcott. Their 
mentorship extended to my husband, who was in graduate school in English with me. Basil was a veteran 
of  the Vietnam War, where he served as a conscientious objector and as a medic. He was actively involved 
in Vietnam Veterans Against the War, and they were both moved by the quality of  his writing and his 
committed activism.11 Over the years, we saw a lot more of  George Lamming than Derek Walcott, but 
[when we were] graduate students, they loomed large in our lives with their presence, their intellectual 
power, their generosity, their attention, their encouragement and their many kindnesses. Between them, 
they defined for me what mentorship means. 

These great men not only wrote letters of  reference, they identified us as friends and worthy of  
attention, introducing us time and again to other writers and influential people in publishing and the 
arts. I remember George taking us to see Genet’s The Screens in New York City, introducing us to Louise 
Merriweather, who wrote Daddy Was a Number Runner (1970), a novel I taught over and over again, along 
with James Baldwin and Richard Wright and Paule Marshall. He introduced us to Errol John, the actor 
and playwright who wrote Moon on the Rainbow Shawl, which I had seen in Port of  Spain. That kind of  
attention was stunning to me as a graduate student. I felt marked by it for future efforts as yet unimagined. 
We never saw as much of  Derek Walcott, but he was the same quality of  person. I remember that George 
Lamming took us to see an off-Broadway production of  Ti-Jean and His Brothers in the city. When Derek 
was putting on Ti-Jean and His Brothers, George was also producing Winning Hearts and Minds (Basil was one 
of  the three editors of  that pioneering collection of  poetry from the Vietnam War) off-Broadway. We’d 
drive into the city to watch rehearsals and would run into Derek there. He was always welcoming and 
supportive. While visiting him at Rampanalgas in Trinidad, he told Basil that he was dedicating the play 
Heavenly Peace (1973; unperformed) to him.

MV: These are one-of-a-kind moments you’ve shared. Walcott and Lamming acted as caring 
friends and elder mentors simultaneously. The realm of  ideas, so to speak, transcended institutional space 
to the performance space(s), in a way. 

SPP: In retrospect, I have come to understand that institutions are corporate structures, conser-
vative and authoritarian rather than democratic. Intervention is possible but invariably comes at great 
personal cost. As a scholar and teacher, you are best off in an institutional space that is compatible with 
the style and substance of  your intellectual work. 

University and college structures are as flexible and open to dialogue as their leadership deter-
mines. Departments play a weak hand because they are too far removed from the monetary source of  
power in the institutional framework, which resides with its president or provost.

Still, there are institutional spaces that facilitate your intellectual work and the dialogue you need 
in order to thrive. There are professional associations both within and outside your institution that are 
stimulating and sustaining of  individual effort. They may be disciplinary or ethnic, race and gender 
based. The CWSI is but one example. Its institutional framework was too weak to sustain its efforts, but 
what it achieved lingers and continues to inspire. 
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MV: Space with the right support is so key to intellectual growth. Early and often in our conversa-
tions, you have highlighted the importance of  scholars and institutions that pave the way forward for the 
following generation. Where did your sensibilities around the notion of  generation begin? 

SPP: I was always conscious of  myself  as a colonial in my education and upbringing. However, 
this deepened with the advent of  Dr. Eric Williams in Trinidad, the formation of  the People’s National 
Movement and the formalities attending the establishment of  Trinidad and Tobago as an independent 
nation. The social and cultural environment changed very rapidly after those historical events. Reading 
George Lamming, Derek Walcott and V. S. Naipaul deepened my sense of  that. In their fiction and po-
etry and theatre, I recognized the formative preoccupations of  my upbringing. Wilson Harris, Jean Rhys, 
Sam Selvon and Kamau Brathwaite, as well as writers like John Hearne, Roger Mais, Austin Clarke and 
Earl Lovelace, broadened my understanding of  our colonial past in relation to our independent present 
in an open-ended way. 

Come the 1980s, the sensibility of  Caribbean writing in English is different; for one thing, wom-
en are writing and publishing very exciting and varied works, the availability of  works in translation is 
greater, and there is the wide-ranging impact of  Black American women writers. This registers in new 
scholarship and the growth of  the field, and also in the disposition of  graduate students. In our work, your 
critical sensibilities have to remain open to such shifts. You grow, or you become what is politely called 
‘a traditionalist,’ meaning you are stuck in a mould. Keeping up is ongoing and demanding work. Like 
housekeeping, it is never done.

The nineties brought me to the University of  Miami and the CWSI, and you know what happens 
then.

The Caribbean Writers Summer Institute (CWSI) and Anthurium: A Caribbean Studies Journal 
(Sites of  Immersion and Support)

MV: Tell us about the CWSI (1991–96) as this site of  inspiration. What were some of  your aims, 
goals and/or accomplishments during your time there?

SPP: My main goal when starting with the CWSI was to preserve the integrity of  the Creative 
Writing Workshops. The idea was that the institute would provide a place for Caribbean writers of  all 
ethnic and language groups to discuss their craft and the problems peculiar to such a geographically and 
ethnically diverse group of  artists. The workshops facilitated an unprecedented person-to-person, territo-
ry-to-territory intercultural exchange for both the participants and workshop directors. It put a younger 
generation of  writers in touch with each other and with established writers from the region. Ideally, the 
workshops would foster a deepening awareness of  their shared social reality and provide all the advan-
tages writers normally receive from workshop readings and criticism. And Miami was, of  course, a very 
welcoming community, from Book & Books to area colleges, libraries and universities.12 

When Fred D’Aguiar joined our faculty, I added a drama workshop. I’d hoped that the CWSI 
would lead to the development of  a full-fledged Caribbean literary studies programme at the University 
of  Miami. To this end, I added seminars in Caribbean literary culture to the creative-writing summer 
workshops, thus creating a niche for young scholars in the field, and a one-time weekend institute on 
translation. I committed to full participation in the Annual West Indian Literature Conferences spon-
sored by the UWI and, when the opportunity arose, started the online open-access journal Anthurium in 
partnership with the Richter Library. One important result was the growth of  interest in the field of  Ca-
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ribbean literature among applicants to our graduate programme in English. This took time and energy. 
It was hard but joyful work.

MV: In respect to the incorporation of  specific workshops and seminars, what was the relationship 
between your own scholarship and the role of  the CWSI?

SPP: The intellectual stimulation was keen and sustained. I invested a lot of  what I learned in my 
teaching but was hard-pressed to pursue my own scholarship. There was a built-in conflict of  time and 
energy in what I was doing. Structuring a competent graduate programme in Caribbean literature meant 
teaching graduate courses in several different areas in sequence, planning and directing the institute, run-
ning conferences and carrying a heavy load of  PhD candidates. All of  this was stimulating in the extreme 
and also time-consuming and exhausting. I needed a sabbatical in order to ready my manuscript for pub-
lication. That took a lot longer than I’d bargained for. Eventually, I had to let the CWSI go for lack of  
institutional support. That was mortifying. I had done all I could, and it was not enough. Robert Antoni 
left the department, but we had gained Fred D’Aguiar and Patricia Saunders. We remained committed 
to the UWI annual consortium of  conferences and to Anthurium, and were attracting terrific graduate 
students. I felt that recognition of  Caribbean literature as a distinct area of  study and scholarship in the 
United States was underway.

MV: Would you please share with us the narrative of  your arrival at the University of  Miami and 
the professorship in Caribbean studies that you held there?

SPP: I was appointed as associate professor in the Department of  English in 1992, with the un-
derstanding that I would be director of  the CWSI for the summer of  1993. I needed the summer of  
1992 to move and settle my family in Miami. We decided to rent for a year, and my husband found us an 
older house in Pinecrest that was within walking distance of  the Pinecrest Elementary School. He was to 
continue on at Cigna insurance company in Philadelphia for a while; the corporation would put him up 
during the week and fly him down to Miami on weekends. 

We arrived in early August, and before we had a chance to unpack all of  our home goods, books 
and other such, Hurricane Andrew struck on 16 August.13 The place we rented was badly damaged, but 
the roof  was intact, so we thought we could clean up the shattered glass and downed limbs and trees and 
stay put. We did that without electricity and running water and sporadic phone service. It was quite awful, 
but we survived. My husband left Cigna at the end of  the year and found us a home in Palmetto Bay. We 
moved into our own home at the beginning of  summer in the following year and grew to love living in 
Miami.

There was no professorship per se. I paid my dues, directing the CWSI each summer through 
1996. By then Zack Bowen, our esteemed chair, had retired, and Shari Benstock was appointed the new 
chair. Zack Bowen was our champion. He trusted me, and I did well by him. The institute thrived, and 
we were attracting superior graduate students who wanted to work in the field of  Caribbean literature. 
Shari Benstock had no particular interest in a Caribbean programme and, in the absence of  independent 
funding, declared a hiatus. I did not understand that was her way of  shutting down the Summer Insti-
tute, but it was. I tried, working with the advancement centre for a couple years, to win a major grant to 
sustain a Caribbean studies programme, but that did not materialize. I applied for a sabbatical, took a 
year off to update and finish the manuscript I had brought with me. Caribbean Autobiography was published 
with the University of  Wisconsin Press in 2002. I applied for promotion to full professor in 2001 and was 
promoted in the spring of  2002.
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MV: I understand the CWSI to have had tremendous ripples in the development of  US Caribbe-
anist scholarship within academia. What effect do you feel its legacy has had on the growth of  Caribbean 
literary studies itself  in the United States and in the Circum-Caribbean writ large?

SPP: We need to remember also that the field was growing apace in the Caribbean, including 
Cuba, Puerto Rico and the UWI, which never stopped pressing ahead with its own sense of  mission. 
There was growing academic interest in Canada, the United Kingdom, Europe, India, Australia, and, in 
a sense, we were all catching up with the bounty of  the Caribbean itself  that was spilling over into insti-
tutions abroad. 

The CWSI stood out because it was successful and had endured. We caught the attention and 
interest of  accomplished Caribbean writers and scholars everywhere. Once the leading writers and prom-
inent scholars lent their presence and participation to the institute, recognition followed. While some in 
the US academy may have felt that interest in Caribbean literature could not be sustained, many others 
welcomed what we achieved, and the field steadily grew.

MV: Tell us the story of  how Anthurium came to be and what was your vision for the journal? 

SPP: It was customary to publish a selection of  papers presented at the Annual West Indian Lit-
erature Conference. For example, after hosting the 16th West Indian Literature Conference in Miami in 
1997, I edited two issues of  the Journal of  West Indian Literature (vol. 8, no. 1, Oct. 1998 and vol. 8, no. 2, 
Apr. 1999). When we hosted the 22nd West Indian Literature Conference in March 2003, we unveiled 
the CWSI Digital Archives, a project made possible by the Digital Media Lab of  the Richter Library, 
with technical assistance from Bryanna Herzog and inspired by two of  our graduate students in English, 
Kathryn Morris and Andrea Shaw. Meanwhile, I was in discussion with Jeff Barry, director of  the Digital 
Media Lab, about the feasibility of  an entirely web-based journal. He had the wherewithal for a free-ac-
cess electronic journal and knew that we planned to publish a selection of  papers presented at the con-
ference. We hashed out the details; under his direction, the Digital Media Lab would be responsible for 
the technical production, and I would provide the copy of  the journal itself. My chairman, Zack Bowen, 
approved it and assured me of  graduate assistant support, and so it was done. The first issue was edited 
and delivered with graduate students Prudence Layne and Andrea Shaw, who had coordinated the con-
ference. The journal would not have materialized without their dedication and expertise.

MV: How would you describe the intervention of  your critical works on Caribbean studies/Ca-
ribbean literary studies? 

SPP: I could only do that in terms of  any success I may have had in promoting and modelling 
the multiplicity of  the Caribbean as a site of  creativity and ‘knowledge production,’ for want of  a better 
phrase. I have tried to do that relentlessly, in the areas of  endeavour that were available to me: teaching, 
seminars, conferences, publications, the different facets of  the CWSI and the design of  Anthurium, for ex-
ample. The problem of  Caribbean being is perhaps best explored in its anti-normative postures, as well as 
in a quest for common patterns and distinctions—hence my fascination with autobiographical narrative 
as a means of  reconstructing simultaneous, recurring and innovative genealogies of  thought and being, 
if  that makes sense. At the heart of  it all, was the desire to promote study of  the region as a whole, in the 
unforgettable words of  Kamau Brathwaite:
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it would be better to begin with Caribbean man [sic]: crouched: legitimate 

bastard: against space: dwarf, clenched fist of  time 

the unity is submarine

breathing air, the societies were successively amerindian, european, 

creole. the amerindian several; the european various; the creole 

plural 

subsistent plantation maroon 

multilingual multiethnic many ancestored 

fragments 

the unity is submarine 

breathing air, our problem is how to study the fragments/whole. (Brathwaite 
1)

MV: Brathwaite’s words call to mind your monograph, Caribbean Autobiography, specifically the 
chapter on the Hart sisters and how they pushed back against racialized and gendered identity suppres-
sion. The ‘seizing’ of  Anglo-originated cultural production is key, mobilizing it to provoke access and 
change—acting almost as a reckoning with colonial ideology and the notion of  home. The anti-norma-
tive postures you’ve addressed resonate strongly in your work as well. 

This subject brings me back to your reputation as an internationally renowned scholar in your own 
right. When you first started your journey, could you have imagined creating such a legacy? 

SPP: At the beginning of  my academic career, I wasn’t thinking about legacies. I wanted to be 
a professor of  Caribbean literature at the UWI and follow in the footsteps of  the scholars and teachers 
there who had already made their mark.

Today, I would feel a great sense of  reward if  it could be said that I had helped to lay the ground-
work for Caribbean literary studies in the United States and had successfully pursued models of  intercul-
tural dialogue in scholarship and teaching that remain useful to scholars and writers of  the Caribbean 
and its diaspora.

Learning, Teaching and Living in Miami

MV: In what ways was the English Department at UM (University of  Miami) a good platform for 
the continued growth of  Caribbean studies in the United States?

SPP: Not just the English Department but the college, the university, the city and South Florida as 
a whole. This was the best possible platform, even if  I didn’t know then how good it would be. In hind-
sight, it was a neutral space, minimizing an enduring island instinct for competitiveness. It would turn out 
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to be an ideal meeting ground for all, and most institute participants did not complain about the heat, 
though some complained about the dorms where they were housed.

The city is in so many ways a Caribbean city. It grew into a modern city as a Caribbean space. 
The dominant influences were Cuban and Puerto Rican; they made it happen. The negative I perceived 
was the displacement of  African Americans and the sidelining of  Bahamian Americans. The Haitians 
claimed their place, and the anglophone Caribbean was crowding in, settling in Broward County rather 
than Miami-Dade, but they were everywhere, looking for their place in this Caribbean America. One 
result was a large and diverse undergraduate student body at the UM. At UM, I found that if  I named a 
course Caribbean, I could expect to find the children of  Jamaican, Haitian, Cuban, Trinidadian, Guy-
anese, Barbadian, St. Lucian or Dominican parentage, among others, and Puerto Ricans as well. They 
all wanted to learn about writing from the Caribbean, and they were a pleasure to teach. And there were 
Hondurans, Nicaraguans, Colombians and Venezuelans also. I was in teaching heaven. I couldn’t sched-
ule more than six or eight texts in a course, depending on the level, so what I would choose was my happy 
dilemma. The comparative approach to teaching Caribbean literature that I had dreamed of  employing 
had found a home. 

When I started at UM, the CWSI was already in place. Writers came from all over the Caribbean, 
the United States and even Canada, Great Britain and West Africa for the summer programme. The 
only condition of  entry other than achievement and selection was our focus on the Caribbean experi-
ence. Understanding that the Caribbean cannot be defined by its regional boundaries was our organizing 
principle and our inspiration without apology. A first principle was inclusion; a second was the Caribbean 
experience.

Equally important, UM had a fine library for Caribbean research, and the library was open to 
new acquisitions in the area. I think it was the best possible platform for Caribbean studies in the United 
States, more so than the University of  Puerto Rico, as time would tell.

MV: Your commentary on the sidelining of  Bahamian Americans and African Americans is cer-
tainly in conversation with Anthurium’s recent special issue, Looking for Black Miami (coedited by Donette 
Francis and Allison Harris). The issue brings together the life writings of  Black scholars/intellectuals/
artists, whose collective roots are plotted throughout the wider United States and Caribbean in order to 
read Blackness as constitutive of  Miami’s history and social and political make-up, meanwhile centraliz-
ing Black vitality and visibility in the city. How do these themes speak to the Miami you have observed in 
your time here?

SPP: Looking for Black Miami is a terrific issue. The editors deserve the warmest congratulation. 
It speaks honestly and with great authority about the Miami I have come to know. The fact that I have 
made Miami my home and that I live comfortably here does not mean that I am blind to the abuses of  
Miami’s power structures and the price that Black citizens have paid for its ambitious and highly success-
ful development as a hemispheric capital. I came to Miami in 1992, not long after the riots of  the 1980s, 
and the ripple effects were very present still on a variety of  levels.14 From Black colleagues on campus, I 
learned about the struggle to keep Black issues to the forefront in university development and the risks 
Black Miamians face on a regular basis. “Always keep your UM ID with your driver’s license and use 
it,” was the advice. I learned of  ongoing harassment also from my children’s friends in the suburbs. We 
live just southeast of  Richmond Heights and knew the history of  this area as an early and successful at-
tempt to make home ownership available to Black veterans. From a Jewish American colleague, I learned 
about the Black Jewish alliance for civil rights. From a Jewish American graduate student and long-time 
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Miami resident, I learned so much about Jewish migrations through and settlements in the Caribbean. 
From Haitian students and professionals, I learned about their ongoing struggle to maintain a sense of  
physical and spiritual community in Miami. I knew that Broward County was far friendlier to Black and 
Caribbean resettlement, and also that in Miami this community had no intention of  ceding ground to 
gentrification and cultural space. Looking for Black Miami makes singular aspects of  that fraught experience 
available to all who want to know more about Black migration and Black interethnic identity formation.

MV: Share with us some of  your most memorable experiences with students at UM.

SPP: What comes to mind, first, is the occasion of  my very first undergraduate class in Caribbean 
literature at UM after Hurricane Andrew. I don’t think I was very together, struggling with the aftermath 
of  Andrew and starting a new job, but no excuses. A young Haitian American student, hurt and some-
what angry, demanded to know why we weren’t reading Haitian literature. That pulled me up short. I 
apologized for the shortcoming and promised that we would read Haitian literature in every class I taught 
in Caribbean literature after this, because I was in Miami, which many Haitians had made their home. 
She asked the proverbial impertinent question; I was taken aback and grateful. Representation of  the 
greater Caribbean became very important in what I taught.

Something similar occurred when I was teaching a graduate seminar in Caribbean literature. My 
first Native American student came to us from California. He was a voracious reader and wrote a brilliant 
paper on Kamau Brathwaite. He too had an impertinent question lined up for me. Why weren’t we read-
ing the literature of  Native Caribbean people? He knew that they were alive and active in Guyana and 
the islands. He’d read their blogs and more. In my blindness, I pointed out that we were reading Wilson 
Harris and Pauline Melville, and they were both of  Amerindian descent. I recommended specific writings 
of  theirs. He read everything and came back to me. He wasn’t satisfied, and with good reason. I thanked 
him and promised to do more and do it better. It took me a couple years of  research to find a purposeful 
way to make the Amerindian experience more intrinsic to my teaching. By then, it was too late for me—I 
was preparing to retire.

On a happier note, I would say that hosting Caribbean literature conferences at UM prompted 
some of  my most memorable experiences with graduate students. When all is said and done, our gradu-
ate students ran the conferences. I like to think that I was always in the middle of  things, making crucial 
decisions and solving problems—maybe so. They organized and planned and delivered our conferences 
very successfully. Some read papers; others ferried writers and scholars back and forth, which gave them 
an opportunity for personal exchanges and more formal inquiries about their writing and scholarship. 
They attended all functions on an equal footing. I could feel a community growing, and that was thrilling 
to me.

There is so much more to be said about this because I loved my work and because I was at it for so 
long. I hope that this is enough to give you a sense of  what made my life with UM students so memorable.

MV: With attention to Miami’s proximity to the Caribbean, what has the sum of  learning, teach-
ing and living with your family in this location meant for you? 

SPP: Miami is a Caribbean space like none other. What I learned most about was the Caribbean 
diaspora. Though the Cuban presence dominates in South Florida, I learned so much from the Haitian 
and Anglo-Caribbean communities here. I learned about the Mexican presence, Central American and 
South American also, both from the day-to-day experience of  living in South Florida and from my many 
Latinx and Black students, colleagues and other professionals who share this space with me. It’s hard 
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to explain the quality of  immersion this represents except in terms of  a few examples: The man who 
managed the gas station that I frequented was Guyanese—we often chatted. Five minutes away from my 
home, I could buy roti, doubles, shark and bake and specialty items from a prosperous Trinidadian take-
out business. My house cleaner for over twenty years is Peruvian. The guy who first took care of  our lawn 
was African American; he was succeeded by a Haitian, who was succeeded by a native white Miamian. 
Conversations with any of  them about their experiences in the neighbourhood were always instructive. 
The mechanic who repaired my car was Jamaican, and so on. My dentist is from Cuba; my primary care 
doctor is from Brazil; my colorectal specialist is a Puerto Rican who greeted me warmly in Spanish, until 
he saw the lag in understanding, but his greeting in English was just as warm; my hairdresser is Cuban. 

My Cuban American students made me more sympathetic to the Cuban experience in South 
Florida, as I learned about its complexity, about their generational conflicts, their longing to know about 
the other Caribbean for what it might tell them about the absent Cuba in their lives. Not so much so with 
Haitian students, who were generally better informed about life in Haiti, and certainly so with the chil-
dren of  so many different Caribbean immigrants. Miami was a much better place for a mixed-race cou-
ple to settle in 1992 than Philadelphia, where racial and ethnic divisions were extreme and threatening. I 
felt an unprecedented level of  comfort raising my children in South Florida. My children’s friends were 
Black, Jamaican American, Cuban American, white, Chinese, Korean, and I delighted in that. Though, 
it is true that my New England husband fronted almost all exchanges with authorities, school and other-
wise. I am sure I deluded myself  in all kinds of  ways, and it is also true that our neighbourhood changed 
in the years since we moved in. The Black families in the area, spotty as their presence was, disappeared 
altogether. When they moved, they were replaced by Latinx or white American families. We settled in 
Palmetto Bay because the public schools were good, our house stood on a rare ridge that reduced risk of  
flooding, and the cul-de-sac suggested safety to my husband, who travelled often, and we didn’t have a 
guard dog or a fence. We were further away from my husband’s family but closer to mine in the Caribbe-
an. In addition, my sister lived nearby with her family; then my brother moved to the area with his family. 
Complete with mango trees in the backyard, family life was very good. I’d found a place in the United 
States where I felt at home.

MV: I resonate strongly with this. Moving to my first Miami apartment and seeing a mango tree 
outside my door felt like a short cut across the sea. Recently when my grandfather visited Miami for the 
first time, the same thing happened: he would often sit on my patio basking in the breeze, the aromas, 
and embracing the humidity. Miami gave him something of  Puerto Rico that his apartment in New York 
could not—almost as if  the wind itself  carried memories of  times past.

SPP: Your words “the wind itself  carried memories of  times past” hold real resonance for me, 
Miguel. Throughout this interview, you have asked me to address both the ‘urgency of  now,’ as well as 
to take ‘a stroll down memory lane.’ And in reflecting on my personal and professional past, present and 
future during the course of  this conversation, I am more conscious of  how fortunate I am that my life’s 
work as a scholar and teacher is a fulfilment of  my life’s primary goals. The only thing more important 
than my scholarship and teaching in the area of  Caribbean literature and culture has been my family 
life. And I have been doubly fortunate in that my family has always been supportive of  my professional 
journey. I want to thank you for giving me the chance to step back and renew this perspective with you.



137

An Anthurium Blooms: An Interview with Dr. Sandra Pouchet Paquet

Notes

During what has been a tumultuous year on a global scale, I first wish to thank Yolanda Martinez-San 
Miguel for lending her time and energy in order to see this project through. I wish to thank Dr. Michelle 
Stephens, Dr. Patricia Saunders and Laura Bass for acting as readers and thoughtful interlocutors. And 
finally, thank you to Dr. Paquet for graciously sharing so many of  her insights and experiences and for 
offering up her wisdom on issues of  identity, scholarship at the intersections of  US-Caribbean life and 
what it means to live and breathe within these spaces. Thank you.

1  Dr. Patricia Saunders is a Caribbeanist associate professor of  English at the University of  
Miami. Alongside fellow Caribbeanist associate professor of  English Dr. Donette Fran-
cis, she is senior coeditor of  Anthurium: A Caribbean Studies Journal.

2 By 30 August 2020, CNN reported that Florida had tallied an additional 2,583 cases of  
COVID-19 to add to its 11,000+ recorded deaths, nearly six percent of  the country’s 
then nearly 200,000 cases (Alonso; Hernandez et al.).

3 George Floyd, Jr. was murdered by Minneapolis police after being arrested for allegedly 
using a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill. His death incited national protests, a number of  
which were met with militarized-police aggression (Hill et al.; “Protests”).

4 My royal poinciana watercolour tattoo pays homage to the complex postcolonial history 
of  my home countries, Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, which came to know 
this flower through the violent processes of  colonial invasion.

5 Caribbean Voices (1943–58) was first launched by the British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC) “to an audience comprising aspiring poets, prose fiction writers, and a general 
listenership dispersed through the English-speaking Caribbean” (Griffith 1). For more on 
the literary and cultural history of  this post-war radio programme, see Griffith. 

6 Trinidad and Tobago Television launched one week before the two-island state of Trini-
dad and Tobago became an independent nation on 31 August 1962.

7 During the tenure of  the West Indian Federation (1958–62), The West Indies cricket 
team was internationally affiliated with anglophone Caribbean nations and territories 
including Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, the Leeward Islands and 
Windward Islands. The islands affiliated with the team expanded thereafter. For more 
information on the sociocultural and political impact of  cricket, see C. L. R. James’s 
Beyond a Boundary (1963).

8 James was detained at Ellis Island for his ‘radical political philosophy,’ a conclusion 
drawn from his writings and association with socialism; however, the only documented 
detainment charge was a US visa overstay (“This Month”). 

9 In 1959, Father Max Murphy founded Presentation College, a secondary school located 
in Chaguanas, Trinidad.

10 Basil T. Paquet, known for his Vietnam War poems, is an accomplished writer and win-
ner of  the 1969 Wallace Stevens Award for poetry. See First Casualty Press Records. 
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11 The Vietnam Veterans Against War organization, founded in 1967, opposed US partic-
ipation in the Vietnam War and actively lobbied for the rights of  US military veterans 
(“VVAW”).

12 Books & Books is a locally owned independent bookstore with locations across Miami, 
Florida.

13 In 1992, Hurricane Andrew, a category 5 storm, wrought unprecedented devastation in 
South Florida, southern Louisiana and the Bahamas (“Hurricane”).

14 The 1980s Miami riots were in response to the murder of  Arthur McDuffie by four Mi-
ami-Dade County law officers in December 1979 (Smiley).
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Anthony Kellman, 
Tracing Jaja

Bénédicte Ledent
Peepal Tree, 2016, 151 pp. 

Anthony Kellman’s Tracing Jaja (2016) is a biographical fiction that follows the last 
few months of  Nigerian Jubo Jubogha, king of  Opobo, also known as ‘Jaja,’ who in 1887 
was exiled to the Caribbean by the British Crown—first to St. Vincent, then to Barbados, 
where most of  the narrative takes place. Divided into sixty short chapters, the novel opens 
with seventy-year-old Jaja’s arrival in Bridgetown. It focuses on his intimate relationship 
with his young Barbadian servant Becka, who improves his failing health with her care. 
She also supports him morally in his attempts to face his predicament as a man who was 
betrayed by the British in the context of  a palm-oil dispute. Forcefully displaced from his 
native country after a mock trial, Jaja is indeed lonely and depressed by his “illegal bond-
age” (46). 

If  Jaja’s unique story provides a fascinating subject for biofiction, so does his con-
trasted personality, which prevents us from merely seeing him as a helpless victim. While 
embodying resistance to imperial rule in Africa, the Nigerian king also comes across as a 
ruthless leader and warrior who does not hesitate to punish, or even kill, anyone who stands 
in the way of  his authority. The ambiguity around Jaja also transpires in his double status 
in Barbados, as “[a] king, but [also] a black man who was a prisoner of  Her Majesty’s gov-
ernment” (28). So, if  he is given privileged treatment as the head of  a sovereign country 
by the representatives of  the British Crown in Bridgetown, he is at the same time despised 
by white Barbadians, who either condescendingly smile in his presence or simply refuse to 
shake hands with him. These instances of  racial prejudice make Jaja suffer, but he mostly 
faces them with strategic diplomacy, knowing that exercising restraint and wearing a “social 
mask” (105) are likely to speed up his return home. Such a duality equally surfaces in his 
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private life, for, as Becka realizes, “Jaja’s broad face revealed a capacity for both empathy 
and judgment. It contained softness but also a hardness, a power that sprang from his broad 
shoulders and erect posture” (23). To some extent, Becka, too, is presented as a multifaceted 
figure, whose attraction to Jaja is fuelled at once by her awareness of  his royal status and by 
a form of  “maternal desire” (26) that eventually gives way to sexual attraction. 

Readers are given access to the private thoughts and feelings of  these two excep-
tionally fated individuals. This is often done through telling, rather than showing, so that 
the narrative does not always fully achieve the psychological depth that fiction—as opposed 
to traditional biography—can generate. Nevertheless, the novel gives a clear idea of  Jaja’s 
repeated frustration at the many humiliations he has to endure, whether the paternalistic or 
disparaging comments about him in the Barbadian press or the shortening of  his original 
patronym to Jaja due the inability of  the British to pronounce his real name (28). Likewise, 
the narrative provides a glimpse into Becka’s frequent questioning about her future and that 
of  Jaja, and makes the reader aware of  how difficult her life is as a black woman of  lower 
rank, who is liable to be at the mercy of  (mostly white) men’s sexual violence. Through 
Becka, one also understands the symbolic import of  Jaja’s stay in the Caribbean. In her 
eyes, but also in those of  the local black population, the African king indeed represents a 
link to an ancestral, mythical continent and is therefore a source of  pride and inspiration: 
“Jaja was that African body, which she, like every one of  her kin, knew she possessed. Jaja’s 
presence had filled her with a knowledge that was both rational and inarticulate, had given 
her keener ears and eyes for traces of  her past” (84). 

Finally, Tracing Jaja contains a convincing and well-documented evocation of  Bar-
badian society at the end of  the nineteenth century. As an honorary white, Jaja is given the 
chance to visit several institutions on the island, such as the Assembly Chambers, Queen’s 
College or the Garrison Savannah. These calls give Kellman an opportunity to describe the 
workings of  a plantation society profoundly marked by racial and social differences. Jaja is 
personally made aware of  these when he meets a Scottish man, John Cheeks (the organiz-
er of  what turns out to be the African king’s failed escape), and comes to realize that, like 
him, John and the Red Legs “have strong reason to hate England,” because “[t]he English 
played them dirty too” (59). The island’s rich fauna and flora are also depicted, with careful 
attention to visual, auditory and olfactory detail: bright-red flamboyants, trilling sparrows 
and minty scents coming from the garden are just a few examples among many of  the 
minute care with which the setting is beautifully conjured, sometimes at the expense of  the 
emotional dimension of  the narrative. 

As the last chapter ascertains, a “humorous folk song” (147) was for a while the only 
surviving trace of  Jaja’s stay in Barbados, “as though he had never even been on the island” 
(147). Only Becka—who gave birth to a child by the African king—passed down a collec-
tion of  newspaper clippings about him to their great-great-granddaughter in 1971, thereby 
ensuring “Jaja’s ancestral presence” (149) in the family’s memory. Nevertheless, Jaja’s life 
story, his affair with Becka and the strange circumstances of  his death in Tenerife on his 
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way back to Opobo all but disappeared from public historical radars in the years after his 
demise. This explains the extent of  the research that Kellman had to carry out to put this 
novel together, on which he comments in the afterword to the book. By fictionalizing Jaja’s 
life and highlighting Britain’s betrayal and responsibility for his death away from home, the 
author of  Tracing Jaja demonstrates fiction’s power to redress history and restore human 
dignity to individuals left out of  mainstream historiography. Jaja’s proud photographic por-
trait on the cover of  the novel is forceful paratextual evidence of  this.
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Black Women’s 
Hauntings of  
Contemporary Horror 
Rutgers UP, 2017, 220 pp.

Paula Morgan

Kinitra Brooks’s Searching for Sycorax decries the absence of  Black women as primary 
characters in the genre of  mainstream horror and explores their covert existence as absent 
presences that haunt these narratives. Invoking Sycorax of  Shakespeare’s legendary The 
Tempest, Brooks argues that Sycorax has become a haint that remains spiritually and psycho-
logically present and potent in such texts. Brooks spins this assessment in relation to a sub-
stantial and impressive cross section of  books, films and blues melodies, as well as in rela-
tion to Black-feminist critical thought. According to Brook’s comprehensive and percipient 
analysis, the erasure is multifaceted. In existing works within the mainstream horror genre, 
Black characters are objectified, denied voice and lack centrality. In fiction, they appear as 
tools and enabling devices that facilitate the nuanced rendering and construction of  other 
characters. Black female characters in the horror genre are positioned as doubly Othered in 
relation to both white women and Black men. Brooks argues that inclusion of  multifaceted 
Black women characters would increase the potential for more complicated themes within 
the horror genre, would undermine stereotypes and would broaden audiences, thereby en-
hancing the applicability and sustainability of  the genre. 

Having articulated this stance in relation to creators of  mainstream horror nar-
ratives, Brooks goes on to point an accusatory finger at Black feminist criticism for eras-
ing and misnaming horror in narratives centred on Black protagonists, while privileging 
‘more respectable’ theoretical parameters of  trauma and magical realism. Brooks lays out 
a more syncretic theoretical foundation, arguing that Black women intentionally blur the 
boundaries between science fiction and horror so as to create a fluid narrative grounded in 
traditional African religious practices and epistemes, thus reflecting a radical Black literary 
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subjectivity. Searching for Sycorax points to the development of  a Black women’s aesthetic 
framework of  folkloric horror that centres African diasporic spirituality. 

The body of  Searching for Sycorax: Black Women’s Hauntings of  Contemporary Horror com-
prises four chapters. The first chapter, “The Importance of  Neglected Intersections: Char-
acterizations of  Black Women in Mainstream Horror Texts,” focuses on the problematic 
location of  nonmonstrous Black women in mainstream horror fiction. Brooks posits that 
in this body of  work the construction of  strong Black women is diametrically opposed to 
the cardinal virtues of  purity, piety, submissiveness and domesticity that characterize white 
womanhood. This representation serves to objectify Black women and allows for a racial-
ly gendered distancing. For example, in the legendary rape-revenge plot, the empathetic 
stance of  the viewer is aligned with young white middle-class males. Brooks argues that 
the trope of  the inherently strong Black woman dehumanizes Black female protagonists. It 
contributes to their Otherness and hinders the identificatory permeability that allows audi-
ences to identify with Black female monsters. The pathologizing of  Black female characters 
in film and literature is manifested in myriad ways, according to Brooks: They are denigrat-
ed by their stereotypically voracious sexual appetites. Their adoption of  African-derived 
supernatural arts of  Voodoo, Santería and Obeah is represented as weakness. Their con-
struction as highly resourceful, effective, powerful and independent women renders them 
masculinized and castrating. And the more horrific their behaviours, the phenotypically 
blacker they are represented. This, Brooks argues, is tantamount to blaming/punishing 
Black women—in literature and film, as in life—for developing coping strategies to deal 
with their oppressive life conditions.

 Probing the intersections of  gynophobia and negrophobia, Brooks suggests that 
even as recent postmillennial horror films make an expanded place for Black-female horror 
characterization, they simultaneously assert that the mere presence of  their raced embod-
iment is horrific enough. Since the Black female characters arrive into textual worlds al-
ready pathologized for possessing the survival skills necessary to negotiate racist, classist and 
patriarchal social environments, invariably the primary role of  female survivor/avenger is 
then reserved for white women. Brooks argues that this disallows the creation of  a “demo-
cratic textual viewing practice” (19).

Positing a bold and alarming continuity between mainstream horror-fiction creators 
and Black feminist critics, Brooks argues that Sycorax also haunts Black literary theory. In 
her chapter “Black Feminism and the Struggle for Literary Respectability,” she asserts that, 
in a bid for inclusion in the academy, Black feminist critics have disavowed genre fiction 
and especially that which portrays female monstrosity. In the interest of  asserting a politics 
of  literary respectability that was ultimately steeped in Western notions of  appropriate 
womanhood, Black critics neglected and even renounced less valued subgenres such as 
horror, science fiction and fantasy in favour of  constructing an intellectual and interpretive 
tradition that was fundamentally rationalist and restrictive. The outcome of  this was both 
a failure to recognize the intersectional potential of  speculative fiction and a reluctance on 
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the part of  scholars to be associated with the ghettoized status of  horror fiction. The Black 
feminist tradition canonized certain voices, largely neglecting and marginalizing writers 
and works associated with fantasy. Brooks names the lack of  engagement with the work 
of  best-selling author Octavia Butler as the most egregious sin of  all. In the final analysis, 
Brooks contends, Black-female horror writers exist squarely within the Black-feminist lit-
erary tradition and successfully negotiate new and fertile pathways towards its agenda of  
formulating a Black female ontology that can withstand the ravages of  racial, sexual and 
class oppression.

The chapter “Black Women Writing Fluid Fiction: An Open Challenge to Genre 
Normativity” addresses the limitations of  the vague multiplicity of  what is called specu-
lative fiction and argues that it should be replaced with the concept of  fluid fiction. This, 
Brooks argues, is a more effective descriptor for the creative output of  Black horror creators 
whose works challenge and even obfuscate the amorphous demarcations of  speculative fic-
tion. Although it has been used as a catch-all category for works that mix genres of  science 
fiction, fantasy and horror, speculative fiction has been usefully applied to works that probe 
sociocultural and political issues, and chart conflictual geopolitical and societal responses 
to radical change. However, Brooks challenges the genre of  speculative fiction as failing to 
articulate Black women’s legacies of  struggle, which lead them to produce fiction that goes 
far beyond fantasy for its own sake. She poses the question, “[A]t what point does a specific 
faction of  writers appropriate and adapt a genre so much so that it changes the very nature 
of  a thing?” (67). 

Similarly, Brooks questions Afrofuturism as a classification of  narratives of  the con-
temporary postapocalyptic existence of  Africa, with the transatlantic trade in enslaved Afri-
cans figuring centrally as an apocalypse of  historical, cultural and psychological loss. While 
accepting that Afrocentrism questions the nature of  the raced alien and, by extension, 
the nature of  the human, Brooks dismisses its applicability to the writing of  Black women 
because its myopic focus on the future coincides with the lack of  a thorough and in-depth 
engagement with the African past. Indeed, Brooks identifies Afrofuturism’s nod to the Afri-
can past as perfunctory enough to render the classification ahistorical. Alternately, she pro-
poses the genre of  fluid fiction, which obfuscates the boundaries of  science fiction, fantasy 
and horror writing to generate a complex aesthetic tradition appropriate to Black-female 
genre writers. This resonates with Erna Brodber’s notion of  Blackspace and references bell 
hooks’s notion of  a literary “homeplace”—a constructed intellectual space of  subjective 
freedom and resistance created and maintained by Black-women genre writers. Brooks 
carefully maps a safe place that allows Black peoples to become subjective beings of  agen-
cy (72). Fluid fiction generates a free place of  play, resistance and dissent that is without 
violation; it is antagonistic to Black and white patriarchal literary constructions and to 
Black-feminist literary parameters, with its adherence to a politics of  literary respectability. 
This category challenges Black-feminist literary theory to expand its borders lest it exclude 
a growing number of  authors. Similarly, it challenges the assumptions of  mainstream genre 
fiction that validates Black characters only in positionalities of  assimilation, imitation or as 
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the “rebellious exotic other” (75). By rejecting stasis and erasing and revising essentialisms, 
the genre of  fluid fiction opens the door for alternative cosmologies, ontologies and episte-
mologies.

In her chapter “Folkloric Horror: A New Way of  Reading Black Women’s Creative 
Horror,” Brooks argues for a unique radical aesthetic that is crafted by Black-female horror 
creators, which she terms ‘folkloric horror.’ This is grounded in the cosmologies of  African 
faith systems of  Voodoo, Obeah and Santería and affirms the validity of  spirit possession 
as an ontology and epistemology that gives intergenerational access to the wisdom and 
guidance of  the ancestors. African cosmologies let one down into a world comprising the 
living, the dead and the unborn. Constant interaction among these entities determines the 
course of  the living. This radical aesthetic affirms transmutation of  being from human to 
Orisha. Death is not final. African diasporic faith in personal and collective mortality re-
vises two mainstream horror tropes of  the ghost and the zombie. The aesthetic privileges 
spiritual Bildungsromans in which young women place themselves under the tutelage of  
elders, often spiritual mothers who school protagonists in alternative cosmologies and con-
tinuities between the past, present and future. The aesthetic thus asserts an alternative to 
social realism, celebrates African spirituality and revises literary articulation of  the mambo, 
Santería and Obeah. 

Brooks’s careful, systemic scholarship in Searching for Sycorax is excellent by any stan-
dards. Her range of  primary sources and her grasp of  the complex, ongoing, highly politi-
cized dance of  genre configuration is indeed impressive. The appendix, comprising a com-
prehensive creative-work summary, is a useful guide to the terrain. Also valid is Brooks’s 
claims that folkloric horror subverts the genre of  mainstream horror and asserts an alter-
native world view to social realism. And therein lies my unease with the argument. This 
unique African diasporic aesthetic, carefully charted within the text, points to a predictable 
problématique. The permeability between worlds of  the living and the dead, which is funda-
mentally horrific to Western world views and would seek to pin reality down to social real-
ism, is normative and certainly not inherently horrific in Afrocentric cosmologies. Globally, 
lack of  acceptance of  Western ways of  knowing and being has erroneously been proffered 
as an explanation for African backwardness and superstition, systemic impoverishment and 
lack of  social progress. Brooks’s contention that this textual world can be more effectively 
read as demonstrating a Black women’s horror aesthetic raises as many issues as it resolves: 
Is it horror, or is it simply an alternative cosmology, ontology and epistemology? To what 
extent does the act of  seeking admission to the genre of  mainstream horror equate to per-
ceiving African spirituality and world view as potentially, if  not inherently, horrific? Does 
the construction of  fluid fiction as a literary home space chart the drift away from specific-
ities of  faith, tradition, connectivity and ritual enactment? Is this a drift towards the more 
nebulous domains of  myth making and metaphors, new modalities of  understanding and 
hierarchies of  inclusion and exclusion for those within the African diasporic populations 
who can only find a safe place in texts? Searching for Sycorax: Black Women’s Hauntings of  Con-
temporary Horror is an exceptional contribution to African diaspora studies. The responses to 
these questions await the next stage of  collective enquiry.
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Inequality Paradise Hides Sheets of  Violence in In Nearby Bushes

To begin at the end reveals something of  the poignancy of  Kei Miller’s work: “Cause 
women is disposable as that, / and this thing that has happened is common” (74). Inequali-
ty and violence, like tourism, consume us. Paradise is where we frolic. Paradise is where we 
die. Paradise is where tourists come to play and locals are silenced, as their stories of  vio-
lence and death remain hidden from those who come to do the playing. Paradise is a myth, 
yet we inhabit this myth, and it holds us and keeps us under sheets of  violence. This review 
focuses on the theme of  violence present in Miller’s marvellous new poetry collection. Vi-
olence, like slavery, sticks to your skin, embeds itself  in your psyche, clings on to DNA and 
stays for a lifetime. Denial, like slavery, clings to our brains, inscribes itself  behind our eyes, 
filters whatever we see and transculturates our beings into bodies that are not allowed to 
feel, bodies that are not named, bodies that must deny pleasure and endure pain. 

Miller’s In Nearby Bushes captures the pervasiveness of  violence in Caribbean com-
munities. Miller’s focus is Jamaica, but the same is afoot in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
Puerto Rico and the Bahamas. As I write this review, “the body of  a Negro man was 
found on a track road in Yellow Elder Gardens,” according to Assistant Superintendent 
of  Police Aubrey Peters, in New Providence, Bahamas; the body of  a teenage woman was 
also found off Marshall Road, New Providence (Bowleg). Like bush and paradise, violence 
grows around us.

Miller’s 2019 collection shows us how repetitive and consuming violence has be-
come. Victims’ names are often forgotten. Miller rescues some of  these names from nearby 
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bushes that double as abandonment space and escape place, and x’s out others. Can this 
mean that bodies— faceless, nameless, common, like women—are disposable, as the poet 
notes? Nearby bushes are a space of  obscuring, disappearance and revealing, uncovering. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic hides much, as it locks down families in homes that 
are hardly able to contain them, locks them off from running water in some working-class 
communities, the concurrent economic pandemic reveals chasmic global inequalities. The 
complexity of  Miller’s work and its engagement with such inequities are revealed slowly as 
one reads on. It begins with an interesting translation of  lingo: “Guh dead ah bush”; the 
poet then eloquently shifts to “may death wait for you in the undergrowth” (7). Miller brings 
together two apparently colliding worlds of  sin and respectability, always shadowing each 
other. He reveals the ‘understory’ along with the often-heard story: “[T]he criminal a get 
way with a whole heap a badniss and your police neva seem to be able to catch them. Dem 
always escaping in nearby bushes” (Tomlinson). The language swings between standard 
English and patois, and is as revealing and as obfuscating as Miller notes nearby bushes to 
be. The naming, witnessing, remembering is important to the opening and closing: “Here 
that was here before” (Miller 9). “The invention of  doors (which was the invention of  out-
doors)” (9) highlights the complexity of  opening and closing, of  revealing and hiding that I 
see throughout this work. The bush hides the criminal as “dem always escaping in nearby 
bushes.” But it also shows them. It keeps them. Paradise is hidden behind the bushes.

Miller quotes from Anthony Harriott, who sees a difference between “the nearby 
bushes” and “in the nearby bushes”: the first hides, conceals, and they provide opportunity 
to do things one wants hidden. Bodies are hidden here, as are the criminals who flee ap-
prehension. Danger and ‘debauchery’ meet. While criminals evade capture there, bodies 
are revealed there, and actions witnessed that cannot be seen in the open. Men who hide 
in bushes to have sex with other men passing by are as disposable as the women who are 
raped and disappeared, later revealed decomposed and dismembered. Black bodies matter 
less; Black gay bodies and female bodies matter even less in this postcolony, which guards 
inequality and violence of  structural and colonial origins. Sheets of  silence cover us like the 
violence of  history that rides us. The book is deeply affective and horribly intense. It dis-
arms the reader and offends in places, especially when showing how insignificant one’s last 
moments are as one is raped and murdered in nearby bushes as the world simply carries on 
without a missed step. The reading after the reading harrows me with how painful Miller’s 
uncovering is. 

Miller weaves cultural allusions into and throughout his poems. He describes the 
bushes that hide sex between men as spaces “where the moon reveals the shapes of  shoul-
ders floating” (26)—like Dennis Scott’s “apostrophe to pain” (Scott): “a landscape of  strange 
lynchings” (Miller 26). “Here where once lay the bodies of” (3; emphasis in original), and so 
it builds, just so, like butter being added to hot oil and sugar to make browning. The deep 
melting sugar, bitter slavery, sweetens and darkens the food. Yet, if  we are careful, we can 
hide the violence from the tourist gaze. No matter the pain. Miller is merciless and merciful 
as he names the names of  the bodies in bushes found.
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How do Hurricane Dorian victims, left for more than half  a year to rot in a trailer 
in the Bahamas, speak to Miller’s poetry of  Jamaica? As bodies are lowered—unceremo-
niously, nameless, DNA revealing nothing, going to the graves unrevealed as victims of  
government neglect, government corruption—silence and climate injustice and change are 
lowered down forever, not swinging low, simply descending into forgetting. They remain 
nameless forever. These are the deaths that are hidden in the nearby bushes. And revealed 
in nearby bushes.

Soon they will find you, or the thing you were once considered 
you, the body, its parts scattered like seed. (72) 

See, even dead somethings cannot be said—some words can-
not be uttered. As if  language is more violent than murder. As 
if  your body is more indecent than rape. (73)

Poems XIII.I and XIII.II reveal that so much is unkind, mean, unspoken. Lan-
guage is not allowed to speak truth. While bodies are found, little is actually said about the 
violence, death, murder and especially the brutality of  rape that leaves one’s body uncere-
moniously discarded in nearby bushes. Language reveals and obfuscates, as do the bushes, 
and the violence—generational and systemic—is hidden and also revealed in those nearby 
bushes, where the official words continue to cover up the deep pain and feeling of  loss we 
embody. Miller’s language is haunting and painful. 

Miller seems to introduce a personal tone in “A Psalm for Gay Boys,” or at least the 
person reciting the poem, calling on God to hear now and attend to his needs suddenly 
shifts into a present ‘me,’ a me very poignantly located in those bushes. “Here that is the 
confession,” begins the psalm, which ends with, “Atten now to my needs,” which comes 
after “where our mouths are full of  things harder than prayers,” punctuated by “where is 
the way from home” (26). Is this a metaphorical home, or is it the home of  pain and strife 
where gay boys are abused, ignored, erased or silenced with extreme violence?

The book is deeply personal and yet clearly not. We come together to mourn death, 
we experience that violence that causes deaths in nearby bushes, which comes from the 
men who hide in those bushes, who find cover in them, but communities are also separated 
around this same violence. I must note, though, that the cadences of  the poems somehow 
bring the reader into a sense of  the far-down, unfathomable violence we inhabit beyond the 
local. Though fragmented, the poems connect lynchings of  Blacks in the American South, 
which threatened everyone who was Black, Brown or a sympathizer, and lynchings of  Ca-
ribbean gay boys whose bodies are disfigured after a deeply compromised man, unable to 
see redemption in his proclivities, angry at the nature he inhabits, takes the life of  the body 
with which he has just lain. Much like domestic violence, the violence in nearby bushes is 
a deception and a reflection. As a woman is killed by a mate who has warned of  his anger 
and violence, police are unable to protect her. She is unconvincing in her story until the day 
of  the murder; she then succumbs to his violence, as police drive around looking for the 
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perpetrator who is where he said he would be, yet no one listened. The violence in nearby 
bushes, the bodies left there, are a full stop to their particular pain but a punctuation mark 
in community agony. Do we ever recover completely when our mothers, daughters, sisters, 
aunts, grandmothers are taken from earth by their lovers? Do we ever recover the centre we 
once had? Poems XI.I and XI.II both bare this reading to me.

Miller constantly reminds us that nothing really ends, except the human body. The 
end of  death is the resumption of  life. Like Miller’s sentences, punctuated in poems XIII.I 
and XIII.II by violence and contradiction, in death, life goes on. “How unspectacular, this 
business of  dying, as if  any and anybody could do it” (50). A moment later, a mood away, 
the poet notes, “You had not imagined death as a thing so wide, so full of  acres and sky” 
(51). So, as death is unspectacular, it is simultaneously wonderful. As Miller pulls the worms 
up towards the body that was once the person, the poems return to the mundane, the vio-
lence of  the post-traumatic disordered space we inhabit. After slavery ended, its violence 
remained in cells and has carried on and through, like those worms, eating at souls and 
minds. Corruption and greed, disquiet and disregard, all foment a deep need to act out the 
traumas held coiled in DNA. 

These men all make their escape to nearby bushes. As the police seem unable to 
match fire power and strategy, “armed men hiding in nearby bushes” fire on them (56). 

The repetition and disconnection, similarity between the throne at Jamaica House 
and the fake diamonds in the rudeboys’ Gucci belts collides with a tourist vision of  Jamai-
ca that is not Jamaica: “Because they killed a rudeboy in front of  white people. Is all well 
and good to kill people, but not in front of  white people. [...] Their final image of  Jamaica 
was Jamaica. Because they did not consider the tourist dollar” (65). Miller collides (bucks 
up) images that are supposed to remain separate. Languages are separated by a dictionary 
closed to the majority, opened only for those who cannot utter “pussy, neck, bruise, broken, 
bone” (72). What about the tourist dollar?! Realities that do not mix; Jamaica does not mix 
with tourists, and speaking of  sexual violence is worse than its happening. Naming things 
is not acceptable. 

The nearby bushes hide it all and reveal it all. 

The poet then plays with the loss of  death and perhaps the forgetting of  its sour 
reality, the hard and ugly things that have led to it here in these nearby bushes, where “you 
think, maybe if  you close your eyes, you can sleep it off. Sleep away the useless rage. Wake 
up in another book, on a kinder page” (76).

We cannot sleep it off, nor can we escape from it to and in nearby bushes. The trau-
ma that lives there is haunting, and the poet offers a kinder page, perhaps. Here is where 
poetry and life conflate, where rivers of  differences merge, and perhaps we can speak of  
things other than the pleasantries of  attracting tourist dollars that hide away every aspect of  
us. But never mind, the postcolony is deeply hidden in nearby bushes; we just need to build 
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more hotels. Woven into the “common as stone and leaf  and breadfruit tree” (74) is a story 
of  violence and inequalities ubiquitous in our paradise. How do we escape it if  we cannot 
even call its name? How do we heal if  we cannot speak it? In painful verse and stubborn 
lines, Miller has done an amazing job of  articulating these paradoxes and oxymorons.
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