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Gordon Rohlehr’s Transgression, Transition, Transformation, published in Trinidad by Lexicon in 

2007, carries its thesis in its title. It informs us that the works under discussion in this collection of 

essays have been reflected on within the context of what has now become an extraordinarily 

potent idea: that the process or movement from colonial stereotypes and dispossession to 

moments, sometimes overlapping, are named transgressive, transitional or transformative because 

particular writers have sought to encroach on the ground possessed by those who hold power. 

Such attempts at breaking free of hegemonic structures are often painful and convey at times a 

sense of profound ambivalence. The second moment, for example, called “transition” shares much 

in common with the transgressions of space, culture, language, sexual taboos identified in earlier 

works but differs according to Rohlehr’s reading because the artist and individual while remaining  

bound by certain colonial fixations has shifted position to problematise the relationships shaped by 

race and social structures.  CLR James and Edric Connor epitomise such transitional artists.  

Transformation we find located as groundation -  movement as reclamation of spirit; movement as 

a positive rejection of the stasis of fixed positions and stereotypes, but equally movement as a 

renegotiating of space and history. 
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The essays bring together analysis of old and new work and are governed by a sense of a tradition 

that is unfolding and of writers who, while placed in their particular historic contexts, have 

attempted within the limits of these moments in time, to fashion a path through the murky terrain 

that has shaped New World social relations, power structures and race relations. 

 

“You’re a Good Man Rupert Gray”, for example, is at once a lesson in the history of the evolution of 

black consciousness and perceived taxonomy of the Black man who is caught in the prison of the 

phallic stereotype and a critique of what Rohlehr, following  Derek Walcott,  terms “a mulatto 

aesthetic” Rohlehr sees the character, Rupert Gray, as giving evidence of the trauma of 

schizophrenia experienced by the clash and unresolved tensions of different races and ethnicities in 

Trinidad.  Gray lives in an existential void with “no base or place at all” (4) to acquire a sense of who 

he is. His ideas are filtered through education and Rohlehr, throughout this essay and equally in the 

later critiques of the QRC educated intellectual elite of Trinidad and Tobago, subverts the 

scaffolding constructed by the education system of the time and upon which Gray (neither white 

nor black) erects an image of himself and a sense of who he is. Gray as protagonist emerges out of 

nowhere. He is, according to Rohlehr, an uncritically and unambiguously constructed character; a 

position underscored by Rohlehr through point-by-point comparison between real life historical 

figures and the emerging character of Gray. This deconstruction of the protagonist evolves into a 

critique of the author Stephen Cobham as the essay progresses. 

 

Rohlehr’s satiric dismantling of the authorial sense of self is here fulfilling the function reserved for 

the calypsonian.  The author of the novel, Cobham, “obviously sympathises with the ambitions of 

people such as Gray” and “presents him without any direct or implied criticism” (4). The critic 

appropriates the discourse of nature/nurture argument and following the route of Gray’s 

assimilation of language in terms of civilised decorum, then neatly sums up the effect of such an 

internalisation of culture through the satirical description of Gray as “a veray parfait gentil knight”. 

Gray, through the use of such descriptive phrases, at once becomes an anachronism (even for the 

time the book was written) suggesting that this novel is in a real sense marked by the ideologies of 

a specific period of Caribbean history.   

 

Part of the problem that is being explored here is that of assimilation, and Rohlehr’s adept use of 

the  slippage between romantic idealisation and stereotype underlines the several ways in which 

an individual like Gray was and perhaps is both complicit in and the victim of hidden racist 

agendas.  Romanticisation in this novel does nothing to hide or protect the assimilé from the 

invisibility engendered by his race. In fact, as Rohlehr points out, Serle, the white father of Gray’s 

beloved,  “reveals the racialism beneath the affable liberal mask he used to wear” but also 

“illustrates the international nature of white suprematicism, which as a global ideology unites the 

enclaved Caribbean planter and merchant castes with their Klu Klux Klan counterparts in the post-

Reconstruction American South” (21). The romance between Gwendolyn and Gray is further read 

against Shakespeare’s character, Othello, as imaged in the figure of a ram, which enables that 

recognition of the difficulties faced by those who transgress the barriers erected against black 

/white love or sexual intercourse. The Humming-Bird Tree by Ian Mc Donald   repeats the Gray 

scenario in many ways. Here, there is  transgression of space, race and culture, and in his review 

Rohlehr again explores the limits of white ruling class liberalism.  
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The discussions engendered by these novels provide a context for an analysis of the incipient 

racism that infiltrates all levels of Caribbean society. These first essays also set the tone and context 

for the book’s later explorations including well known pieces such as, "Carnival Cannibalised or 

Cannibal Carnivalised: Contextualizing the Cannibal Joke in Calypso and Literature." Here, carnival 

becomes the vehicle of an apparently innocuous discourse on subliminal inter racial sexual desire. 

This essay explores Sparrow’s subversive calypso “Congo Man” and demonstrates the notion of 

transgressive spaces in terms of sexual stereotyping. This essay is placed in this section presumably 

because Sparrow’s position remains that of ambivalent commentator (56) since he both exploits 

and subverts the phallic stereotype.  Sparrow’s calypso, according to Rohlehr, brought white 

Trinidadians face-to-face with their own xenophobia which is linked to their deep-seated fears.  In 

situating the calypso within the context of both carnival and cannibal jokes and equally of classical 

satire such as that of Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”  and Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,  

Rohlehr is  demonstrating the savage wit and social  commentary of the calypso and universalising 

its reach. He is also providing a very clear signal that West Indian cultural forms have had to 

confront issues of race and racial prejudice in highly complex ways.  

 

This is reinforced in the essay, “Drum and Minuet: Music, Masquerade and the Mulatto of Style” 

which is in six parts. The “mulatto of style” is the subject of this key essay in the debate about 

Caribbean writing, the problem of race and the role of the writer. In “Drum and Minuet” Rohlehr 

analyses the use of language and the ideological positioning of writers who self consciously adopt 

the position of mulatto in their writings, or who write out of such a subject location. Derek Walcott, 

Lorna Goodison, Arthur Seymour, Philip Pilgrim, Edgar Mittelholzer, Dennis Scott and Victor Questel 

are the subjects of his analysis in this attempt to theorise the ambivalences of those who, like Rupert 

Gray, are neither black nor white.  

 

This essay continues on from the “The Problem  of the Problem of Form” in that it situates the works 

under discussion within the context of “the emergence of West Indian literature  over the last 

century”  as this has been “taking place alongside the journey of its various musics  from their  

several folk roots and performance spaces, towards the blare and glare of the contemporary  

popular stage” and  “ attempts to map out some of the paradoxes  that have become visible in the 

interface between West Indian poetry and music” (82). Its main focus, Rohlehr  says, is “how the 

tension between the folk/grass-roots/proletariat and generally black aesthetics and 

‘mulatto’/mestizo/bourgeois/euro-centred aesthetics, has been generated by, even as  it has itself 

engendered radically antagonistic notions about art, culture and creative possibility” (82). The most 

provocative segment in this attempt to rethink a mulatto aesthetic and its ambivalences is the close 

reading of “Mass Man” by Walcott. Here, the poet who has declared himself on many occasions as a 

“divided writer” or a “red nigger” or Shabine or indeed “split writer”,  provides the means for that 

chasm between mulatto middle class and black mass or grass roots figure to be thoroughly 

scrutinised. The minuet and the drum become symbols of Euro-caucasian and Afro-creole 

consciousness and “modes of being, perception, shaping and performance” (106). Walcott’s 

situating of himself as both outsider and voice of conscience in the poem “Mass Man” is seen as a 

sign of his own inability to become part of that very race for which he purports to speak. Walcott’s 

position as a mulatto has, of course, taken many turns over the past six decades.  

 

What is most interesting in the placement of the pieces in this section, is the inclusion of an essay, 

“Mas and Mass: The Parallel Cultures of Carnival Messiah” on Geraldine Connor’s Carnival Messiah 
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in the section entitled “Transgression” while her father’s work Horizons in the essay “Beyond 

Horizons: The Autobiography of Edric Connor 1913-1968” is situated in what we would have 

imagined to be a later stage, that is “transition,” and immediately following the essay on his 

daughter.  But Rohlehr seems to be concerned both with exploring positions that reflect 

transgressive modes of thinking or creating, and with assessing the limits and the conditions of 

transgression and transition. Equally he is intent on showing the complexities of what on the 

surface might appear to be chronological or developmental stages in Caribbean art.  It becomes 

increasingly clear throughout the collection that these states of existence often overlap or coexist 

because of historic circumstance and that writers reflect these overlaps.   

 

The inclusion of an exploration of Geraldine Connor’s hybrid performance work and the place of 

the essay in the overall collection, help further to define what Rohlehr may mean by the terms 

“transgression” and  “transition.” Her work seeks to occupy a “third space” but the question mark 

applied to this by the critic Rohlehr already heralds a certain mild scepticism. I say this despite the 

other verdict applied by Rohlehr to Carnival Messiah in a later essay in the collection where his 

praise is unstinting. Here, however, in “Mas and Mass” she is located within the frame of a mulatto 

aesthetic and with the contradictions and repressions seen to be part of that mixture. The third 

space her work occupies and “as dreamed by Connor, will allow for subversion, transgression and 

the elimination of boundaries between ‘margin’ and ‘centre’ through the creation of a universe in 

which all ‘differences’  will be affirmed and celebrated” (113).  

 

Her work has generated some controversy and Rohlehr explores without much initial comment the 

arguments for and against her innovative practices. This controversy is seen as part of a process 

through which Connor had to work to create something new, rich and strange. The makeover 

nature of her project in reinterpreting Handel’s Messiah and equally in reshaping Caribbean and 

African performance and ritual is immediately perceptible as an act of transgression. But why, given 

the syncretism of this project, is it not either transformative or transitional? Of course, Rohlehr has 

stated that the terms and the divisions associated with these terms came about because of the 

frequency with which the words “transgression”, “transition” and “transformation” occurred in the 

essays. However, in positioning these essays, he is also making certain statements and assessments. 

He is seeking to demonstrate the ways in which the Caribbean person has been transgressing 

along the route to reclamation, but he is also exposing the internal frictions generated by such acts.  

Carnival Messiah and “Congo Man” may, therefore, be seen to be alternative forms of transgression 

to Rupert Gray and The Humming Bird Tree, though all emerge out of historically defined 

situations.  

 

There is something, however, strangely ambivalent in Rohlehr’s analysis of Connor’s work. She is 

positioned as an artist who on the one hand seeks to pay homage to her cultural ancestors, in 

particular those quite revolutionary figures of the arts, Beryl McBurnie and Edric Connor, but she is 

also according to Rohlehr laying them to rest. Her transgression(s) are therefore substantial since 

she is also in a way seeking to displace her own father and her predecessors in the field. Her 

statement that she wishes to erode all boundaries and create something she calls “super 

hybridization” is in itself the subject of controversy.  Rohlehr points to the limits of what she has 

accomplished despite the near praise meted out at times in his exposition of her music and 

stagecraft. He focuses initially on the energy of her re-reading of the godhead and her feminisation 

of the god. But these apparently revolutionary attempts are quickly undermined by Rohlehr’s 



 Review: Trangression, Transition., Transformation 5 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 2 No. 1  ▪  October 2013 

comment that when the dying Christ calls out to God “who is a conventional father-figure” in the 

words, “Father, I commit my spirit to you,” one should legitimately be entitled to think that “if God is 

female in Carnival Messiah, then her son should have acknowledged and proclaimed this fact” 

(116). 

 

Equally Oshun, he says, lacks the powerful agency and sustaining power given to her by both 

Roach and Brathwaite. She appears in Carnival Messiah only to disappear. While Rohlehr’s 

comments become increasingly affirmative there is a pervading sense that Connor has not resolved 

the contradictions of her position as daughter of folklorist and actor Edric Connor, nor has she 

confronted that part of her submerged self despite her use of African religious figures and 

Caribbean forms to achieve that fluidity of shifting identities she seeks.   

 

Edric Connor is also an ambiguous figure within the cultural history of the Caribbean, but he is 

placed at the point of transition. Rohlehr has explained that he represents the impact of education 

on the colonial intellectual.  In a manner not unlike that of CLR James, Edric Connor’s work on the 

oral tradition and his sense of location in his origins in Mayaro are aspects of "groundation", 

perhaps lacking in his daughter Geraldine, and despite his own problematic relationship with the 

white and European worlds. He may be caught in an inbetween space and his voice may be wistful 

as it speaks of those places he cannot access, but his success and constant invasion of a world of 

cultural privilege mark him, as it does CLR James, as a man who has crossed beyond the limits of a 

Rupert Gray. Both he and James may romanticise aspects of Western culture and education and 

ideas of decorum, but they never lose sight of their rootedness.  

 

CLR James’ intellectual prowess also involves a paradox that becomes apparent through Rohlehr’s 

reading of his work. He, James, is thinker, political philosopher, man of letters and activist. But his 

work leaves wide gaps not unlike the gaps left in Connor’s story, and Rohlehr notes this by drawing 

attention to the complete absence of any mention of Connor’s wife Pearl in Horizons, who is 

included in that text as an appendix  that she herself writes.  

 

The gaps in James’ work are the years he spent in the USA where, according to Rohlehr, he played 

no cricket and observed no cricket. Rohlehr reads Beyond a Boundary via cricket as metaphor. 

Cricket and James’ commentaries and criticisms of the game are really social commentaries that tell 

much about his positioning within that transitional space of the New World brown or black 

intellectual of the time.  The commentaries on cricket hide a subliminal text: “We enter those 

decades through a succession of anecdotes and leave with a sense of having vicariously lived in 

that fascinating era of the last days of the old colonialism, with its unresolved issues of race, colour, 

class, authoritarianism, and mounting protest as self-confidence grew among the underclasses” 

(177).  

 

Rohlehr reads Beyond a Boundary via that subliminal text. The return of the exile to his native home 

is to a world where everything has changed and the heroes are no longer heroes: the years of exile 

have separated the writer from his native land and exile has left only a hazy idealisation. If all the 

giants have departed from politics (he, James, is now separated from Williams and the new PNM), 

then too all the giants have departed from cricket. They have also demonstrated their weaknesses. 

Rohlehr reads James’s disillusionment with cricket as his disillusionment with Trinidad politics, and 
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as a material cover for his disenchantment with those who should have upheld his heroic ideals of 

nation. Words such as “ethics”, “honour” and “moral code” abound and Rohlehr alerts us to them.  

 

The essays that focus on C L R James are among the most astute and pared in the collection. They 

suggest that the author has a razor-like intellect, in a mode not dissimilar from James. Like James, 

Rohlehr is an observer and his commentary moves inward and outward from observed detail to 

introspective depths. In a quite odd way too the essay, “CLR James and the legacy of Beyond a 

Boundary,” summarises much of Rohlehr’s thinking over the decades. It locates the intellectual 

within the ambience and circle of home where one affirms “one’s sense of rootedness, of belonging 

to a specific structure of memories, of household objects, of familiar gods and spirits” (179) —part of 

that continuum of aspiring ambitious folk who by virtue of that very ambition occupy two spaces 

and write within an aesthetic continuum shaped by oral forms and modernist aesthetics. 

 

The site that James occupied signifies the strength of the struggle towards visibility of the black 

intellectual and this is further invoked in the essay, “Intersecting QRC Lives: James, Williams, 

Naipaul” and reminds us again of Rohlehr’s earlier theorising in “The Problem of the Problem of 

Form” in which he noted the opposite tendencies and notions of form in the same writer and in 

which  the oral tradition represented  a domain of psychic possibilities, whereas  the aesthetics of 

modernism provided a form and indeed a philosophy of void, separateness and alienation.  This 

continuum represented and still represents a model of almost unending potential in what had been 

negatively perceived by writers such as V S Naipaul, as empty space. This is the moment or 

succession of moments that one can call “transformative”. 

 

The poet Kamau Brathwaite is singled out as a writer who uses this zero space to extraordinary 

effect and the essays in which Rohlehr illuminates the complexities of Brathwaite’s psychological 

and artistic journeyings are magisterial in their impact and insights. Brathwaite is a poet whose 

work has become increasingly concerned with psychic journeying via the route of those powers 

that are accessible within the living memory of the folk (even when they are hidden in the corners 

of memory). His journey is to acceptance of the nam, the power within, but his work is firmly 

situated within a modernist aesthetics in the sense that Rohlehr deploys it in his theorising of the 

aesthetic continuum in the Caribbean.  

 

Dream Stories  is seen in the essay “Dream Journeys” as a confrontation of pain and trauma. 

Rohlehr reads this confrontation as leading to a crack in the surface of assumed faces and external 

consciousness. “Dream journeys” is Rohlehr’s attempt to understand and empathise with 

Brathwaite’s experience of his wife Doris’ death and with the transforming nature of the trauma 

experienced by Brathwaite when he loses his house and archives. The essay illuminates 

Brathwaite’s growing neurosis as this begins to shape words and the structure of words and the 

way that these words appear on the printed page. These formal strategies, for Rohlehr, dramatise 

the nature of the poet’s psychic journeying. The dark night of the soul as Rohlehr points out is 

already prefigured in The Arrivants and in particular in “Shepherd” where the descent to the 

downward passage becomes even more intensely a submergence into the dark recesses of the 

psyche when that poem re-emerges in “Born to Slow Horses”.  

 

Rohlehr suggests that if the writer, Brathwaite, is both interpreter and sufferer then finding the 

source of his divination becomes the objective of Dream Stories. Doris Brathwaite’s death is then 
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read as the moment when the barriers between consciousness and unconsciousness collapse. This, 

in personal terms, means a collapse of stoical defences. In more psychic terms, it allows spirit and 

vision to emanate and become possible.  

 

Rohlehr addresses “In darkening” as a key concept in his analysis of "The Underwaters of Myself: the 

Black Angel". “Indarkening” is an obscuring of the effurage of light (rage) suggesting a leap from 

rage to light, either in the movement towards the world of spirit or out of the dark regions of the 

heart. Brathwaite’s mathematical geometry becomes a mark of transformation of language shared 

by the writers for whom change is a matter of urgency. In echoing Hopkins’s inscape and instress, 

Brathwaite is at one with Derek Walcott who has a similar turn in The Fortunate Traveller via his 

own use of the hieroglyph. “I wrote the sound for ‘sea,’ the sign for ‘sun’” ( Walcott 36 ).  In this 

copulation a new idea of language is formed.  Rohlehr remarks that Brathwaite uses the image of 

the sea as a sign of submergence into interior space, where water becomes a dream space. 

Through dream, the poet descends into the depths of spirit, something shared with Walcott in 

Omeros. The living coral associated in Mother Poem with the nurturing maternal or female 

principle is also found in Walcott. Both evoke a sense of spiritual paralysis experienced because of 

loss. Where they differ is in their attitude to voice/ scream as Rohlehr identifies it in the “Black 

Angel” and as it emerges from the mouth of the Yoruba Orisha Eshu. Eshu as tripper upper and 

mischief maker is identified by Rohlehr as “guardian of crossroads” and “signals the ambiguity of all 

experience.” Eshu reveals the confusing contraries of vision or versions of reality. 

 

What Rohlehr does in this essay is to identify the sources and the manifestations of a neurosis 

begun with the death of Doris Brathwaite. Grief becomes locked in a fear of failure. So that the 

importance of “Dream Chad” is in his identification of the computer and the emerging Sycorax text 

format with Doris’ function as preserver of archives and Brathwaite’s writing. Sycorax’s subversive 

form shaped on and by a computer is a mechanism through which the performance of text enables 

the emergence of energy and spirit. The computer is also a memory and thus even more closely 

linked to Doris. House and head combine in Rohlehr’s interpretation of the crossover between 

Chad, Zea Mexican and the computer: “The door of the house is the door of his head because of 

what the house contains: his written life and his most intimate memories of a lived life” (423).  

 

Rohlehr also reinserts a poem that was left out of the collection of Dream Stories. “Give unto 

Caesar”. He reads the music of this poem as an internalising movement that through repetition and 

echo takes the protagonist down a track that symbolises near paranoia or “Obsession deepening 

into melancholy.” The soldier in the text encounters a TWI woman and in their embrace and sexual 

interlude they achieve ‘inter standing’ another space of inbetweenity along the journey. But, 

Rohlehr warns, “the soldier is still killer, the woman still victim and colonised territory.”  Their 

meeting becomes a metaphor for the discovery of the New World.  

 

In reinserting this poem and in placing it at the centre of the text, Rohlehr is privileging Brathwaite’s 

social commitment, and in particular his perceived function as reader of signs and guide.  “Dream 

Crabs” brings an apparent moment of transformation, renewal and resurrection. But the word 

“perhaps” by the critic suggests that the “garden which elides the boundaries between nature and 

artifice” is only a moment of respite in the journey. There are no certainties. The garden can be a 

prison, and becomes increasingly linked to another prison: an empty television screen. 
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Then the “Dark Village of the Dead” plunges the reader into deepening gloom. Rohlehr links these 

to other motifs in Caribbean writing that explore a state of in-betweeness and that act as concrete 

symbols of the Middle Passage. The drama here is one of anguish both personal and historic. 

Rohlehr also aligns that encounter with horror to all those encounters in Coleridge, Swift and 

Conrad and the fate of these seers when they return home.  

 

What I yearn to see after reading the final section of this essay on Brathwaite with its analysis of 

form,  shape, textual positioning and movement of lines is Rohlehr’s analysis, given his knowledge 

of music, of the idea of visual music that I am sure is being used here. 

 

Finally the transformative movement ends in dance, in that superb essay “Who are we?  Where is 

Here? What Jail is this?” Dance as desire or yearning for "groundation” in this New World of 

absence and rupture is combined with Eliot’s  still point and enables a leap that brings the 

Caribbean writer in a tangendential line of imaginative reconstruction with European modernist 

desire. Both yearn for a secure footing in a world increasingly disrupted and insecure. For the 

essayist, Rohlehr, the history of the Americas has led to an increasing need and desire for such 

security. The survey and analyses undertaken in this seventy page essay is really the foundation for 

a new book. Rohlehr explores the movement of possession from the voyages of Columbus to the 

spiritual, psychological navigations of the new Caribbean writer, many of whom are women. He 

names Erna Brodber, Barbara Lalla, Olive Senior in a strategic move that sees such women as 

asserting their right to this Caribbean space. The essay also explores the very problematic 

relationship that a male writer such as Derek Walcott has had with territory and issues of 

belonging.  

 

These leaps of transformative creative energy represent reclamation of the space of lived 

experience as they shape, in their different ways, new configurations in their place of belonging. 

Rohlehr begins this monumental essay by foregrounding the journey as one of the major tropes 

used by Caribbean writers in their efforts to understand and explore the meaning of the complex 

encounters in the New World. The idea of journeying foregrounds the question of “where is here?” 

which was a response to the theme of the twenty fifth West Indian Literature conference in St 

Augustine in 2006 at which Rohlehr delivered a key note address.  This essay is the extended 

version of the lecture. The traversing of space is then a metaphor and a concretization of the 

constant negotiation of identity and the uncertainty or unfixity of belonging among Caribbean 

peoples.  

 

Journeying is on the one hand a diasporic movement born of necessity and on the other a matter 

of history. The question of “Where is Here?” leads to that of “What jail is this?” in the title and plays 

on the Caribbean expression of bewilderment in the face of perplexing situations. Its resonance 

extends to the even more perplexing question, “Who are we?” For the critic, Rohlehr, constant 

migration, whatever the reason, leads to angst of identity that is also a challenge to assumptions 

about identity. In using the trope of “remapping” Rohlehr simultaneously locates two ideas - that of 

"groundation” and that of disorientation - as dual states evolving from an insecurity of a sense of 

place either in the Caribbean or elsewhere.  

 

Rohlehr identifies this journeying in Pa, the Old Man of Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin whose 

dream-journey is an interior movement into “the corridor of descent into suppressed, censored 
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memories of an otherwise inaccessible ancestral past in which West African progenitors 

encountered European ones in the catastrophic process of murder and enslavement- that 

nonetheless gave shape to the New World” (458).  This murderous beginning evoked through the 

dreamer and dream narrative begins the process of a re-mapping that is in fact a re-membering. 

Lamming’s text identifies the source of those “frozen structures” that are the result of insecure 

“authoritarianism and subservience that persist in the contemporary Caribbean” (459).    A poet 

such as Walcott seeks to melt these architectural structures in a work such as Omeros  and Wilson 

Harris attempts throughout his essays and novels to erect new architectural forms that will  counter 

the effect of the denigration and destruction of Caribbean creative potential (though this is not 

mentioned in Rohlehr’s essay). 

 

Columbus as the ambiguous ancestor of New World lives becomes the subject of a different 

discourse in this essay. He is the first cartographer in this mapping and renaming of the islands. In 

situating Columbus at this site of origin Rohlehr immediately foregrounds the difficulty of any 

reading of the relationships between old and new worlds and indeed the Caribbean and 

elsewhere, whether in terms of religion, mythology, geography or historiography. It is this “making 

strange” that gives this particular essay such importance in Rohlehr’s work as a whole. It has the 

potential to alter our readings of West Indian literature and writing in significant ways. This potency 

is extended through the use of the trope of the dance.  

 

In using the dance as a metaphor of exploration and simultaneously as an image to interrogate the 

quest for belonging, the migratory tendencies of Caribbean peoples, the aesthetic forms and ideas 

that have emerged through such meditations, and the need for “groundation”, Rohlehr exploits an 

image that is already potent. He, for example, illuminates Harris’s spatialization of time and his 

philosophical interrogation of the psyche through forms such as the limbo dance, that emit a 

constant flow of images that echo and reverberate in the mind and heart of the reader.  

 

Rohlehr’s readings of  the multidimensional effects and affects available through the use of 

movement and dance in the works of Harris, Walcott, Brathwaite, Roach, Senior, Lalla and Denis 

Williams contain deep insights, but it is through the extraordinarily original analysis of Jane and 

Louisa Will Soon Come Home  that the sheer imagistic weight of the dance is accessed. 

 

The dance in Jane and Louisa as described in this essay becomes an alternative houmfort (499), a 

repossession of ancestral spirits and equally a transformation in the present through these 

presences. Space as a remapping by the feet of both ancestors and their descendants is traced as 

movement into a circle through a straight line (an exit and an entrance).  Through this figuration 

Brodber delineates the progression of movement in space as a spiral. This shape is constructed as a 

backward and forward movement, and as a side stepping process that shapes the axis of the circle. 

This is also the formal shape of the novel’s progression.  This axis triggers a multitude of associations 

and echoes in the deep corridors of being and memory. As an image of the intersection of past and 

present, and of Caribbean cultural and spiritual becoming, it accumulates the force field of 

Brathwaite’s descent into the past and into self in The Arrivants and his consistent attempt to shape 

the pain of such engagements through  the graphic traces that his later works seek to create.  

Moreover, the novel Jane and Louisa in Rohlehr’s reading remembers Walcott’s many journeys in 

say, Another Life, “The Schooner Flight,” and The Fortunate Traveller and anticipates work such as 
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Omeros, The Prodigal, and Tiepolo’s Hound in their multifaceted attempts to find the shape of 

movement that enables a descent into self and an ascent into the future.  

 

This essay engages in powerful ideas of becoming and its wide sweep and survey of recent and 

classic West Indian texts provides a density that is almost encyclopaedic. The work as a whole gives 

testimony to a huge range of knowledge and experience, a fitting tribute to a pioneer and 

pathfinder in the field.     
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