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Where is Here? What Jail is This? Who Are We? 
Part I 

GORDON ROHLEHR 
 

 

I 

Discovery Dance 

 

Caribbean writing has been and continues to be the measure of those social processes in which the 

region, since its inception, but more particularly since the European invasion of its space, has been 

entangled.  Such processes include migration in all its phases of uprootment, journeying, arrival, 

taking possession of or being possessed by new landscapes, exile, resettlement and sometimes 

renewed cycles of migration.  Because of the centrality of migration in the formation of the modern 

Caribbean, the journey has become one of the major tropes through which Caribbean writers have 

sought to divine the meaning of the Caribbean experience: that grand catastrophic encounter of 

peoples from all corners of the globe – West of the Behring Straits, East of the Sahara, North of the 

Thames, Seine or Ganges – who met in this phenomenal and turbulent New World Theatre. 

 

The major work of Caribbean writers of the Twentieth Century was devoted to measuring the 

meaning of this complex and traumatic encounter of peoples in the New World, and a great deal of 

the critical discourse that has grown out of and around Caribbean literature has been preoccupied 

with such crucial questions as the erasure, partial survival or hybridization of ancestral identities, 

traditions, languages and life-styles; the latent potentiality of submerged memories and atrophied 
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roots; the challenge of constructing and locating new identities out of the absence or ignorance of 

older selves or landscapes, and in the context of a process of continuous transformation; the 

problems of choice and political action which have beset nations that are small, globally 

insignificant, impoverished, subject to the extreme pressures of imperialist domination, as well as to 

recurrent natural disasters, and drowning in the sadness of steadily sinking currencies; the 

numerous Anansi and bedbug strategies of survivalism which New World colonies and neo-

colonies have always needed to exercise. 

 

The question of “where is here” emerges naturally out of the Caribbean state of simultaneous 

confidence and uncertainty about the viability of “home” and identity.  It is also a feature of the 

recurrent uprootment and constant journeying, in which trauma has become so normal a mental 

condition that many persons deny that they are or have ever been traumatized.  Carter writes of 

this state in his famous poem “University of Hunger”, where he depicts a world of people, so 

reduced by cyclic catastrophe, that they have become mere shadowy presences subject to “the 

grave of pride/ the sudden flight/ the terror and the time.”1  One takes “the grave of pride” to mean 

the deep humiliation that results from the loss of agency and autonomy as well as the 

bewilderment and disorientation that grow out of persistent dislocation. 

 

Caribbean migrations have occurred because of dire necessity, or because of the need to 

reconstruct life after disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, floods, mudslides, 

corrupt or repressive political régimes, or implosions and eruptions of the rage and violence 

secreted in the seams of societies that have been the products of a history of violence.  Refugees 

from such natural and human disasters might well ask not only “where is here?”, but such ancillary 

questions as “what jail is this?” and “who are we?”  For it is, finally, identity that is threatened or 

challenged by “the grave of pride/ the sudden flight / the terror and the time,” as by those more 

measured and deliberate migrations towards metropoles of disillusion, such as, for example, the 

voyages so many Caribbean artists made to England, France and America during the first six 

decades of the Twentieth Century, or to Canada as soon as that country modified its racist 

immigration policy. 

 

“Where is here?” is both the question of the emigrant running from a land that has grown 

unfamiliar, and that of the dislocated, decentred or bewildered migrant on first encountering the 

land where he/she has just arrived.2  It is a cry that receives either no answer at all, or such complex 

responses that the new arrivants soon recognize that they will have to draw their own maps of 

place and consciousness; to find their own way somehow, and answer their own questions. 

 

This essay in addressing the theme(s) “Where is here? Remapping the Caribbean” will take the form 

of a selection, juxtaposition and close reading of several examples of the literature of trauma, 

disorientation, physical or mental journeying, quest and arrival.  One of my assumptions has been 

that people who are comfortable with their societies and assured of their location in them, do not 

need to ask “where is here” or to ‘remap’ places or “rechart the ruins” – Leroy Clarke’s fine phrase3 - 

                                                           
1 

 Carter, Martin, “University of Hunger” in Selected Poems Guyana: Red Thread Women’s Press, 1997, 77-78 
2 

 The literature here includes well-known works such as George Lamming’s The Emigrants and Samuel Selvon’s 
The Lonely Londoners and more recent novels like Dionne Brand’s In Another Place, Not Here and N.D. 
Williams’s The Silence of Islands. 

3 
 Clarke, Leroy, Douens, Port of Spain: Ka Ra Ele, 1981. 
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of worlds that, denying all evidence to the contrary, they find intact, normal and good enough for 

their desire. 

 

So our enquiry begins with Pa, the Old Man of Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin who bewildered 

at the rapid and virtually apocalyptic social changes taking place in the Barbados of the 1930’s, 

undertakes in a dream-journey a quest for the source of his discomfiture.  The dream becomes a 

corridor of descent into suppressed, censored 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 of the Caribbean and 

the Americas.  The entranced Old Man becomes the mouthpiece and voice of buried ancestors 

who, erased from and silenced in the colonial text, are resurrected in the monologue of the 

dreamer, who becomes in the process of his dream-narrative, both involuntary medium and 

possessed shaman of a ceremony of mourning and remembrance. 

 

The medium’s message identifies the European Christopher Columbus as the prime ancestral 

source of both the spiritual vagrancy that some have been calling ‘nomadism’ and the multiple 

societal woes of the Caribbean archipelago: 

The beginning had the best intentions.  A sailor called Christopher followed his 

mistake and those who come later have added theirs.  Now he’s dead, and as 

some say of the dead, safe and sound in the legacy of the grave.  ‘Tis a childish 

saying, for they be yet present with the living.  The only certainty these islands 

inherit was that sailor’s mistake, and it’s gone on and on from father to son 

‘mongst the rich and the poor: in Slime and Creighton, landlord and politician, 

those who play at ruling and those at being ruled, and those who are neither 

one nor the other.4 

“Discovery” then, according to this grim interpretation of it, was a mistake and a traumatic 

disturbance from which the Archipelago has not yet recovered.  Columbus, who in his desperate 

quest for gold introduced forced labour, torture, mutilation and unprecedented murderous 

wastage of human lives on the native population of Hispaniola, is in the Old Man’s monologue 

represented as the progenitor of the frozen structures of authoritarianism and subservience that 

persist in the contemporary Caribbean, whose population responds in various ways to what they 

have hitherto been unable to transform. For some the response has been an indifference that 

ignores, for others an Anansi sagacity that side-steps, and yet for others, a creativity that transcends 

the theatre of ruling and being ruled. 

 

Writers of the post-war decade, when the concept of a federated West Indies was being debated 

by all who dreamed of a New World nation of the Caribbean, writers such as George Lamming, 

Arthur Seymour, Derek Walcott and later Kamau Brathwaite, were all fascinated by the figure of 

Columbus as an ambiguous and ominous ancestor.  He appears in their work as visionary, light-

bearer, pathfinder and civilizer5; as founder, dreamer, prisoner, manic depressive6; as originator of 

an ongoing process of error and catastrophe that has simultaneously shaped and marred New 

                                                           
4  Lamming, George, In the Castle of My Skin, London: Longman Caribbean, 1970, 211. 
5
  Seymour, Arthur “For Christopher Columbus” in Selected Poem, Georgetown, B.G. Lithographic Co Ltd 1965, 

44-46 
6
  Walcott, Derek, ‘Drums + Colours’, Caribbean Quarterly, Vol 7, Nos 1 + 2, 1962.  Republished, Caribbean 

Quarterly Vol 38, No 4, December 1992, 23-135. 
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World history.7  Later he would be contemptuously portrayed as a ruined and impotent patriarch, 

the great man who is no longer in control of circumstances,8 and as a barefaced liar whose journals 

were the beginning of a distorted historiography that has misrepresented the roles of both himself, 

the piratical invader, and his victims the heroic, doomed native Caribbean people.9 

 

Columbus’s journals are a primary source of information about this ancestral cartographer of the 

Archipelago who, justifying his enterprise to investors King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, 

protested that though he had not yet discovered the promised gold or the Western passage to 

Cathay, he had named over seven hundred islands and claimed them in the names of their Catholic 

Majesties.  We join Columbus on the occasion of his third voyage to the New World, that is, 

between 30
th

 May 1498 and 31
st
 July of the same year, when he ‘discovered’ and named Trinidad.  

Columbus had already planted a major colony on Hispaniola, attained titles such as Admiral of the 

Ocean Sea, and Viceroy of the Indies, secured from the Spanish Monarchy the rights to ten percent 

of the plunder extorted from the native Caribbean peoples, and instituted the system of slave 

labour that was to lead to the decimation of the native population; atrocities such as rape, 

mutilation, dismemberment and torture, and Las Casas’s compassionate suggestion that native 

Caribbean labourers be replaced by hardier African ones whose souls were equally in need of 

redemption.  Unable to repay his creditors Columbus, jeered on the streets of Spain as the “Admiral 

of Mosquitoes,” had adopted the strategy of ‘pacifying,’ kidnapping, enslaving and selling Caribs to 

Spanish purchasers, in lieu of the gold he had not found.  When several of his first cargo of 500 

slaves died during the Middle Passage or in Spain, Columbus, who saw himself as the Messenger of 

God wrote: “Let us in the name of the Holy Trinity go on sending all the slaves that can be sold.”10 

 

It was also in the name of the Holy Trinity and under their extra-special auspices that he set out on 

his Third Voyage to find a continent that his interpretation of the Bible and the writings of various 

Greek and Roman sages had led him to believe lay on the Equator, south of the already discovered 

and named Indies.  Without adequately revictualling at either the Canaries or the Cape Verde 

Islands, Columbus sallied forth into the unknown, but soon encountered the Doldrums where for 

days on end his three ships baked in the heat until their oakum caulking melted, and barrels of 

wine and water leaked in the hot holds.  The heat sapped the energy of the crew, and Columbus 

himself was afflicted with arthritis and gout, disease of hard drinkers and high livers. 

 

Columbus prayed in despair to the Holy Trinity; light and fitful breezes eventually sprang up and he 

changed course to sail first west, then northwest, hoping to happen on one of the islands of the 

Antilles, where he planned to replenish his supplies of food and water.  He sighted instead the 

island of Trinidad around noon on the 31
st
 July, 1498.  His crew fell on their knees singing the 

“Salve Regina” and Columbus as he neared the South Eastern corner of the island saw ahead of him 

three hills united at their base, which he interpreted to be an emblem of the Holy Trinity under 

whose auspices he had sold slaves after his first and set out on his third voyage into the unmapped 

Atlantic, and through whose intercession he had been miraculously delivered from the deadly 

doldrums of the mid-Atlantic. 

 

                                                           
7  Lamming, George, In the Castle of My Skin,  211 
8 

 Kincaid, Jamaica, Annie John, New York, Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983. 
9 

 The Mighty Shadow, (Winston Bailey), “Columbus Lied” Shadow Pressure Point, Barbados, Straker’s Records 
GS 2296, 1992. 

10 
Koning, Hans Columbus His Enterprise, New York, Monthly Review Press, 1976, 85. 
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Columbus would later attest that: “Reason, the science of mathematics and geographical maps 

have availed me nothing.”11  His discovery of Trinidad, that “hallowed” island and veritable Garden 

of Eden was, he knew, the fulfillment of “sacred prophecies”12 and a sign of the intervention of the 

Holy Trinity.  He named the island Trinidad or La Trinité, renewed his vow to spread the Christian 

gospel among “a new people groping in the darkness of idolatry,”13 and proceeded to name the 

South Eastern point of the island, to sail along the southern coast of the island and drop anchor in 

Moruga bay where he spent the night of July 31
st
.  Next day, August 1

st
 1498, he landed at Moruga 

to replenish his depleted supplies of water, then sailed further west to Erin Bay, looking for native 

settlements, but finding only the footprints of the settlers who, cognizant of his arrival, had (wisely) 

retreated inland.  Planting a tall white cross, the totem of his culture and religion, Columbus 

claimed the island in the name and as the property of their Catholic majesties, then resumed his 

journey westward parallel to the Southern coast of Trinidad.  He came quite close to the Northern 

coastline of Venezuela which he mistook for another large island, but later felt must be the 

continent he had both heard of and imagined. 

 

On August 2
nd

, 1498, Columbus approached the south western point of Trinidad, today’s Icacos, 

which he named Punta del Arenal, and anchored between that point and a large off-shore rock 

that he named Gallo.  It was then that he made his first contact with the natives of the island.  A 

large war-canoe manned by twenty-five warriors, left the shore and headed towards Columbus’s 

ship, stopping within shooting range, at which point the warriors began to shout at Columbus in a 

manner that could not be mistaken for friendly.  Columbus recorded his reaction to this reception in 

his journal: 

I ordered pans and other shining objects to be displayed in order to attract them 

and bring them closer than they had come before.  I greatly desired conversation 

with them, but it seemed that I had nothing left to show them which would 

induce them to come nearer still.  So I had a tambourine brought up to the poop 

and played, and made some of the young men dance, imagining that the Indians 

would draw closer to see the festivities.  On observing the music and dancing, 

however, they dropped their oars, and picked up their bows, and strung them.  

Each one seized his shield, and they began to shoot arrows at us.14   

Columbus returned fire and the natives, outgunned or outarrowed, fled. 

 

Here a tired, sick, lost mariner attempts to locate himself in a new and strange landscape by making 

it familiar.  He draws its first maps, renames the place and absorbs it into the universe of Christian 

mythology – the Holy Trinity, the notion of a Garden of Eden, the belief in divine intervention in 

human affairs and in his own mission as God’s messenger to lighten the darkness of a heathen 

people.  Columbus’s answer to the question “where is here?” was to redefine “here” in terms of the 

Old World he had sailed from.  Important rituals in his coming to terms with the strangeness of this 

new place were the singing of hymns and the prayers of thanksgiving for deliverance after the trials  

and tribulations of the journey; the imposition of a kind of magic on the natives by that trick of 

shining pans and mirrors; and the employment of improvised rhythm, song and dance 

                                                           
11

 Borde, Pierre-Gustave, The History of the Island of Trinidad Under the Spanish Government, Paris 1876, 
Republished by Paria Publishing Co Ltd, 1982 (Port of Spain) First part 1498-1622, 24 

12
 ibid., 24 

13 
 ibid., 24 

14 
Columbus’s Journal  
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performance as an attempt at communication with the natives, according to Columbus, or maybe 

as an unconscious ritual of transition into and claiming of new territory. 

 

Columbus’s earlier efforts on his first and second voyages to ‘converse’ or ‘communicate’ with the 

Caribbean’s First Nations, had generally proved fatal for the natives, the more unfortunate of whom 

he kidnapped and carried to Spain in order to teach them Spanish and use them as interpreters 

during future attempts to fulfil his enterprise.  Conversation with Columbus usually led to demands 

by the Admiral of the Ocean Sea for fresh water and fresh food.  Feeding Columbus’s hungry crew 

was at all times a severe strain on the natives’ survivalist agrarian economies.  Columbus also was 

eager to hear news about the gold he was desperate to find; his materialism being even more 

profound than his spirituality.  But most of all, Columbus needed to communicate to the “Caribs “ 

that he had claimed their land in the name of the superior god and godlike monarchs he served; 

that the island was now to be known as Trinidad, not whatever the First Nations had in their 

ignorance misnamed it; and that the aforesaid Trinidad and all the inhabitants therein, were under 

new management.  Spain would, in fact, own Trinidad for another two hundred and ninety nine 

years. 

 

 

II 

First Nations: Sauteurs Imagined: Walcott’s Another Life 

 

The First Nations clearly viewed the song and dance of Columbus’s crew as a sign of hostility, 

understanding instinctively his deeper mission of conquest and domination.  Their contradictory 

responses were resistance and retreat, which in later and extreme circumstances like Sauteurs, 

Grenada (1651) and Arena, Trinidad (1699) could easily fuse to become resistance-as-retreat, or 

retreat and suicide – many of the natives of Hispaniola took poison rather than endure 

enslavement – as the ultimate and most awe-inspiring forms of self-affirmative resistance. 

 

Re-envisioned in Carter’s “Weroon”15 and “Not Hands Like Mine”16 or Eric Roach’s “Carib and 

Arawak”17 the First Nations appear variously as spirits sunken deep into the landscape; as faded 

dead and departed stars of a once luminous and coherent age when they not only owned but 

were their landscape; as a dying civilization whose alienated remnants now are disconnected from 

“nameless and quite forgotten” gods, and whose cyclic sense of time has degenerated into “a ring 

of vacant days /not like more human years.”18 Eric Roach in 1945 focuses on the confrontation 

between old Spain and the native peoples of the New World, whose blood, sunken into the soils, 

still flares in the angry red of hibiscus flowers. 

The flagrant flower 

Oh, the bright stain is the loud blood 

Of that wild race,  

The first, the fallen, 

The angry, the defeated men19 

                                                           
15 Carter, Martin, “Weroon, Weroon,” in Selected Poems, 93. 
16 Carter, Martin, “Not Hands Like Mine,” in Selected Poems, 85-86 
17 Roach, Eric, “Carib and Arawak” in The Flowering Rock: Collected Poems 1938-1974. Leeds: Peepal Tree 

Books, 1992, 40. 
18 Carter Martin, “Not Hands Like Mine” in Selected Poems 85-86 
19 Roach, Eric, “Carib and Arawak,” in The Flowering Rock: Collected Poems 1938-1974, 1992, 40 
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Martin Carter expresses a similar idea in “Death of a Slave” when he speaks of the buried African 

ancestors as “seeds of anger”20 planted in the soil of the Archipelago, to germinate and burst out in 

their time. 

 

None of these efforts to re-imagine the Carib ancestor equals Walcott’s in Chapter Eleven of 

Another Life, which begins with a mature forty-year old narrator reminiscing on the feelings 

inspired in him when he was a youth, by a tapestry depicting, perhaps, the Battle of Waterloo.  The 

uncertainty about which battle was being portrayed, suggests it could have been any of them, and 

opens up a line of confessional meditation on war, chivalry, power, empire, heroism and civilization 

that was visible in earlier Walcott poems such as “Conqueror”21 or “Statues”.22  One terms Chapter 

Eleven of Another Life “confessional” because it involves mental and spiritual journeying similar to 

what occurs in confessional fiction – The Mimic Men, Other Leopards, A Bend in the River, to name 

three Caribbean examples – where the mature, unillusioned narrator revisits areas of shame, guilt, 

inadequacy, naïve innocence and non-heroic failure, in a quest for the sources of current trauma, 

loss of will, paralysis and unfulfilment. 

 

In Chapter Eleven, forty year-old Walcott is true to one of the conventions of confessional fiction 

which makes forty, that gray threshold between late youth and early middle-age, the moment for 

moral stock-taking and perhaps preparation for a fresh setting-forth that might be more serene or 

more hazardous.23  As seasoned mental traveler seeking to bring closure to the journey of youth, 

Walcott’s protagonist narrator revisits himself as a youth in high school undergoing the processing 

of “a sound colonial education,”24 savouring equally both the cosmeticized historiography and the 

dark fiction of conquest – (Williamson’s History of the British Empire and the novels of Joseph 

Conrad) – and locating himself squarely among the ranks of the chivalric crusaders of Western 

civilization as in imagination he butchers “fellaheen, thugees, Mamelukes, wogs.”25 

 

The schoolboy, as acutely sensitive to art’s visual imagery as he is to the imaginary universes created 

by words, recreates in imagination the pomp and circumstance of the battle depicted in the 

tapestry, including the very sounds and vibrations of war.  He is a horseman, a chevalier, bearing 

down on the wretched Saracen or Hindu tribesmen, whose panicking feet pound the earth in 

rhythms similar to those of the horse he rides.  These horses’ hooves, heard and felt in the 

imagination, have come, in time, to signify an entirely different body of meanings and invoke an 

extraordinarily different range of emotions in the guilt-ridden heart of the mature protagonist, 

whose “confession” assumes the form of a sardonic yet compassionate unmasking of the illusions of 

youth. 

                                                           
20 Carter, Martin “Death of a Slave” in Selected Poems, 82-83. 
21 Walcott, Derk “Conqueror,” in In a Green Night: Poems 1948-1960, London: Jonathan Cape, 1962, 67-68. 
22 Walcott, Derek, “Statues” in The Castaway and Other Poems. London: Jonathan Cape, 1965, 40-41. 
23  N.B. Both Dostoyevsky’s underground man, the true ancestor of modern confessional protagonists, and 

Naipaul’s mimic man are forty years old and inhabit neuter spaces on the outskirts of great cities – Neither 
Ellison nor Nabokov specifies the age of his protagonist (the ‘invisible’ man in the case of Ellison, Humbert 
Humbert, the university lecturer and paedophile of Nabokov’s Lolita); but each of these has gone past early 
youth, as has Saul Bellow’s quasi-confessional Moses Herzog, bemused survivor of two failed marriages and 
one huge and futile research project, going to seed in an old house in the woods outside drab, dingy, damp 
Chicago. 

24  Walcott, Derek, “The Schooner, ‘Flight’” in Derek Walcott: Collected Poems 1948-1984 New York, Farrar, Straus 

& Giroux, 1986, 346. 
25  Walcott, Derek., Another Life in Derek Walcott Collected Poems, 211. 
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The link between war, chivalry, ideas of heroic masculinity, civilization and empire-building is placed 

under searing scrutiny as the mature protagonist/narrator contemplates the historic stone barracks 

on St. Lucia’s Morne, home of his Caucasian grandfather’s regiment, the ironically named 

Inniskillings and the site of yellow fever and cholera epidemics that caused a greater dying in the 

furnace of the New World than any military campaign, including those of the French, British and 

Spanish armies in Toussaint’s revolutionary Haiti.  The mature narrator juxtaposes the bloodless 

sanitized carnage of both the tapestry and Williamson’s history book, with the gore, stench, disease 

and debility of real warfare, stripping history thus of its glamour and unmasking civilization as 

genocide. 

 

He, moreover, shifts the location of war from the remote Middle East to the Caribbean one hundred 

and fifty years after Columbus’s genocidal “pacification” of its First Nations, the now virtually 

invisible and erased Carib ancestors of Carter’s “Weroon” and “Not Hands Like Mine.”  The kettle 

drums, the thud of boots on earth and most of all, the pounding throughout all ages of the horses’ 

hooves of war and the fleeing feet of war’s lost irrelevant and faceless victims, assume new 

significance as the narrator responds to an epiphanic image of the defiant retreating Caribs leaping 

to their deaths at Sauteurs, Grenada (1651). 

The leaping Caribs whiten 

in one flash, the instant 

the race leapt at Sauteurs 

a cataract! One scream of bounding lace26 

 

The same imagination that enabled a sixteen –year old Walcott to translate the still-life of the 

tapestry into active romanticized epic, now causes the mature poet to “see” the Caribs as iconic 

heroic ancestors, caught and frozen as if illuminated by the white light of a camera’s flash bulb.  If 

the youth translates Art into imagined life, the adult translates imagined life into the fixity of Art. 

 

Walcott’s instinctive reaction to this eruption into visibility of the erased Carib ancestors is to send 

these ghosts and naming spirits of the place “back into the red clay they leapt from.”  Such exorcism 

requires of him the powers of the shaman, and it cannot be accomplished without an act of 

violence on the shaman’s part that is the equivalent of the terrifying life-force manifested by the 

Caribs at Sauteurs.  As their heels pound the earth in their hurtle towards the cliff, so his hands, 

wielding the mattock of peasant or archaeologist, seek irrationally to pound the faces of these 

Caribs, who have become legends, zemis, spirits of the landscape, back into the red clay. 

The mattock, his tool of choice, is more normally used to loosen the soil for a 

digging, or to unearth tough roots and stones.  But such loosening of the soil 

might release into imagined memory rather than bury, the duppies of history, 

whose potential for good or evil has always frightened Walcott, who therefore 

strives violently to obey those instincts engrained in him by “a sound colonial 

education,” and suppress memories embedded in the landscape of Columbus’s 

Archipelago of seven hundred islands.  Growing more desperate as the ghosts of 

the past erupt out of their long hibernation, Walcott’s protagonist lays aside the 

mattock and tries to stamp and pound them with his heels. 
  

                                                           
26 ibid., 213. 
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back into what they should never have sprung from  

staying un-named and un-praised where I found them 

in the god-breeding, god-devouring earth!27 

 

The same poet who proclaims his Adamic mission to “name” the Caribbean and its people, 

proclaims an equally compelling desire to avoid naming or according these Carib ‘gods’ that 

through the agency of memory and imagination he has disinterred, the reverence of praise and 

mourning.  Assuming the personae of both archaeologist and the sculptor – Loa Ogun, he declares 

his mission to send these undead Carib zemis back to their graves of historiographical oblivion; and 

to do so with the same dreadful energy with which, god-like himself, he with his sculptor’s thumbs: 

…once gouged out as sacred 

vessels for women the sockets of eyes, the deaf howl 

of their mouths28 

 

This compellingly violent image of the sculptor-god inflicting blindness, deafness and muteness on 

life that he has both invoked and shaped into potentially articulate being, suggests either the 

protagonist’s inability to see through the terrified and terrifying eyes of the sequestered Amerindian 

ancestors, or his fear of the blinding meaning of their sacrifice which, caught as in the white 

candour of a camera’s flashbulb, has assumed the overwhelming character of an epiphany. 

 

If Carter’s protagonist in “Listening to the Land” hears “tongueless whispering/ as if some buried 

slave wanted to speak again,”29 Walcott’s protagonist in Chapter Eleven of Another Life prefers 

ancestral Caribbean history to be blind, deaf and dumb, its “deaf howl” or “silent scream”30 to be 

perpetually silent.  He would, so he confesses, prefer Carter’s “nameless and quite forgotten”31 Carib 

gods to remain nameless and quite forgotten.  Yet, it is precisely the fact that the earth engenders 

and breeds gods as remorselessly as it consumes them, that makes futile the poet’s violent desire to 

silence the past.  Not only do the Carib leapers refuse to become dead silent eyeless artifacts, but 

they reveal an agency and power that possess the narrating protagonist, even as he tries to 

exorcise them.  The pounding heels of both the running tribe and the genocidal horsemen merge, 

enter the narrator’s head and become his own reluctant, desperately dancing and finally almost 

ecstatic heels, vainly pounding back into the earth the undead gods that he has raised. 

 

While there are no obvious tribal drums here, the imagery of pounding or stamping feet suggests 

them, and it is appropriate that in the succeeding and climactic paragraph, the persona, who has 

been archaeologist, divine sculptor and spirit-filled giver of life and death, becomes himself an 

ecstatic runner in the race towards an extinction that is read as “greater than victory.”  Answering 

his own question: 

       …yet, who am I, under 

such thunder, dear gods, under the heels of the thousand 

racing towards the exclamation of their single name, 

Sauteurs? 

 

                                                           
27 

Ibid., 213. 
28

 Ibid., 213. 
29 
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He declares 

                              I am one with this engine 

which is greater than victory, and their pride 

with its bounty of pardon, I am one 

with the thousand runners who will break on loud sand 

at Thermopylae32 

 

This is one of the moments of “arrival” in Another Life, and like so many other such moments in 

Caribbean literature, arrival is signaled through the dance or at least the rhythmic contact of feet on 

earth, or as in Momaday’s House Made of Dawn, through the ritual race of the running nation, and 

a sort of spirit-possession that converts “here” briefly and intensely into a place beyond time and 

space.  One notes the difference between Walcott’s ghost dance and Columbus’s shallow and 

deliberate manipulation of dance as a strategy to attract the First Nations into a forum of fake 

dialogue, the one-sided communication of conqueror with vanquished victim.  Walcott’s ghost 

dance, that difficult and imaginary entry of a reluctant descendant into a dreadful community of 

quite forgotten undead ancestors, is an altogether different ceremony of initiation. 

 

Walcott’s association of this ground of arrival with a “bounty of pardon,” has little to do with the 

actual leapers of Sauteurs, in whose self-sacrifice there was indeed “pride” and rebellious affirmation 

of the implied values of freedom, agency and autonomy, but no obvious forgiveness of their 

murderers.  Harris’s Arawak woman, lone survivor of the retreating tribe in Palace of the Peacock 

“belonged to a race that neither forgave nor forgot.”33  The “bounty of pardon” is something that 

Walcott himself, recognizing like T.S. Eliot the oneness of “the boarhound and the boar,”34 the 

pursuer and the pursued, the horsemen and the runners, retrieves from his own contemplation of 

the scheme of things.  In the early poem “Ruins of a Great House,”35 his recognition of the fact that 

slave master and slave, “ancestral murderers and poets,” were both shapers of his sensibility leads 

him to a final compassion that is different “from what the heart arranged.”  Walcott’s hope is that 

compassion, a higher humanity, might grow out of the eternal encounter of conqueror and victim.  

The alternative to this higher vision is Brathwaite’s perspective of a resurrected ancestor who on 

the “Dies Irie” of the last day will deliver on Columbus and all his genocidal descendants 

throughout history, “sentences of righteous rage.”36 

 

 

III 

Adowa: Brathwaite’s Masks 

 

Brathwaite, Walcott’s exact contemporary, had of necessity to come to terms with the same colonial 

education that failed to acknowledge Carib or African ancestors and the catastrophe of their 

collision with European ones in the theatre of the New World.  Assuming an entirely different 

position vis-à-vis history, Brathwaite envisaged, imagined and researched a much more ancient pre-

Columbian universe in which the ancestors were travelers and questors over cycles and millennia of 

time.  Journeys beginning in Egypt end in Detroit, Paris, London, Kingston and Port of Spain.  
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Columbus’s death-dance  of arrival is but one moment, albeit a most important one, in this timeless 

process of movement from pre-historic Chad to the contemporary and equally turbulent ghetto of 

the New World.37 

 

Commenting on what he saw as: 

a subtle but telling dichotomy in the West Indian creative spirit; in which the 

writers at home wrote of their islands on the one hand, but wished for exile (in 

spirit or in fact) on the other, and where the writers in exile embraced and 

recoiled from their foreign status in the same gesture as it were,38 

 

Brathwaite theorized that: 

the dichotomy, I think, is still there.  It is a permanent part of our heritage.  It 

comes, in a way, as an almost physical inheritance from Africa where in nature, 

drought and lushness, the flower and the desert, lie side by side.  It is a spiritual 

inheritance from slavery and the long story before that of the migrant African 

moving from the lower Nile across the desert to the Western ocean only to meet 

the Portuguese and a History that was to mean the middle passage, America, 

and a rootless sojourn in the Caribbean Sea. 

 

This dichotomy expresses itself in the West Indian through a certain psychic tension, an excitability, 

a definite feeling of having no past, of not really belonging (which some prefer to call ‘adaptability’); 

and finds relief in laughter and (more seriously) movement – dance, cricket, carnival, emigration.39 

 

The protagonist of Brathwaite’s The Arrivants, then, is a voice in perpetual transition, more process 

than person; a fluid shifting identity for whom, as for T.S. Eliot, home is where one starts from and 

“where is here” and “who am I” are recurrent questions asked of the wilderness.  The omowale or 

returning child of Masks asks, throughout all the ages of his cyclic disorientation, one unanswered 

question after another.  As the spirit of ruined Ougadougou he asks: 

          Where are the dancers, 

 

the flutes’ reed voices 

cut from the river, the songs’ 

achievement of cymbals?40 

 

Here the question points desperately backwards towards a lost community and culture, as the old 

town suddenly grows strange under the chastisement of new invaders. 

 

In “Timbuctu” five questions are asked of the unanswering camel which throughout centuries has 

traversed the desert, bearing away Africa’s wealth to far lands.  In “Volta,” the loyal camp-follower 

asks El Hassan, once caliph and arrogant ruler of a North-east African empire, now bewildered, sun-

shocked leader of a tribe of lost refugees, where, he is going, and why can’t he stop.  “Have we not 

traveled enough?”41  El Hassan, very much like Columbus in the Atlantic’s Doldrums, does not know 

                                                           
37 

Brathwaite, Kamau, “The Journeys” in The Arrivants: A New World Trilogy, New York: O.U.P., 1973, 35-40. 
38 

Brathwaite, Kamau, “Roots” Bim X, No. 39, (July – Dec. 1963) 10. 
39 

Ibid. 
40

 Brathwaite, Kamau “Ougadougou” in The Arrivants, 104. 
41

 Brathwaite, Kamau,  in The Arrivants, 107. 



12 Gordon Rohlehr 
 

 

 
 

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

where he is going, and so cannot answer Munia, except rhetorically to ask some of the same 

worrying questions that have been weighing on his mind. 

Can you expect us to establish houses here? 

To build a nation here?42 

 

Chastised by the sun like Columbus, bewildered, but led on by a dream or legend of great rivers 

and rich soils to the South (also like Columbus), El Hassan cannot remap the desert.  His only option 

is blindly to follow the dream.  As pathfinder, indeed, he is like the Caribbean, Caribbean literature 

and discourse, still involved in drawing the region’s first maps into the unknown, faring forward in 

faith.  “Three days we traveled, dreaming” recalls the protean narrator of Masks. 

 

“Arrival” in The Arrivants’ schema of well-nigh continuous transitionality, may require centuries of 

established settlement in one place; yet even so it is only temporary.  In Masks the travelers 

acknowledge the uncertainty of arrival when, on the establishment of the forest kingdom, they 

dance the Adowa, a death dance.  Preceded by songs: 

in praise of those who journey 

those who find the way 

those who clear the path 

those who go on before us 

to prepare the way 43 

 

The Adowa dance is an axial, still point; a moment as in Walcott’s “Season of Phantasmal Peace” 

when all seems reconciled, as the universe, the energies and spirits of the new earth enter the body 

of the dancer through his feet which have at last found and claimed their ground.  When the 

perpetually traveling feet become for a moment dancing feet, then ‘here’ becomes a time and a 

place of ‘grounation’ with both one’s immediate landscape and the ancestral pathfinders who must 

be acknowledged, commemorated, mourned and revered. 

rhythms  a- 

rise in the darkness; 

we dance 

and we dance 

on the firm 

earth; cer- 

tainties, farms 

tendrils un- 

locking, wrong’s  

chirping lightning 

no longer harms 

us; birds echo 

what the earth 

learns; and the earth 

with its mud, fat 

and stones, burns 

in the tun- 
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nelling drum 

of our hot 

timeless 

morning 

explo- 

ding, dimensions 

of song44 

 

Beyond the reconciliation of the remembered world of the past with the vibrantly dancing ground 

of the claimed present, there is the penetration into a new dimension altogether, a “hot timeless 

morning,” a new dawn signaled by and resonating with the birth of new song.  There are other 

such moments in Brathwaite.  For example in “Shepherd”45 and later in “Fever”46 the estranged 

traveler returning to a radically changed, unidyllic and unwelcoming Caribbean ‘here’ that he 

seems barely to recognize, makes his first real “grounation” with this place of dreadful omen called 

home, through a Spiritual Baptist or Zion Revivalist rebuilding ceremony.47 

 

As in “Adowa”, dance is central here, and the dancer’s traveling feet become his point of contact 

with the earth of home and the spirit-presences inhabiting that place. 

the tambourine tinkles 

the room rumbles 

clouded with drums 

 

a crack ascends the silence 

soles of my feet are tall 

are tall 

 

are tall 

the sky is no wall 

at all48 

 

As in “Adowa”, this new moment of arrival, this claiming of, in this case, a ground that the 

poet/traveller has just discovered even though it had always been there and accessible, is made 

through the feet of the dancer, which become the poteau mitan through which the energies of the 

earth ascend to the head or sovereign consciousness of the dancer. Thus convicted, the 

dancer/poet acknowledges his shamanistic responsibility as artist, and maps out the path that lies 

ahead. 

and my feet have found 

the calling clear 

the bubble eyes 

 

the river49 
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The moments of arrival in “Adowa” and “Shepherd” are still points in Brathwaite’s turning world, 

and are literally and metaphorically marked by the dance.  Brathwaite, employing the Akan word 

and place-name, “Golokwati,” has termed these moments or still points, moments of pause, 

reconciliation and recognition where the routes and roots converge and the tribes gather in one 

place, and “all dem travellin years,”50 feelings and faces of the dreadren meet at oases or watering-

places of the heart, when “where is here” and “who am I” and “whose ancestor am I”51 become the 

same question and receive the same answer: “Here is where, and we is we.” 

 

As with Eliot’s “still point of the turning world,” such moments are real and transfiguring, but also 

transient.  Eliot talks of “the infirm glory of the positive hour”52 and warns in “The Dry Salvages” that 

the things we believe in “as the most reliable” are usually “the fittest for renunciation.”53  

Brathwaite’s traveling consciousness becomes more doleful in his mourning, more desperate in his 

efforts to expiate ancestral blood-guilt, more horrified in his vision of Africa’s rotting entrails fouled 

by both its own and invading global flies.  He also becomes more despairingly insistent in his self-

questioning as he penetrates inland towards Kumasi’s dumb, sterile, stony, impassive, indifferent 

centre, where he is thrown back on himself and forced to recognize his identity as a New World 

ghetto man.  As he prepares to leave Africa for “this new doubt and desert”54 of the neo-colonial 

Caribbean, he is becoming the crippled loa of Dahomey and the Dogon that will manifest himself in 

Sun Poem.  Yet the Golokwati moments of affirmation, atonement and ingathering persist as 

memory and sustaining dream, and in face of the knowledge of past and future transitionality. 
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