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INTRODUCTION

Ce numéro est le fruit de la journée d’étude organisée par le LISCA à l’Université
Grenoble Alpes en novembre 2024. La journée d’étude s’est concentrée sur le
concept de résurgence en tant que phénomène artistique et herméneutique qui
fait que certains textes font ressortir ou remonter à la surface des dynamiques et
des positionnements qui étaient déjà là sous une forme « dormante » et qui se
voient réactivés à un moment donné dans une épistémè particulière. Ce numéro
cherche à étudier les moments de rupture épistémologique où l’invisible devient
visible, où le regard va à un moment pouvoir se poser, se focaliser sur ce qui était
jusqu’alors fondu dans la masse, invisibilisé ou accessoirisé comme faisant partie
du décor. Par ailleurs, nous avons eu l’honneur de recevoir l’auteur américain
Eddy L. Harris dont la présentation et une partie de son entretien avec des
collègues et des étudiants ont été publiées dans ce numéro. 
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TEXTE
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confer ence itself to the final public a tion. It has been a great honour and
pleasure to be able to discuss essen tial polit ical and ethical issues with him and
to then be able to share his views with the general public. We would also like to
thank Grégory Bene detti, Vincent Bucher and Cyril Besson for their respective
contri bu tions in either contacting Eddy L. Harris in the first place (Grégory),
agreeing to inter view Eddy L. Harris (Vincent) and last but not least, organ ising
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le monde anglophone edit orial team, espe cially Estelle Rivier for her warm
support of the volume project and her close proofreading of the final
manu script as well as Victoria Robert for her very thor ough and time- 
consuming work in uploading the issue on Prairial.

Why should we take an interest in “resur gence” and what do we mean
by “resur gence”? This is a ques tion that was the object of a one‐day
confer ence organ ised in Gren oble last 21 November 2024. More than
15 years before, the same issue was examined but from a slightly
different angle by the 48th SAES annual Confer ence held in Orléans
in 2008. The call for papers that was issued for the occa sion defined
resur gence as follows: “The prin ciple of resur gence presup poses the
exist ence of an under ground move ment and flow leading to a certain
point of emer gence; the tension between depth and surface,
disap pear ance and reappear ance, latency and manifestation.” 1
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In other words, the river meta phor suggested that language, artworks
and cultural or histor ical devel op ments, like an under ground river,
have an epiphanic dimen sion enabling old forms, refer ences,
canon ical texts or iconic places to resur face, with a new meaning or
force. But the power dynamics at work in such processes were barely
mentioned and this was precisely one of the main object ives of the
confer ence organ ised at Université Gren oble Alpes. The polit ical,
social and envir on mental dimen sions of such a concept of resur gence
cannot be separ ated from the related power- knowledge studied by
Foucault, espe cially at a time in history when both ecolo gical
concerns and Indi genous epistem o lo gies re‐emerge with even more
urgency. The articles collected in this volume focus on such
envir on mental and polit ical concerns and specific ally span a wide
range of post co lo nial cultures, from the settler colony of Australia to
the United States and India, all of which share narrat ives of
dispos ses sion and displace ment that have been chal lenged by the
re‐emer gence and resur gence of Indi genous epistem o lo gies and
world views pred ating colo ni alism. Such issues are closely linked to
that of the place acknow ledged or denied to other people and
cultures. How do these silenced voices, effaced bodies and
submerged memories or histories come back with a vengeance
through artworks? What links can be made between the idea of
knowing one’s place and reclaiming it on the one hand and
resur gence and empower ment on the other?

The main objective of the confer ence was to show that such
under ground currents of resist ance, resi li ence and deep
trans form ative powers had always been there, beating, pulsing,
throb bing. Inviting black Amer ican author Eddy L. Harris to speak
about his canoe journey down the Missis sippi was thus both a great
honour for Gren oble and a perfect occa sion to discuss such issues
revolving around the flow of history along the Missis sippi River, how
it came to stand for the nation as a whole and could be partly
reappro pri ated or at least claimed by the minor ities who had up till
then been partly effaced in the grand narrative of the Amer ican
nation: the black minority Eddy L. Harris is speaking for but also the
Native Amer icans them selves who resur face beau ti fully under his
pen. Hearing him speak about his journey down the Missis sippi and
the social and polit ical vision under pin ning it was such a moment of
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poetic and polit ical emer gence and resur gence. Like many travel
narrat ives and memoirs, Harris’s Missis sippi Solo is about sharing the
stories of Amer icans whose voices are rarely heard outside of their
home towns and it chal lenges our assump tions about Amer ican
society and iden tity. When starting out on his canoe journey down
the Missis sippi River, Harris encour ages his fellow Amer ican citizens
to go to places they considered inac cess ible or forbidden for them
to enter:

[…] there is no place on earth where I can’t go, where I don’t belong,
and nothing I can’t do. Forget about taboos and accepted patterns
and fears—even common sense. The only restric tions are the ones
I (we all) put in place. (14)

Ques tioning such restric tions enables Harris to draw a more nuanced
portrait of America that has been constantly shaped and reshaped by
its rela tion ship with a river system so steeped in Amer ican history
and culture. The River, like the mother country, ulti mately carries
down all of its citizens and invites them to write their own page of
their nation’s history and destiny. Whether white and a Mark Twain
or not, adven ture is present in every single page, and humour as well,
and deep humanity. Eddy L. Harris writes for all the Amer icans who
have a dream, that of feeling part of the same imagined community in
the sense Anderson gave to the phrase. He gives everyone a place,
even “river rat(s)” like himself: “Even the barge pilot waved down on
me and this made me feel espe cially joyous. I was one of them. A river
rat. A river man. And we shared a river in common” (90). Eddy L.
Harris uses the Missis sippi as an emblem of the nation he would like
to be proud of and parti cipate in building.

Resur gence has to do with regaining power and recog ni tion for all of
those who have been dropped in the dark well of history and colo nial
or neoco lo nial processes more partic u larly. Post co lo nial criti cism
emerged precisely from this resist ance to mono log ical discourses of
empire and nation which remapped the world along binary struc tures
and releg ated the colon ized and the subal terns to the realm of the
undeveloped and the savage. As Homi Bhabha writes in The Loca tion
of Culture, “the objective of colo nial discourse is to construe the
colon ized as a popu la tion of degen erate types on the basis of racial
origin, in order to justify conquest and to estab lish systems of
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admin is tra tion and instruc tion” (101). These estab lished systems had
devast ating effects on the colon ized peoples who were brutally
assim il ated and accul tur ated. This not only involved displace ment
and land dispos ses sion but also the destruc tion of millennia‐old
know ledges, epistem o lo gies, and cultural prac tices that were central
to their survival and the cohe sion of their communities. The lasting
legacy of colo ni alism and slavery has led many thinkers, theor ists and
intel lec tuals to call for a decol on isa tion of our mind, gaze and
percep tion, not to mention the trans mis sion of histories and
memories. In their intro duc tion to the first issue of Post co lo nial
Liter at ures and Arts, Sandeep Bakshi, Christine Lorre and Kerry- Jane
Wallart recall that deco lo ni ality “presents an option which is opposed
to euro centrism, seen as a perspective that releg ates other
know ledge systems to the peri pheries” (6). Today, the change in
perspective and the resur gence of know ledge systems that contest
the authority of late capit alist soci eties and chal lenge the profit- 
driven interests of global corpor a tions has para dox ic ally led to the
resur gence of author it arian discourses which threaten the very
stability of demo cratic coun tries. Such discourses thrive on nostalgia
and roman ti cized images of a glor ious past and even tu ally aim to go
back to a simpli fied vision of the world. The latter is defined by binary
oppos i tions and stereo typ ical repres ent a tions that plan to put
indi viduals and communities alike back in their “place”. Back lash
effects and resur gent discourses such as these recall the import ance
and cent rality of “place” in post co lo nial studies which address the
entangled ques tions of justice, equality and the need to secure a safe
place for all human and nonhuman beings or entities. While
tradi tional forms of colo nial domin a tion seem to have receded in the
second half of the twen tieth century as a result of polit ical
decol on iz a tion, Bill Ashcroft reminds his readers that such forms
have simply lived on in the guise of glob al iz a tion, “grounded [like
imper i alism] in systems of domin a tion that emerged from, and
char ac terize, European modernity” (213). Reclaiming one’s place in
the world and securing a planet fit to support life in all its diversity
can be seen as an appro priate coun ter measure against the
over powering thrust of glob al iz a tion which tends to promote the idea
of an ulti mate homo gen iz a tion of cultural and polit ical prac tices
—“the inev it ab ility of humanity merging into a single self”, ignoring
the fact that not everyone, or every community for that matter,
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supports the idea of “free‐market economics”: “In the narrowest
possible sense [… glob al iz a tion] applies to a very recent,
elec tron ic ally unbounded version of free‐market economics”
(Niezen 36).

Unsus tain able visions of the future, whether based on images of
glob alism which makes itself “at home in motion rather than in a
place” (Ashcroft 213) or on those of “liquid modernity” (Bauman),
seldom consider the communities who foster and defend a different
repres ent a tion of the connec tion between the human, nonhuman and
spir itual worlds. Post co lo nial criti cism has endeav oured since its
incep tion to pay partic ular atten tion to the Indi genous communities
of settler colonies like Australia, Canada, and New Zealand
for instance. Jeff Corn tassel reminds his non‐Indi genous readers that
Indi genous iden tities are “place‐based” and that resur gence is crucial
to their cultural regen er a tion, empower ment, and exist ence. In his
words, “Being Indi genous today means strug gling to reclaim and
regen erate one’s rela tional, place‐based exist ence by chal len ging the
ongoing, destructive forces of colon iz a tion” (88). Many Indi genous
cultures are strug gling to promote a rela tional onto logy that defines
the human and the nonhuman in terms of rela tion as opposed to the
Western anthro po centric approach to the natural world that tends to
reor ganize the world in hier arch ical terms. These rela tional
onto lo gies and epistem o lo gies lie at the centre of artworks that
high light the import ance and cent rality of place in Indi genous
cultures, so much so that Cana dian professor Warren Cariou uses
the term

4

terristory as a way of concep tu al izing this unity of land and narrative.
In [his] usage, terris tory can be under stood as the ground of culture;
the living, nurturing, rela tional medium in which Indi genous
communities flourish, and also the entity or being(s) from whom
Indi genous people learn their respons ib il ities. Terris tory is a rela tion,
or rather a plural and ongoing set of rela tions. (4)

This unity of land and narrative char ac ter izes many written and
visual works by Indi genous communities. In fiction, artists like Haisla
and Heiltsuk writer Eden Robinson, Ojibwe writer Richard Wagamese
or Alexis Wright of the Waanyi nation, only to name a few, have
tackled the many ways in which stories and land are intric ately
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woven into the fabric of each community. These different
epistem o lo gies resonate even more strongly today in a global context
of inter na tional tensions around the exploit a tion of fossil fuels and
the control of natural resources like water.

The very first article of this volume will thus present Eddy L. Harris’s
talk on Missis sippi Solo and the exchanges he had with the audi ence
after wards as a general preamble to the ques tion of place, resur gence
and empower ment: how can and should the Missis sippi River be
redis covered and explored as terristory? How about consid ering the
Missis sippi River as a social exper i ment and labor atory where to
scru tinise the differ ence between nation alist ideo logy and grand
narrat ives on the one hand and human fraternity and exchange on
the other? Eddy L. Harris set himself a simple goal: he wanted to test
how “the country would treat [him]” (Harris’s own words in his
keynote speech) and was reas sured the outcome was often much
more friendly and generous than he would have expected. Eddy L.
Harris starts his inaug ural lecture with a very personal take on the
re‐elec tion of Donald Trump and the way it seemed to once again
resus citate the pro‐slavery past of the Amer ican nation, leaving him
to wonder whether he himself, as a black Amer ican, had “a place in
that place”. And his conclu sion is quite simple and sums it all up:

5

What the birds and the trees and bees have learned and have to
teach us—and what one man alone in his canoe can learn—is that
each of us is small and each of us is big and each of us has a place. In
this world. In this country. Along that river—my place as much as
anyone else’s.

The volume then turns to those “birds” and “trees” and “bees” and the
ques tion of ecopo etics. The first two articles study how
contem porary Indi genous writers and poets cope with the
devast ating results of colo ni alism but in a creative fashion. The
poetry and liter ature that focus today on the envir on ment are part of
a broader set of post co lo nial and ecocrit ical concerns about
sustain ab ility and the compat ib ility between glob al iz a tion and
neolib er alism on the one hand and the protec tion of natural habitats
on the other. For Eliza beth DeLoughrey and George B. Handley,
post co lo ni ality and the envir on ment have become insep ar able insofar
as colo nial super struc tures sought to dominate and exploit the

6
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envir on ment before subjecting its people to imperial norms. For
DeLoughrey and Handley, the texts studied in the light of
post co lo nial ecocriti cism “suggest that since the envir on ment stands
as a nonhuman witness to the violent process of colo ni alism, an
engage ment with alterity is a constitutive aspect of
post co lo ni ality” (8). In a collective effort to promote rela tional
onto lo gies, more and more ecocritics are turning towards the study
of the envir on ment and the nonhuman world, including plant and
animal life.

Such ecocrit ical concerns are discussed in the first article by Anne
Le Guellec which studies a single poem by Indi genous Australian poet
Ellen van Neerven about the imme morial agency of trees entitled
“A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest”: the whole poem revolves around
the same object/subject—trees in a forest—in all their complex
networks of rela tions with their envir on ment, both human and
non‐human. Ellen van Neerven is a poet of Munun jali Yugambeh and
Dutch heritage whose poem decon structs the whole ideo logy
consisting in consid ering trees as a mere commodity in complete
discon nec tion with the forest of which it is a living part. Van Neerven
restores agency to trees so they may be recon sidered from within
Australian Indi genous onto lo gies more gener ally. To that extent such
use of the ship- shaped hole meta phor both decon structs western
colo nial and settler ideo logy and enables Munun jali Yugambeh
onto lo gies to resur face and re‐emerge with even more power and
vitality. The use of Paul Ricœur’s concept of “living meta phor” was far
from self‐evident in a context where decol on ising our minds and
crit ical tools is some times falsely asso ci ated with the system atic
rejec tion of any major western white philo sopher or critic not having
worked on related issues previ ously, but this would mean
under valuing the power of Ricœur’s illu min ating insights into the
hermen eutic powers of poetry and poetic language, which
van Neerven herself so expertly handles.

7

In the second article, Charlène Corol leur actu ally furthers such
reflex ions in analysing the poetry of three main contem porary
Indi genous Australian poets, Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and
Evelyn Araluen, after the 1919–1920 massive bush fires that led to the
death of some one billion native animals and the disap pear ance of an
area “greater than the size of South Korea or Scot land and Wales

8
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combined” (Chester 245). Corol leur replaces such poets in their
polit ical and epistem o lo gical context in offering a very detailed and
compre hensive synthesis of Indi genous ecopo etics world wide, from
Australian thinkers, scholars and writers to South Amer ican or
Cana dian ones (from Deborah Bird Rose or Alexis Wright to Craig
Santos Perez or James Tully). She shows how in their poetic
strategies and choice of subject- matter, the three poets react ivate a
sacred fire that far from burning down imme morial Indi genous
Australian narrat ives and epistem o lo gies, contribute to their rebirth
and resur gence from the burning coals of devastation.

The second section of this volume discusses issues of cultural
iden tity and polit ical repres ent a tion by focusing first on Hari
Kunzru’s rereading of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim in his novel
The Impressionist and then on an inter view with Eddy L. Harris who
gener ously answered ques tions on his latest essay
Confes sion américaine and the related ques tions of place, resur gence
and empower ment. Both Élodie Raim bault’s study of Kunzru’s
The Impressionist and Harris’s Confes sion américaine work together
to illus trate how stereo types, social constructs, and preju dices of the
past have to be continu ally revis ited and put to the test of space and
time. First and fore most, in the third article of this volume, Élodie
Raim bault defines resur gence as a means to re‐examine the politics
of the colo nial world at the turn of the twen tieth century and evince
the silences of imperial rule in India and, espe cially, the phys ical and
psycho lo gical viol ence it entailed. She demon strates that Kunzru’s
The Impressionist is a form of “memori al iz a tion of past viol ence” that
emerges from the inter tex tual reson ance between the two novels
that tackle the prob lem atics of subjective iden tity and its form a tion in
the colo nial world. Thanks to the remark ably malle able category of
the picar esque novel, protean heroes like Kim and Pran, both
char ac ter ized by limin ality and margin ality, enable their authors to
explore the inter stices of colo nial discourse to better high light its
fragile rigidity in the face of ever‐shifting iden tities that seek to adapt
to their subal tern posi tions. In Kunzru’s hyper text, resur gence also
rhymes with the reversal of the Orient alist gaze which can func tion
as a “powerful post co lo nial strategy”, even though the novel shows
that the iden tity of his hero is shattered beyond repair and “reson ates
with the post co lo nial issue of the fluidity of iden tity”. Such fluidity

9
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also char ac ter izes Harris’s own defin i tion of resi li ence and courage,
the courage and dignity of Harris’s mother when she decided not to
give up on Amer ican ideals such as freedom, equality and justice for
all, even when a white estate agent refused to have her visit houses in
the Northern part of town reserved for whites: “[…] years of faith,
hopes and expect a tions were dashed by the refusal of a stupid man,
[…] a life time of lies and viol ence which resur faced despite her
unceasing efforts to keep them at bay. She also had believed in
them” (Confession 28, our trans la tion). And yet, and this was his
mother’s credo as well as his own, what is more important is to
decide where you are going: “It might be important to know where
you came from. I prefer to worry about where I’m going” (inter view).
And yet, in many former colonies or formerly colon ising nations
which built their wealth on slavery, the past cannot be easily
forgotten as it leaves deep trau matic scars which the last two articles
closely scru tinise, whether in the US or in the United Kingdom.

The fourth article of this volume revisits the collective and
intergen er a tional trauma caused by slavery in the United States. In
Myrto Char valia’s “Waking up the Ghosts: Trauma Resur gence as a
Possib ility in Jesmyn Wards’s Sing, Unburied, Sing”, resur gence takes
the form of the ghost or the revenant who returns to the tangible
present to better illus trate the over whelming spec trality of slavery.
Ward’s novel includes a ghost figure named Richie whose “specter
encom passes not only his indi vidual strife and tortuous life in prison,
but also the lives of all those black people who were lynched,
tortured, raped, silenced, enslaved”. The novel shows that seeking to
bury the trau matic memory of slavery can only result in the
resur gence of spec tral figures that call for indi vidual and collective
repar a tion and subsequent empower ment. In The Black Atlantic, Paul
Gilroy demon strates that many black people decided to focus on
narrat ives of origin set in a reas suring African past to over come the
highly trau matic exper i ence of slavery. The risk, he writes, is that
“slavery, which is so deeply embedded in modernity, gets forgotten
and the dura tion of a black civil iz a tion anterior to modernity is
invoked in its place” (190). Seeking to discard slavery from the
collective uncon scious no doubt explains why the recur rent epis odes
of vomiting in Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing become a powerful somatic
meta phor for the collective need to expel and conjure memories of

10
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abjec tion. However, as the title of the novel suggests, coming to
terms with slavery involves putting literacy aside and returning to art
forms and prac tices that accom panied slave culture in the United
States. Paul Gilroy reminds us once again that “the power and
signi fic ance of music within the Black Atlantic have grown in inverse
propor tion to the limited expressive power of language” (74). The
song form ulti mately becomes a “call for the unburied” to rise to the
surface and remember collectively.

In the next and last article of the volume, Kathie Birat gives an
illu min ating and deeply perceptive analysis of the related themes of
resur gence, voice and iden tity in Caryl Phillips’s Lost Child. There is
no actual ghost in Phil lips’s novel but defin itely a sense of haunting:
the story revisits Emily Brontë’s original Wuthering Heights to have
the past resur face for better or for worse to explain how vari ously
alien ated figures such as a mother and her two mixed race chil dren
adapt to a world that still bears the dark legacy of phal lo cracy and
racism. Phil lips uses two main storylines, that of Brontë’s Heath cliff as
the son of a female black slave barely surviving in the streets of
Liver pool and Mr Earn shaw, the owner of Wuthering Heights on the
one hand, and that of a single white mother, Monica, whose two sons
and herself have been aban doned by the disil lu sioned African- 
Caribbean husband and father. Heath cliff’s diffi culties at being
recog nised and gaining respect despite his ulti mate success at
becoming a country squire and acquiring Wuthering Heights are then
somehow redu plic ated in Monica’s sons’ own history. One of them
suffers bullying and even disap pears, prob ably after having been
molested and killed while his brother succeeds but is haunted by his
brother’s demise, his father’s betrayal and his mother’s extreme
vulner ab ility. As Kathie Birat shows, through a clever use of different
modu la tions of narrative voice from psycho- narration to narrated
mono logue, Phil lips manages to have Britain’s past as a slave- trading
country resur face but in different manners according to the way each
char acter copes with such trau matic past.
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1  “Le prin cipe de résurgence présuppose l’exist ence d’un trajet souter rain
qui conduit vers un point d’émergence ; la tension entre profondeur et
surface, dispar i tion et réapparition, latence et mani fest a tion” (General
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PLAN

Collective exchange

TEXTE

Hello everybody.

And thanks for coming.

My name is Eddy Harris and I am here to…

Actu ally, I don’t know why I am here.

I don’t know what I am supposed to do.

No one gave me an instruc tion manual.

So what am I doing here?

It’s an exist en tial question.

What if you, as an indi vidual, had one day to save the world—what
would you do?

I mean, what one thing would you focus on and do?

It’s not an apoca lyptic ques tion. I’m not asking you to save the world
from a gigantic meteor strike or to avoid the next world war and
bring about world peace or to save the planet from pollu tion or
moral destruction…

Or am I?
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I never thought of that before the other day. I got a message—out of
the blue from someone I do not know—and he asked me: why do
you write?

It kind of goes along with the ques tion why are you here? Why do you
do what you do?

In short, you do what you do because it is who you are.

If in fact what you do is who you are, and if you flip that state ment,
then what you get is that who you are is what you do.

I like to fool myself into thinking I am a free man, that I can do what
I want, that in fact I am the master of my fate. With that in mind, as a
trav eler with as much time on my hands as I need, I will never
hesitate to help someone, woman or man, with heavy bags trying to
make the stairs to the train plat form. In fact, I seek them out. I am
always on the lookout for someone who needs help. That,
I continu ally tell myself, is who I am. And I constantly remind myself
of it by always staying alert to someone in need. When I don’t help,
when I turn away, when I pretend not to see that old woman
strug gling with that heavy load, then I become someone else. Then
I am not the person I profess to be and want to be.

Or am I?

What if my train is about to leave and I’m in a hurry? What if, at the
end of that train ride, there is an important rendez- vous waiting?

In my heart, I tell myself that the me who is me and who is truly free,
will allow himself to miss that train and be true to who he is, true to
who I am.

But can we always be so authentic, so integral.

I think—at least I hope—that there is or can be a cleavage between
who we are and at least some of the things we do.

Does telling a lie make me a liar?

There must be some leeway, some gap that allows for nuance.

And yet…

And yet…
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If I were a Jew in Nazi Germany before the war or even after it and
I got on a bus, how would I feel knowing that to my right and to my
left the persons sitting next to me likely were members of the Nazi
party? How much nuance would I allow them? How much wiggle- 
room between them as persons and them as self- interested voters?

Does self- interest negate the bigger picture?

I think of this now as we are just off the elec tions in the USA and if
I were there, how would I feel knowing that on a bus ride across Iowa
or across Kansas or Wyoming or just about anywhere, the person to
my right or the person to my left likely voted for a convicted felon, an
adjudged rapist, a purported racist, an insur rec tionist, a miso gynist
and an anti- American masquer ading as a pro- American patriot
hugging the Amer ican flag?

Can I as a Jew in Germany trust my Nazi neigh bors to not live their
politics? To not vote to send me to the exterm in a tion camp and the
gas chamber? To be in the Nazi party, that was what you were
voting for.

Pre‐war? The answer is No.

During the war? Certainly not.

As a Jew in Germany after the war, how could I ever feel that I had or
have a place in that place?

As an Amer ican who is black, given the history of injustice and
discrim in a tion and exclu sion and terror and exterm in a tion
perpet rated against minor ities in the USA, and yet knowing no other
place as home and having no other place to call my home land, did I—
do I—really have a place in that place? Can I feel like I belong there?

The elec tion of Barack Obama gave us some hope that yes—yes, given
the history of torture and tribu la tion, that yes we had made progress
—much progress—and that yes, we had managed to carve out a place
in that place which was our place as much as it was any other
Amer ican’s place.

The elec tion of Donald Trump threw cold water on the warm
smol dering coals before they could catch fire and burst into a blaze.
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With Obama on the way out and Trump on the horizon, I took my
second canoe trip down the Missis sippi River and one of the
ques tions I wanted to ask and have answered for me was: if we are
what we do and do what we are, are we as well how we vote?

Can I vote with the Nazis and not want the exterm in a tion of the Jews,
knowing full well that the exterm in a tion of Jews is part of
the program?

Can I vote with the Nazis and not be one of them?

Can I join the Ku Klux Klan and know full- well what their programs
and policies are and still claim that I am not a racist?

Can I turn a blind eye to the cross- burnings, to the lynch ings, to the
mistreat ment and discrim in a tion and profit from an unfair system
and dismiss it as someone else’s worry, when in fact what I’m subtly
saying to those victims of that treat ment is that I don’t care, or less
subtly I agree with them—whoever they are—you don’t belong here?
That is the message.

Can I vote for Trump based only on my own narrow concerns and not
see the bigger picture?

You are what you eat, says the catch phrase. Are we, as well, how
we vote?

Of course, there are nuances.

Voting for the candidate who prom ises lower taxes is one thing.

Voting for the proponent of separ ating families and putting people in
holding camps is another.

Voting for a candidate who calls for exclu sion or elim in a tion or
exterm in a tion or whose values go against the purported values of the
society I want to create, is that not some thing else? Does it not make
us an adherent to those policies if we vote for that candidate?

A candidate sets a tone.

A vote carries that tone into the atmo sphere and into the ether and it
infects the body politic.

With Obama in the rear view mirror and Trump on the horizon, I took
my second canoe journey down the Missis sippi River, right through
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the heart of Trump- country, to test whether we are how we vote or
whether there is some separ a tion between our public lives and our
private lives, how we vote and how we live. I wanted to see how the
country would treat me—alone and vulner able in a canoe.

I recently received another message from an anonymous someone
who suggested—no, who demanded—that I stop talking about
Missis sippi Solo—Enough already with that book!—suggesting that
I move along, get on with some thing else—as if I hadn’t moved on, as
if I hadn’t written other books on other topics.

Well maybe I have and maybe I haven’t.

I have written other books but I wonder if I’ve moved on to
other topics.

Some critics—and readers too and book stores—have clas si fied me as
a travel writer.

While it is true that in all but one of my books, place is central to the
story, neither place nor move ment is what the stories are about.

Some also say that I write about race and about iden tity—which is
also true.

What I think I write about, and why I am not as appre ci ated in the US
as I am in some other places, is that I write about the inter sec tion of
many simple things—like place, like iden tity, like thermo- nuclear
physics and quantum mech anics and sp3 orbitals…

… —I just threw that in to see if you were paying attention—

… but if you put enough simple things inside a simple story, it makes
for a denser kind of simpli city that Amer icans do not seem
to appreciate.

Missis sippi Solo is a very simple story.

It is the story of a young man at a partic ular point in his life, a kind of
mid‐point where decisions not only about the future have to be
made, but about who the person in the canoe wants to be and
ulti mately is going to be.

It is about what one man can learn about himself when he is all alone
and in unfa miliar territory and doing unfa miliar things like canoeing
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and camping and talking to strangers.

It is about whether a city- boy, surrounded by noise and activity all
the time, can find a place in nature, in solitude, where he can be
himself and more import antly, face adversity and face fear and find
out who he is.

It is about solitude.

We live in society.

We are surrounded by noise and other people and all sorts of
distrac tions. And some times the noise and the distrac tions keep us
from living, keep us from exper i en cing and keep us, often, from
inter acting—and certainly from inter acting with strangers.

But even as we are not inter acting, we are not alone—not alone
within an indi vidual solitude.

Solitude was important to the Missis sippi Solo journey. If any one
thing was clear during that journey, it was that at the end of the
journey I would either like or would not like—or even like to be—the
person who was in that canoe with me, my constant companion with
whom I would spend every second of every day of the rest of my life.

When you are alone, truly alone with nothing but your thoughts to
distract you, you come to see your self more clearly and recog nize the
things that need to be changed.

Or not.

That to me was the main aspect of the Missis sippi Solo journey.

Solitude.

And yet…

We live in society. We are not solitary units, self- contained and self- 
sufficient.

The inter ac tions, the encoun ters were just as important as the
solitude. They create a secondary theme to the
Missis sippi Solo journey.

The lone indi vidual in a modern society dealing with what we call the
natural world and trying to take some lessons from it.
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What lessons?

There are things you learn from being alone that you cannot learn on
a crowded street while you try to dodge pedes trian traffic.

There are things you learn by being in the natural world.

The most important lesson, possibly, is the lesson of simpli city
and cooperation.

The birds and the beasts and the trees don’t exalt them selves because
they live in luxury apart ments in Hauss manian build ings in Paris and
work in super- structure skyscrapers in New York and fly from
continent to continent in metal tubes with wings and commu nicate
over long distances via cell phone and computer and have arti fi cial
intel li gence do their thinking for them and robots doing the work for
them, nor because they’ve conquered the seas and conquered the
skies and space and all the species and put them all to work for us as
food, as fodder, as cogs in a profit- making scheme.

What the birds and the trees and bees have learned and have to teach
us—and what one man alone is his canoe can learn—is that each of us
is small and each of us is big and each of us has a place.

In this world. In this country. Along that river—my place as much as
anyone else’s.

I invite you to seek out the photos of Kathryn Cooper, photos which
are beau tiful as art and simply stun ning. But what is even more
impressive than the images them selves is what’s on display: the
magni fi cent miracle of nature and the natural world at work, huge
flocks of starlings, all of them working together, all of them,
I suppose, having a role, each with a place in their world.

Richard Buck min ster Fuller once said that nature never fails. Nature
complies with its own laws. Nature is the law.

Break the law, pay the penalty.

Which brings me back to the initial ques tion: what am I doing here?
What are we all doing here?
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Collective exchange
Vincent BUCHER. — Okay, thank you very much for that and thank
you for having accepted our invit a tion, despite what your friends
said, to revisit well‐trodden grounds and coming back to the
Missis sippi in a way, via the Alps which is kind of unset tling. I’ll
bounce back on what you said but I just wanted to start with the
fact that even though you’re coming back to familiar ground,
hope fully we’ll make you discover new territ ories as well, but
certainly for me that’s the case. I’m not used to talking to living
authors, usually they’re dead, in the pages of the book.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Give me time, give me time, I’ll get there.

Vincent BUCHER. — I know, but I’m very happy that I get this
oppor tunity as well, given I’m not accus tomed to this exer cise, it’s a
bit of an adven ture for me for sure. We’ll see how that plays out.
I was worried in partic ular, preparing for this, when I came across a
passage in chapter 11, when you arrive at Lake Bemidji and meet the
char acter of Emily, who is a recur rent figure throughout the book,
and you say p. 56� “Talking to strangers is funny. You want to get to
know them, to hear what they have to say but [… you] don’t want to
pull out a tape recorder and shove a micro phone under some body’s
nose. (Besides, all that stuff was in the canoe.) The best you can
hope for is a good memory and a feel for how the stranger talks.
Cadence and word choice. You can jot down notes and recol lec tions
later.” So, I guess we have it all wrong: you have a micro phone
under your nose, you even have a camera in front of you, but I do
hope that we’re going to rise to the occa sion and manage to start a
proper conver sa tion. But more seri ously I feel like this is a good
place to start, because it inter venes on p. 56 at the moment when
you say that your journey has begun, and for me, that’s the
impres sion that I had also, because around this idea of conver sa tion
—the ambi guity of the term, the way you use it—I saw some thing of
a prin ciple for your book, or a rule of writing in the way in which
you think of the literary, and partic u larly, I saw in it some thing like
a paradigm which made your book closer to the Missis sippi,
mimetic almost in a way, and so far as you define it p. 90 in these
terms as well, you tell us: “the river […] is a strange kind of cleft,



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

one that strangely unites instead of dividing. A river that unifies
north and south the same as it connects east and west—rather than
creating an impasse—even though this linking bridge is two
thou sand miles long and a great distance across. […] Different
phases in a man’s life which, because it touches the lives of so many
others along the way, actu ally connects those lives. A great- 
grandfather, a church elder, an old man sitting day after day on the
same bench in a small town. You might never have paid much
atten tion to him. But he has his effect. The river can’t help but
connect, like the old man touching lives however subtly. Or like a
national purpose. Like a favorite base ball team. Like poverty.
Some thing shared. A common under standing. Different in intensity
and meaning perhaps to each who share it, but a common language
that holds together like a delicate infra struc ture” and, thinking
back to that, I wonder if you’re not that old man; and partic u larly
coming back to the conver sa tion that you started having about the
iden tity between what we do and what we are, and why you write,
I wondered if your writing isn’t a perpetual search for this art of
conver sa tion, partic u larly with people with whom, tech nic ally, you
shouldn’t have them. This is some thing that recurs throughout the
book and that we’re going to come back to, I would argue,
partic u larly with these prede cessors of the Trumpians of today that
you encountered in the south, whether they have more to say,
whether you can start a conver sa tion despite how they vote and
what they do and if there’s not a possib ility for some thing that
could be shared despite these ideo lo gies and obstructions.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Well, certainly those conver sa tions are neces sary
and part of the problem with not having those conver sa tions is that it
leads us to a definite separ a tion between people who cannot come
together; when you canoe down the Missis sippi River, politics is not
part of the conver sa tion. The conver sa tion revolves around: “who are
you?”, “what are you doing?” and “why are you doing it?” As I canoed
through Trump country one of the things I noticed was the
gener osity of all the people, almost every person I met explored some
aspect of gener osity with me. Which is what evokes that ques tion: are
we how we vote? Clearly if I’m in this part of the country and these
people are voting for Trump, they should not treat me as nicely, as
gently as they did and yet they do. So how then can we have a
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conver sa tion that gets us beyond politics and just into the humanity
of an encounter? Yes, I am that old man who is connecting lots of
people who find in me, without knowing it, a kind of nexus, a place
where … they’re coming into me and coming out of me in my next
encounter with someone else. I’m also on the search for who I am
and who these other people are too. It is, I think, the journey that
we’re all on. We’re all in some way nexuses for all these conver sa tions
that develop over time, things come in and things go right out, and
we’re merely reflec tions of those interactions.

Vincent BUCHER. — In that sense, I would maybe bounce back on
what you said and ask if the conver sa tions that you had notably
with the char acter of Don who you meet at the end of your journey,
are still possible today. There is a passage that I find quite striking
at the end, it’s around p. 240 where you have this secret
conver sa tion that you do not tran scribe in a way that’s striking, and
talks about inter ra cial romances in a way that’s slightly
prob lem atic, to say the least. Then you go on, on the following page,
to say “he told me secrets as if I were an old friend. Or better, he
talked with the freedom of speaking to a stranger he never
expected to see again. When I traveled on my way, I would be taking
his secrets with me. I would not be around to look at him and to
judge him nor for him to feel the judging. And I would not be
around to tell. He was safe. And yet he knew I was a writer and
would be writing.” At least the possib ility for some thing existing
beyond that divide that comes to the surface here. There is a
mutual respect and the preser va tion of the intimacy of that
moment. Do you believe that that kind of encounter and that kind
of conver sa tion is possible today?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I think those kinds of conver sa tions happen all the
time. What’s inter esting about Don, the most inter esting thing about
Don, is that he volun teered that he was a racist, he did not like black
people, then in the course of our encounter he said some thing really
stupid, in that, “you’re different”. I am not different, I am still black,
and yet he dropped the curtain of his racism to have this encounter
and again, open his doors to a certain kind of gener osity, it was
amazing. So, if we all had that kind of conver sa tion, if we all
recog nized that yes, the man in front of us is racist but he doesn’t see
me as, in his partic ular version, “black”, he just sees another person
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who, in this case, needed some thing to eat, we could all get past
these precon cep tions that we hold. We need to have those
conver sa tions. The problem I think, one of the prob lems, is we don’t
have these face- to-face, one- to-one encoun ters and so we can live
with these stereo types like Don had before he met me. Now for some
reason he thinks I’m different but maybe he thinks I’m different
because he never talked to another black person. Not true, because
he lives in Arkansas, and he’s surrounded by black people, but he cut
himself off from the black community, so he never had these kinds of
conver sa tions, and I forced him into an encounter, which changes his
aspect at least vis- à-vis one person.

Vincent BUCHER. — In that sense, the possib ility for change in your
novel is always prob lem atic or tempered, I would say. There’s this
moment where you come across pollu tion in the river and you say
“I can’t change it, I won’t burden myself with these sorts of things”
and simil arly, on the ques tion of race, you simil arly point out that
you can chip at it little by little but tech nic ally it won’t change…

Eddy L. HARRIS. — But that’s not true because it will change.
It changes Don, it changes every indi vidual. Every book that I write,
every encounter that I have, changes the world in some small
incre mental way, it changes the world one reader at a time. It’s not
the broad change that’s going to sweep pollu tion out of the
Missis sippi River, but it is one guy picking up a tin can that is floating
on the water. And it is still an effort to clean up the river, it is still an
effort to break down these barriers, and it happens all the time. One
quick anec dote from the second journey: one night I arrived in some
small town, and I didn’t feel like pitching my tent. I walked up into
town which was closed for the season, and I see a woman cooking in
the kitchen through her window. And it’s an old kind of Alfred
Hitch cockian motel. And I knock on this woman’s door, and when she
opens it, the first thing out of my mouth was “what’s for dinner?” and
then we had a conver sa tion that had nothing to do with anything
except what she was cooking, the fact that I needed a room, she
opened up this little hotel which was closed for the season, I had no
idea how she votes, right in the middle of Iowa which is Repub lican
red, defin itely now Trump country, and yet she did not see a
Demo crat or a black person or anything else except a guy who’s in a
canoe who needed a place to stay. Whatever barriers or
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precon cep tions she may have had, and I don’t know if she had any,
disap peared and it was just her and me.

Vincent BUCHER. — I hear this, but I just wanted to bounce back on
your point because I think it loops back to what you’re saying about
ques tions of abstrac tion and scale. So, if we remain at a great level
of abstrac tion, the Missis sippi is just a dot on the line and your
novel shows that that’s not the case; at a distance, all blacks are the
same and all southern whites are the same just in the same way.
And I think what exem pli fies the ambi valent nature of your politics
on this subject is that you temper the possib ility of change by
repla cing it—in the novel at least—by the idea of making an
impres sion. I think it goes both ways, there’s receiving the
impres sion of the encounter and making an impres sion. There’s
almost some thing phys ical and tactile to it. It’s also connected to
photo graphy and I think your obses sion with images kind of plays
to that. But most of all I feel that making an impres sion entails a
sort of change or trans form a tion that will mani fest itself down the
line, that isn’t fulfilled imme di ately, that resists abstrac tion. If you
head to the south and want to make a change, you are not going to
create the space for the encounter to happen, or allow for this
recip rocal possib ility of making an impres sion. This idea is present
in that initial quote that I read about conver sa tions. You say “you
don’t remember what people say, we remember the cadence of what
they say and we get a sense for who they are”. My idea is that at
least part of what you do refrains from the polit ical in that sense or
is at the very least wary of the possib ility for change and
trans form a tion under stood in a sort of broad abstract sense. I was
wondering if that goes back to the argu ment that you were making
about how abstrac tion makes encoun ters impossible as well.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — It is not polit ical what I do and at the same time
it is very polit ical, it passes beyond the non‐polit ical into the polit ical
in such a way that because of who I am and because of these
inter ac tions and the impres sions that I make, a white person in Iowa
or in Missis sippi is bound to have a different impres sion that goes
beyond whatever precon cep tions he or she may have had before. It is
not specific ally polit ical because I don’t go in and say, “who do you
vote for, and why did you vote for that guy?” It is just a simple
conver sa tion about having some thing to eat that trans forms a
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moment into some thing larger. There’s no inten tion, it is just a
conver sa tion with anybody that trans forms into some thing else.

Vincent BUCHER. — Yes, and the conver sa tion often ends kind of
abruptly and we never know how this impres sion travels or at least
there’s almost this sense that time has to do the work, kind of like
the river itself, and this conver sa tion with you leaves an impres sion
as well. But what I find striking is this obses sion with reci pro city.
Your char acter—because it’s no longer you, the young you—is
constantly obsessed—to a point that can almost become annoying
at times—of being seen, of being recog nized as a hero, hiding when
he is not. He is always obsessed by this idea of leaving a mark, of
making an impres sion, and very often it’s asso ci ated with
photo graphs. At the other end of the spec trum, char ac ters like
Emily or Don, retro spect ively leave an impres sion to the point
where, despite them being iden ti fied as strangers and remaining
strangers, are qual i fied as friends. And I think that what
distin guishes that logic of conver sa tion and how it replic ates itself
phys ic ally in the work, is precisely through the reci pro city of these
minute non‐abstract impres sions that open the chink perhaps
between who we are and what we do, that little space that you were
mentioning. It doesn’t redeem what people are, how they act, but it
does represent a possib ility. And going back to the begin ning of our
conver sa tion, I was wondering if that space still exists precisely in
a world of the internet, of non‐phys ical inter ac tion, where—and
this is some thing that you resent perhaps—ideo logy prevails at the
expense of conver sa tion. Does it not curtail the possib ility of
making an impres sion in that sense? And that’s kind of what we
were saying, is it possible to still have these conver sa tions, today?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — It is abso lutely possible to have these
conver sa tions, and I think abso lutely central to have these
conver sa tions. And yes, there is a reflective quality to them, I am as
impressed as they are, I am as impressed of them as they are of me,
I presume. And as forgetful of them, too, and I wonder if Don, if he’s
still alive, would have any recol lec tion of my passing through his
neigh bor hood, his section of the river. I have no idea, all I can do is do
me, all I can do is what I do. Yesterday morning I blocked the
side walk from some woman who was walking with a stroller, and
I stopped, and I pushed myself against the wall so that she could pass.
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And she recog nized that I was doing this, that I was waiting for her to
go by. If you ask her today if a big black man in a blue sweater
stopped to let her pass, she would say no, but in that moment, the big
smile she threw at me indic ates that she recog nized a moment of
humanity, that I was doing some thing for her that I did not have to
do. I could have forced her against the curb. She was as happy to be
receiving as I was to be giving. These are the reflective quality of
these kinds of inter ac tions. They mean nothing in the grand scale of
things but maybe they mean everything. And that’s how I try to live
my life, it’s how I work, it’s one of the things I take away from this
journey down the Missis sippi River, this river trip changed me. I’m
very shy, I do not talk to strangers, or did not talk to strangers readily.
But because there’s a black man in a canoe, people come to me.

When I took my next, third big trip, which was a motor cycle journey
into the Amer ican south, it was a beau tiful motor cycle, a BMW which
was rare in the States, people came to me to talk. I didn’t have to go
out of my way. And it was just bril liant. Whether it’s the motor cycle or
whether it’s me alone trav eling around this thing. These little
inter ac tions: some guy I’m talking to in a boat shop in North Caro lina
gives me the keys to his house, a white guy, gives me the keys to his
house, and says “there’s beer in the fridge, there’s a hammock on the
porch, knock your self out, I’ll be home at five o’clock”. These things
changed me. And now I am on the lookout for them all the time. And
one of the reasons I stepped aside to let this woman and this
“pous sette” go by, is that I’m looking for them all the time. My
inter ac tion with the world is to step out of the way and let some body
go by, to help some body with a heavy bag, it means nothing in the
grand scheme of things, but I think it means everything.

Member of the AUDI ENCE. — Thank you for a fascin ating talk and
present a tion, for those who haven’t read the book, I’m sure they are
struck by the gentle ness and the human kind ness you show in your
speech, however I must say that as a European, I was struck at the
begin ning of the journey by the fact that you’re very prepared, that
you have a gun—

Eddy L. HARRIS. —very prepared? Yes, I had a gun, but I would not
call anything I ever did prepared; if I were prepared, I would not have
left from Northern Minnesota in October.
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Member of the AUDI ENCE. — But I was struck by the casual—to me
it seemed almost casual—how can I say this—swerve into viol ence
with the incid ents of the feral dogs and the two deer hunters, and it
seems that you were fully prepared and you were fully prepared to
protect your self and somehow it was very different from your usual
trust in people and the fact that you are open to people, and
I wondered at how quickly you could change and switch into
defensive mode?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I took that gun, not for protec tion; my whole
ethos of that journey was living the way someone in the nine teenth
century would live and I was expecting to hunt and fish as I went
down the river. Other wise, if I were looking for protec tion, I would
have carried a .357 magnum or a .44, I would not have carried a .22,
that’s a caliber you use for shooting rabbits. I just happened to have
this gun when these guys basic ally attacked me. And yes, I was
prepared, I am, even when I’m not preparing, I am sort of prepared
because I am not small. My exterior carcass gives the impres sion that
I am prepared, so I am not aggressed very often, that is a kind of
protec tion. So, I’m allowed to go into these spaces in most cases
because this exterior protects me from anybody else’s aggres sion.
That is a kind of prepar a tion too, unin tended, as unin tended as the
pistol I carried because I was not using that pistol for protec tion.
Which explains partly as well why on the second journey I refused to
carry a gun, I knew I wasn’t going to be hunting, first of all, and
secondly the ques tion of how would I have gotten out of that
situ ation if I didn’t have a gun was always on my mind. It would’ve
changed everything possibly. Maybe, they being who they were,
would’ve been even more aggressive, maybe I wouldn’t have gotten
out as safely as I did, or maybe I would’ve had to find another way to
defuse the situ ation, part of the problem in America today is too
many people have guns, and they reach for the gun before they reach
for the altern ative. So, I don’t need a gun in that same situ ation now
because I know I can find another way to get out of this scrape.

Member of the AUDI ENCE. — For me there is some thing inter esting
in what you’re saying because in my opinion the roots of racism is
that you have to prove some thing to others before inter acting. If
the first move ment they have is a bit distant, you then have to be
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smiling and gentle and kind, and it is like the first step, it is a bit
sad somehow.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I don’t know if I have to be gentle and smiling,
I think I just am pretty gentle and I smile a lot. And why not, if that’s
what is neces sary to make that first step, why not do it? It costs me
nothing. I’m happy to play, since we’re all in this game together, why
not do my part to defuse a situ ation before the situ ation becomes a
situ ation? In my hotel where I’m staying now, yesterday after noon it’s
just smiles and jokes and when I go into the place or go out,
every body is smiling because of some thing I did or said when I first
checked into this place, why not? If you go to a hotel break fast room
in the morning, every body walks in and says “bonjour”, it’s just
some thing that you do, so why not say “bonjour” with a smile? A smile
changes everything. And I’m not afraid of racism, racism is out there,
why not do my part to try to un- racialize the world?

Member of the AUDI ENCE. — Do you think, with the conver sa tions
that you’re having and those inter ac tions, that people who might
have voted for Trump in the first place will now interact with
minor ities more as they realise they them selves are under going the
same process of being more and more excluded? And will they
decide not to vote for Trump this time?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I don’t know why people vote for Trump, I cannot
figure it out, but part of it, I think, is the media, a media bias,
depending on what news you watch, you’re watching MSNBC on the
left and you’re watching Fox News on the right and you’re just getting
constantly bombarded and re‐bombarded by the same info‐echo and
you’re not going outside your bubble to find some thing else, and once
you’re inside that bubble and you believe what’s going on, then you’re
cooked. And some body mentioned earlier today that Rupert Murdoch
controls the news trade in Australia, he controls pretty much the
news trade in America too. And social media is a damaging thing
as well.

Vincent BUCHER. — After talking about politics for a bit I wanted to
come back to liter ature, being a liter ature aficionado or, rather, a
profes sional of liter ature. Throughout your book there is this
recur rent medit a tion about whether you have anything to say
which I think is sort of key to your writing. This is very Amer ican,
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very Emer so nian in a way, in its emphasis on exper i ence and a
certain mistrust of the literary. I was wondering if your
rela tion ship to the literary is some thing you keep at bay; it’s a
conver sa tion that you don’t really want to have, or rather you seem
to want to eman cipate your self from that conver sa tion. I’ll just
explain what I mean. It’s that in all the books that you write—
and particularly Missis sippi Solo—you choose emin ently literary
places to explore. We do get a hint of the literary when you mention
figures like Hemingway or Twain. You even use the fact that
T. S. Eliot was a native of St. Louis, which is always inter esting
given how different he is from the two other figures mentioned. But
it’s striking to see how precisely you refuse to engage with that
corpus. I think it’s fairly late in the novel that you start reading a
book on the edge of the river. Out of curi osity I was wondering
what that book was and if it has left an impres sion on you to this
day, but it never the less remains striking that you never choose to
name it. I was wondering if, more broadly, you were trying to
unburden the river from its liter ar i ness. Because you mention that
the river is burdened by history, it’s burdened by legend, it’s
burdened by text, and if there’s not an effort here to attain a sort of
wilful inno cence. Inno cence would thus not be a state but
some thing you strive to accom plish but that can never be fully
achieved. Just like your text always struggles with these legendary
texts and legends of the Missis sippi, your inter ac tions with the
people you meet on the way are simil arly fraught with
precon cep tions, texts, culture, legend. In a way, are you not trying
to unburden the river of its literariness?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — It’s some thing I never actu ally thought about, so
whatever I do, it’s not a conscious decision. And I have to make a
huge confes sion here: once I finish writing a book, I no longer know
what’s in that book, I’ve forgotten it already. So, the other day I was
on this TV program “La grande librairie” and this guy asks me a
ques tion about the interior and I don’t know what he’s talking about
because I’ve forgotten the book, it is almost imme diate, the moment
I leave a book and start some thing else, I have forgotten the previous
book. There are only certain sections of a partic ular text that strike
me and mostly it is those parts of the text that people ask me about,
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and I have to keep refreshing my memory about them. Other wise,
I don’t know.

Vincent BUCHER. — So, you don’t know what you were reading on
the Missis sippi River?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I have no idea; I couldn’t even tell you that I was
reading on the Mississippi.

Vincent BUCHER. — That is striking. So more broadly how do you
choose the places that you explore in your books? Do you choose
places that are so marked by text, liter ature, legends, that you need
to over come this burden to really engage with them? Is that
some thing that you do delib er ately? Is that part of a broader effort
at the heart of your writing. and more specific ally with regards to
that idea that the Missis sippi is burdened by history and burdened
by everything it has to carry, and the way in which your text tries
to unburden it—we’ll see if we can come back to how your char acter
in the book also tries to unburden himself of a number of things, in
partic ular of iden tities, that’s why when you said earlier that you
work on iden tities I kind of disagree; I don’t think that iden tity is
central given how your char acter always evades the ques tion—but
I was wondering if that was a delib erate effort, why choose
these spaces?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I choose them not because of their liter ar i ness,
and not because of the burden of literary history but because of the
burden of history. The Missis sippi River, two times, Africa, one time,
and maybe it’s the burden that’s on my shoulders and not the burden
that’s on anybody else. But the Missis sippi is important in Amer ican
history, I’m an Amer ican, it’s the most important waterway, to me, in
the world. Africa, as a black Amer ican living in America, coming from
that ances tral home, Africa means some thing, but what? So let me go
find out. Harlem, I could have picked any Amer ican city, Harlem
means some thing, it certainly means some thing liter arily, but it also
means some thing cultur ally for black Amer icans. Paris, as well, when
I write about Paris it’s from a black Amer ican perspective. It all comes
back to the me that’s writing this book and encoun tering these places
that have these burdens attached to them, but it is not neces sarily a
literary burden, it is a histor ical, cultural significance.
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Vincent BUCHER. — Okay, in that sense, I’m going to refor mu late
my ques tion though I hear what you are saying but, do texts make
an impres sion on you? Are there texts that you could quote, and
more specific ally, I was curious of your rela tion to Eliot. What
impres sion did he make on you?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Yes, Eliot starts this book. Another writer, great
writer. I’m not a great writer.

Vincent BUCHER. — But he’s very literary and that’s also striking in
terms of contrast in partic ular when compared to Twain and
Hemingway who are far more predict able references.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Hemingway shows up in this book and in the next
book as well and prob ably the next book. Hemingway is a ghost- like
figure that hovers through my work because as a writer and an
Amer ican writer living in Paris, of course Hemingway is in the
fore front of my literary thinking, I want to be like Hemingway,
I want to live this gran diose life and do these crazy things that
Hemingway did.

Vincent BUCHER. — The refer ence to Hemingway is inter esting
because even though you claim to emulate his style it is actu ally his
char acter, his life style, that actu ally interests you. The literary ends
up being evac u ated very quickly. Just to finish on that point—the
fact that you describe him as a ghost—which echoes your book
directly. Yet again, this is a ghost you quickly dispel, and that
conver sa tion never happens. There is this striking, surreal moment
where he appears to you and you feel his breath on your ear as if he
were about to impart some thing to you but it never mater i al ises.
The figure of Lincoln is used in a very similar way as well. The
literary can never really resur face. In that sense, the refer ences to
Hemingway are perhaps some what misleading in the book but I’m
much more intrigued by your refer ence to Eliot insofar as this is
not expected. It’s not a refer ence that is bound to your object but
it’s rather some thing that you bring to it. Yes, Eliot is a child of the
Missis sippi for sure, but he left there long ago and his rela tion to
culture, liter ature and the text is, at least on the surface, very far
from the writing of exper i ence of Hemingway for example. On the
surface he seems also very far from your own rela tion to writing
and reading. Where’s the real conver sa tion going on? Could it
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RÉSUMÉS

English
This conver sa tion is the result of the one‐day confer ence organ ized by the
LISCA research group at Université Gren oble Alpes in November 2024. The
confer ence focused on the concept of resur gence as the artistic and
hermen eutic phenomenon that enables texts to make certain forces and
posi tions stand out or rise to the surface.

Français
Cette conver sa tion est le fruit de la journée d’étude orga nisée par le LISCA à
l’Univer sité Grenoble Alpes en novembre 2024. La journée d’étude s’est
concen trée sur le concept de résur gence en tant que phéno mène artis tique
et hermé neu tique qui fait que certains textes font ressortir ou remonter à la
surface des dyna miques et des posi tion ne ments qui étaient déjà là sous une

perhaps be more with Eliot than with Hemingway, isn’t there
some thing misleading about that, and more broadly are there other
texts, other authors, with whom you’re having a secret
conver sa tion that you’re not telling us about, perhaps?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Well, I’m having a conver sa tion with Faulkner as
I’m driving about in the south on my beau tiful blue BMW motor cycle,
I’m having a conver sa tion with Hemingway on this river, with Mark
Twain on this river, I’m having a conver sa tion with all the literary
influ en cers who are in me from my educa tion. T. S. Eliot is not
someone I would have a conver sa tion with, but he is part of my
youthful educa tion because I was raised by British monks in St. Louis
who for some reason thought Eliot was British because he lived in
London for a long time and that is part of my literary educa tion, as
was Hemingway, as was Thornton, as was… you name it. But I’m not
actively having conver sa tions with them except to under score that
they are in me somehow and you cannot talk about the Missis sippi
River without talking about Mark Twain, you cannot talk about an
Amer ican writer being an adven turer without having a conver sa tion
with Hemingway, but I think that’s as far as it goes. I’m not inter ested
in exploring Hemingway’s work in my work, I have read enough
Hemingway, it’s good enough for me, I have read Eliot, I have read
lots and lots of Faulkner, but I don’t have to have a conver sa tion with
these ghosts.
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forme « dormante » et qui se voient réac tivés à un moment donné dans une
épis témè particulière.
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Not “Footnotes on a timeline” (33): denouncing the invisibilisation of
Indigenous presences
A poetic subversion of the sailing ship as a vessel of colonial positivity
Performing artistic resurgence

TEXTE

Alexis Wright has recently received a remark able shower of literary
awards for her latest novel Praiseworthy (2023) and the body of her
work: the Queens land Literary Fiction Book Award, the
2024 Australian Liter ature Society Gold Medal, the 2024 Miles
Franklin Award and the 2024 Stella prize, the 2024 Melbourne Prize,
as well as the British- based 2023 James Tait Black Memorial Prize.
In October 2024, when the next Nobel Prize winner for liter ature was
being chosen, Alexis Wright’s name was among the favour ites. All this
crit ical acclaim is the due recog ni tion of Wright’s literary
achieve ment and her important role as campaigner for Indi genous
land rights. However, the fact that her work is being singled out in
this way may seem to imply that no other Australian, let alone any
Abori ginal Australian writer is in a posi tion to take up the torch of
literary excel lence. Like Oodgeroo Noonuccal before her, Wright has
been very vocal in her warn ings about the ever- increasing dangers
Indi genous culture has had to face. In both her non‐fiction and her
fiction work, Wright has played a crucial role as a collector of oral
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narrat ives from older gener a tions, now dead, who, like the spirits in
Carpentaria (a novel that harbours “the big stories and the little ones
in between”, 12) were desperate to pass on their stories as count less
gener a tions had done before them. Sadly, the unan imous celeb ra tion
of Wright’s literary achieve ments is not really indic ative of an
improve ment in Australia’s polit ical recog ni tion of Indi genous voices,
as the negative outcome of the 2023 “Voice to Parlia ment” campaign
has shown. This is why an over- exclusive focus on her work could be
prob lem atic: it might suggest that Wright, who belongs to an older
gener a tion and has had first- hand exper i ence of historic land rights
struggles, is more “authen tic ally Abori ginal” than the many younger
writers. This article offers a close reading of just one of Ellen
van Neerven’s poems, to show how, albeit in radic ally different ways
than Wright’s lyrical, swirling, flowing prose, younger voices continue
to fight against dispos ses sion and cultural erasure. In line with North
Amer ican Indi genous theories of resur gence, this article will show
how Ellen van Neerven’s poetic writing in Throat achieves far more
than a lament of the negative impact of colon isa tion. While they say
the title of the collec tion refer ences the harsh real ities that “burn at
the back of [their] throat”, 1 their short, pared- down poem “A Ship- 
Shaped Hole in the Forest” simul tan eously converts into a creative
resource the negative space hollowed out by the colon iser, asserts
the survival of Indi genous onto lo gies, and performs grounded
norm ativity (Coulthard) by requesting from the reader the kind of
ethical inter pret ative effort that Paul Ricœur asso ci ated with the
“living metaphor”.

The first part of the study will look into how in Throat, the poems
remind the reader of the exist ence of an altern ative view of the
colon ising event and voice an altern ative onto logy, thus resisting
colo nial erasure. Next, the focus will centre on Ellen van Neerven’s
use of the sailing ship, that ubiquitous icon of the British colon isa tion
of Australia, to portray a historic viol a tion whose impact rever ber ates
into deep time as well as into the present, but also to under mine the
positive values asso ci ated with naut ical phrases in the English
language. The third part of the study will start from Ricœur’s
discus sion of the icon icity that is specific to the poetic meta phor and
of the type of hermen eutic parti cip a tion it demands of the reader, in
order to show how the semantic decon struc tion/recon struc tion

2
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process called for by the “ship shape” meta phor consti tutes a form of
action- writing that is part and parcel of the Indi genous
resur gence movement.

Not “Foot notes on a timeline” (33):
denoun cing the invis ib il isa tion of
Indi genous presences
Ellen van Neerven is an award- winning writer, educator and editor of
Munun jali Yugambeh and Dutch heritage. Their first book, a short
story collec tion entitled Heat and Light was published in 2013, and
their first book of poems, Comfort Foods in 2016. Their first play,
Swim, premiered in Sydney in July 2024. Throat (2020) is Ellen
van Neerven’s second poetry collec tion, and this article will look
more partic u larly at “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest” which
belongs to the collec tion’s second themed part: “White ness is
always approaching”.

3

Van Neerven belongs to a vibrant, young gener a tion of Abori ginal
writers that includes Evelyn Araluen, Jazz Money, Mykaela Saun ders,
and Alison Whit taker. These writers are all still in their early thirties
but, faced with the cultural loss resulting from past and ongoing
assim il a tionist policies, and the envir on mental degrad a tion of their
peoples’s tradi tional land by extractive capit alism, their work often
takes the form of a lament for lost Country and a much depleted
cultural environment.

4

Such a state of affairs is the result of colon isa tion processes (land
theft, displace ment, assim il a tion) that Australian historian and
scholar Patrick Wolfe iden ti fied as specific to settler colo ni alism, and
famously termed the “elim in a tion of the Native” (Wolfe 2006). Since
settler colo ni alism is geared towards an appro pri ation of the land, the
denial of prior Indi genous occu pa tion is a prerequisite within the
frame work of liberal legal theory (Moreton- Robinson 20). As Wolfe
puts it, the Indi genous pres ence is “an absent centre that struc tures
settler discourse even in contexts that do not mani festly concern
things Indi genous” (Wolfe 270, italics mine).

5
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Inter preting Mark Rifkin’s notion of “settler common sense” as a
“taken- for-grantedness” which is “sustained and reaf firmed” by the
“routine ways in which settlers tacitly […] re‐enact the dispos ses sion
of Indi genous people in their daily lives”, Wolfe insists, however, that
settler colo ni alism is not a defin itive and irre vers ible historic
moment, but an ongoing process which can be fought (270). Indeed,
North Amer ican theories of Indi genous resur gence propose to
coun teract settler- colonialist processes by abandoning recognition- 
oriented protest in favour of the asser tion of what Dene scholar Glen
Coulthard in Red Skins, White Masks calls “grounded normativity”:

6

Indi genous struggles against capit alist imper i alism are best
under stood as struggles oriented around the ques tion of land—
struggles not only for land, but also deeply informed by what the
land as a mode of recip rocal rela tion ship (which is itself informed by
place- based prac tices and asso ci ated forms of know ledge) ought to
teach us about living our lives in rela tion to one another and our
surround ings in a respectful, nondom in ating and nonex ploit ative
way. (60)

What is striking about van Neerven and other writers of her
gener a tion is not only the enduring strength of their engage ment in
trying to over turn the still on‐going economic, social, envir on mental
and polit ical oppres sion of Indi genous communities, but also their
under standing that as Coulthard puts it, settler- colonisation has
“rendered [Indi genous] popu la tions too small” to generate alone the
polit ical leverage required to simul tan eously block the exploit a tion of
peoples and home lands and construct ethical altern at ives
to capitalism. “This reality”, Coulthard writes,

7

demands that we continue to remain open to, if not actively seek out
and estab lish, rela tions of solid arity and networks of trade and
mutual aid with national and transna tional communities and
organ iz a tions that are also strug gling against the imposed effects of
glob al ized capital. (173)

In “Call a Spade a Spade” (39), van Neerven goes further, inviting the
non‐Indi genous/settler reader to the type of truth- telling exer cise
(“call it inva sion not settle ment /call it geno cide not colon isa tion […]
don’t say ‘no worries’ say ‘I worry’ / for the future or our country, our
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envir on ment / if we fail to listen and to act”) that can give a truer
meaning to the classic Australian collo qui alism: “call your self a mate”.

A poetic subver sion of the sailing
ship as a vessel of colo ‐
nial positivity
Several poems of van Neerven’s collection Throat feature ships in a
way that expli citly pushes back against the celeb ratory dimen sion of
that found a tional icon. Australia Day, which is celeb rated on the 26th
of January each year, marks the 1788 landing of the First Fleet and
raising of the British flag at Sydney Cove. As a precursor of the arrival
of the First Fleet, Captain Cook’s landing at Botany Bay in 1770 is
another highly symbolic historic event which has firmly anchored the
two- masted sailing boat in the Australian national imagin a tion. It is
no surprise, there fore, that ships should also feature in
van Neerven’s poems.

8

Among these, “Paper ships” (126–129), which expli citly mourns the
social and envir on mental effects of colon isa tion, posits the
Indi genous perspective as a coun ter point to the offi cial celeb ra tion of
the event: “Australia marks the 250th anniversary / of a landing in
two views / the view from the ships / and the view from the
shore” (127).

9

Linking the original moment of inva sion with the enduring need to
fight against the settler imaginary, the poem perform at ively reverses
conven tional naut ical phrases such as “casting off” and common‐use
synec doches (“hands” for sailors, “masts” for ships) and turns them
into a call for decol on ising action rather than as a symbol of British
colon isa tion: “The ships my grand mothers saw / didn’t stay in the sea
[…] it takes all of our hands / to cast the settler imaginary off / lift
the masts off / out of the dirt” (128).

10

The stanza mentioning the masts is followed by four lines contrasting
these markers of colo ni alism with the living trees that are bound to a
collective “we” in recip rocal relationships:

11
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the tree and us are one / we breathe together 
we look after trees / like they look after ones / some are
our ancestors / we belong to them 
we give to the trees / to receive / they are our life / and death (129)

By contrast, colon isa tion and climate change are expli citly presented
as synonymous, and the name of Cook’s ship (HMS Endeavour) is
appro pri ated to reverse the colon iser’s white saviour claim:

Can you guess two ‘c’ words / so closely connected, they are the
same? / Cook and c…? Nice try. / colonization and climate change 
Fight one and you fight them both / we endeavour to save this
world / guided by elders restoring / old science and medi cine
(127, the italics are the author’s)

In “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest” (35) van Neerven’s critique is
aimed at extract ivism, linking the ship with the damage inflicted to
the forest from which the former’s different parts are sourced.

The poem is made up of three stanzas of free verse, that increase in
length from 7 to 8 to 9 lines. The first and shortest stanza, which
begins with “Such a sad sight” and ends with “the defor ested floor”,
precisely refer ences how different species of trees were cut into
various ship parts: “pine […] into masts / elm into keel and stern
post / white oak into hull, floors and futtocks” (ll. 3–5).

12

The second stanza refers to the deep hurt left in the forest by the
extrac tion of the wood needed for building a ship: “While the ship
sails in southern seas / the ship- shaped hole / thou sands of years
deep / aches and aches” (ll. 9–11). It also concisely illus trates the
long- term social and envir on mental fallout of extract ivist atti tudes:
“the people burn their furniture to stay warm” (l. 12) alludes to the
poverty of those who are unable to profit from a liberal economy,
while the German word “wald s terben” refer ences dieback in
“commer cial forests” (ll. 14–15).

13

Dieback is a form of forest decline that was partic u larly severe in
Germany in the 1980s, hence the poet’s use of the German word here.
While forest ecosys tems are too complex for the direct causes of
dieback in multi- species forests to be iden ti fied, the lack of

14
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biod iversity in commer cial forests is a determ ining factor as it
facil it ates the propaga tion of patho genic insects, fungi and bacteria.
The wood industry’s choice to plant commer cial forests to replace
the native forests that are still being harvested is thus an aber ra tion
in terms of sustain ab ility. Van Neerven’s unex pected use of the
German word for the phenomenon is a reminder that there is no
place, however remote from the historic indus trial centres, that is not
impacted by global capit alism. It is also a nod to the semester she
spent teaching in Bremen, Germany, which she says gave her the
oppor tunity to go to Europe and see the Black Forest from which
sailing ships were sourced, and think about historic colon isa tion
“from that end” for once, rather than the on‐going effects of settler
colo ni alism in Australia (Rose).

Both stanzas provide a kind of factual inform a tion that is unusual in a
poem. But the third and longest stanza makes clear the reason for
this use of ship building and forest manage ment terms.

15

In the first line of the stanza “[n]o consent was asked from the
mater ials of ‘discovery’” (l. 16), the inverted commas ques tion the
epistem o lo gical equa tion between European explor a tion and
universal know ledge. The line is also a reminder that unlike other
colonies where treaties were signed, in Australia the Indi genous
peoples never form ally agreed to their dispos ses sion. By mentioning
“mater ials” rather than people, the line also critiques the European
view of the non‐human realm as inert and devoid of agency. While
European ship‐makers were mainly concerned with the
end‐products and how the material prop er ties of various kinds of
wood could best be used, the following lines deploy an altern ative
onto logy, pointing to the linguistic continuity that exists in Yugambeh
language between the tree and the boat that is made from it:

16

In Yugambeh our names for boat and 
tree that makes the boat are the same 
material handled with care 
spirit lives 
in the same name (ll. 17–20)

The holism of Yugambeh onto logy is thus succinctly contrasted with
the European compart ment al ised view of the world that separ ates
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means and ends, matter and spirit, and para dox ic ally holds the
“material world” in complete meta phys ical contempt. The commer cial
injunc tion “handle with care” is here given a much more profound
spir itual value: the tree and boat are to be respected and handled
with care because of their social and spir itual import ance, not their
market value.

The lack of punc tu ation and the layout of the lines in this passage
allow for various ways of saying and inter preting them: should the
reader just under stand that Yugambeh names for boat and tree are
the same, or also that they “are the same material handled with care”?
Is the word “lives” in “spirit lives / in the same name” a verb or a
noun? Such ambi gu ities invite the reader to pay atten tion to
altern ative clusters of meaning; and paying atten tion is all the more
relevant as the phon etic simil arity between “name” and “same” not
only insists on the respect paid to the tree that grants mobility on
water, but also points towards a non‐arbit rary concept of language:
words expressing the essence of the subject they represent. All these
uncer tain ties are encap su lated in the ques tion on which the poem
closes, revealing the poet’s feeling of disor i ent a tion in a badly
damaged environment:

17

so do I call you tree or mast 
as I walk through the wood 
full of so many ship- shaped holes? (ll. 22–25)

The last line of the stanza and the poem places the words “full” and
“holes” in polar posi tions high lighting the oxymor onic and ulti mately
absurd dimen sion of the commonly used phrase: “to be full of holes”.
Addressing the forest, the poet seems to oscil late between two
world views because of the play on the word “wood”. While in one
world view the forest is nothing but a mass of inert wood waiting to
be molded by human agency, the wooded area can also be
under stood to be a living, sentient entity that required so many years
to come into being that the hurt received in the modern era
rever ber ates far back into the past.

The line- by-line analysis of the poem reveals how van Neerven deftly
upturns colo nial precon cep tions of progress and conquest, and
points to Yugambeh values and prac tices as powerful altern at ives. But

18
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the partic ular power of this short poem also stems from its ingenious,
and as it were visual, under mining of the iconic sailing ship that is
central to Australia Day celeb ra tions, and is iden ti fied by some as a
colo nial ideologeme.

As mentioned earlier, the sailing ship as point of origin of the settler
nation is ubiquitous both in offi cial cere monies and images, as well as
in more crit ical visual repres ent a tions of the arrival of the First Fleet,
and of the so‐called “discovery” of the continent by Captain Cook.
One example of the former kind of repres ent a tion is Algernon
Talmage’s “The Founding of Australia. By Capt Arthur Phillip RN
Sydney Cove, Jan 26th 1788”, a monu mental painting that is part of the
Tate collec tion. The finished painting is not on display at the Tate, but
the original 1937 sketch hangs in the Mitchell Library (the State
Library of New South Wales). In this painting Arthur Phillip, the new
governor of the New South Wales colony, is shown with a few other
officers toasting the Union Jack while it is being raised for the first
time. Several tree stumps in the fore ground signal the civil ising
replace ment of a missing vegetal vertic ality by the flag mast on the
left and the ship’s masts in the middle ground on the right. In the
2019 first season of the TV polit ical drama Total Control, the
Indi genous director Rachel Perkins has her main char acter, the
newly- appointed feisty senator Alex Irving (played by Deborah
Mailman) gaze crit ic ally at this sketch she comes upon while trying to
find her way around Parlia ment House: this short scene fore shadows
how hard she will have to fight the system to throw light on an
Indi genous death- in-custody scandal. In Michael Cook’s 2010 crit ical
and icon o clastic photo graphic projects which comprise
“Undis covered #4” and #8, and “Broken Dreams #3”, the ship is even
more poin tedly asso ci ated with settler colo nial symbolic but also
material, social and polit ical viol ence. The photo grapher’s choice to
rein tro duce Indi genous people in the series featuring the iconic
British ship makes such power dynamics partic u larly striking.

19

In the colo nial repres ent a tions, however, the power dynamics are
gener ally muted and natur al ised: when a landing is portrayed from
the sea, because of the laws of perspective, the ships’ masts dwarf the
veget a tion on land; when the scene is focal ised from the land, the
single ship visible in the offing reminds the viewer of church towers
and spires in European land scape art, the mast standing as a

20
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reas suring marker of spir itu ality and civil isa tion within a natural
envir on ment. Such portrayals also posit the ship near or close to the
vanishing point, making it a point of origin and there fore inscribing
Australian settle ment within the British history of seafaring,
explor a tion and conquest. The ship serves as a visual trope for the
begin ning of British settle ment in Australia, and it also has such a
marked pres ence in the English language, as van Neerven’s poem
iron ic ally points out, that it can be considered as an “ideologeme”.

Fredric Jameson defines an ideo lo geme as a “specific narrative
paradigm [that] continues to emit its ideo lo gical signals long after
its original content has become histor ic ally obsolete” (186):

21

[T]he most archaic layer of content continues to supply vitality and
ideo lo gical legit im a tion to its later and quite different symbolic
func tion. […] What persists into contem porary narrative is
sedi mented ideo lo gized narrative form. 
The ideo lo geme […] exists nowhere as such. [I]t vanishes into the
past […] leaving only its traces—material signi fiers, lexemes,
enig matic words and phrases—behind it. (201)

Jameson’s point about the lasting, in absentia, ideo lo gical power
wielded by the ideo lo geme is partic u larly apt when studying “A Ship- 
Shaped Hole in the Forest”.

It is a well‐known fact that because of England’s signal history as a
naval nation, a great many naut ical words and phrases of the sailing
ship age are still in use as meta phors in the English language today.
Some of these are still relat ively trans parent, such as “across the
bow”, “above board”, “to clear the deck”, “to batten down the hatches”
or “to run a tight ship”, while some, that do not expli citly contain
refer ences to a ship or its parts, are less easy to identify as having a
naut ical origin, such as “hand over fist”. The fact that such words are
still in use over 150 years after steam ships replaced sailing ships
attests to the enduring strength of the schemes that gained pride of
place in the national idiom when Britain’s naut ical power was at
its peak.

22

In “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest”, it is another naut ical phrase
that is rewritten in a way that completely under mines its original
meaning. “Ship- shaped hole” appears four times in the poem, once in

23
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the title and then in each stanza. Further more, its stra tegic posi tion
in the first and last lines of the poem clearly makes it a core concept
of the poem. The phrase is derived from the adjective “ship shape” and
its original form “ship- shapen” was first recorded in a 1644 Seamans
Dictionary written by Sir Henry Manwaring, an English lawyer,
soldier, author, seaman and politician. 2 Manwaring used the word to
discuss a ship’s rake, that is to say the over hang of the hull at both
ends of the keel. “[F]or the Rake aftward‐on (it being of no use for the
Ship, but only for to make her Ship shapen, as they call it, they give as
little as may be) which commonly is about a fourth or fifth part of her
Rake fore ward‐on.” Manwaring makes clear that construc tion
conven tions about a ship’s rear were purely aesthetic, remarking that
a wall‐rear “makes a Ship within board much the roomier, and not the
less whole some Ship in the sea if her bearing be well laid out.

Yet the meli or ative adjective “ship- shaped”, shortened to “ship- 
shape”, came to mean “arranged prop erly as things on board ship
should be; trim, orderly” (OED). The Royal Navy’s much celeb rated
discip line, usually considered to be one of the reasons for its
excel lence, prob ably contrib uted to the semantic shift from the
aesthetic appre ci ation of a ship’s outline to an idea of moral
order li ness. The expres sion was further extended to “ship- shape and
Bristol fashion” in the early 19th century when Bristol became the
major west- coast port of Britain.

24

The Naut ical Magazine and Naval Chronicle (London, 1839) published
this explan a tion of the phrase:

25

The point of the compli ment thus paid to the tars of Bristol has been
used as a sort of oral goad to emula tion, the effect of which,
however, as a stim u lant to exer tion, may be supposed to have a
different action on the mind of those to whom it is applied,
according to their tempera ment and idio syn cracy [sic]. The present
race hold their claim to the char acter of good seamen, and equally to
the local distinc tion of pugil istic combatancy! (166)

Beyond naut ical order li ness the phrase thus came to encap su late not
only good seaman ship but also exem plary pugnacity. A modern user
of the qual i fier “ship shape” may not be aware of the values that were
once asso ci ated with it. But its laud atory dimen sion remains clear, a
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fact which attests that the great regard for the British Navy endures
in the English language.

The decon struc tion of the qual i fier in the poem is there fore
partic u larly stra tegic. By repla cing the strong past particle (“shapen”)
by a weak one (“shaped”), the phrase lays the ground work for a shift
in perspective away from the naval ideo lo geme, drawing the reader’s
gaze to the damage done to the living forest envir on ment instead.

26

The Museums of History of New South Wales website indic ates that
at the time of the First Fleet’s voyage, about 12,000 British
commer cial and naval ships were plying the world’s oceans. In
contrast to this large number, the fleet of 11 ships that arrived in
Botany Bay in 1788 was compar at ively small. What the first stanza of
van Neerven’s poem invites us to remember, however, is that a single
ship is made up of a large variety of dismembered trees.

27

It is gener ally estim ated that in the 18th century about 4,000 oak
trees were needed to build a three- master warship, the equi valent
of 30 to 40 hectares of wood land. This is not counting the other
species of trees needed for different parts, nor the fact that an acre
of uniformly mature oak trees is a figment of the extract ivist
imagin a tion. In 1790, the Royal Navy had about 300 ships in its ranks,
each with an average service life of only twelve years—much less time
than it takes an oak to grow to maturity (Thorne). It is no surprise
there fore that great quant ities of wood resources used in the
construc tion of British ships came from outside of the British Isles,
spreading the ecolo gical impact of British military and commer cial
ship‐building to Europe, the Amer icas, India, and later Australia:
“Beyond Britain’s borders, trade in masts, planking, oak, pitch, and tar
demanded far more from wood land sources than were ever felt at
home, and stretched the Royal Navy’s reach to diverse ecosys tems
around the world” (Melby, part VII).

28

Shifting the focus away from the celeb rated icon of British
imper i alism as van Neerven does in the poem, and focusing instead
on its ecolo gical impact, the gaping hole left by its sourcing in native
forests, is there fore highly relevant. This hollowing out of the positive
value of the ship shape meta phor argu ably belongs to the process of
resur gence as defined by Indi genous resur gence theories, in that it
encour ages the reader to rethink exploit ative atti tudes to the
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envir on ment. As we shall see, van Neerven’s unset tling use of a well- 
known meta phor is confirm a tion that, following Paul Ricœur’s
analysis of the poetic meta phor, poetry is indeed a tool for
heur istic action.

Performing artistic resurgence
On a first reading, the image “a ship- shaped hole” is remin is cent of a
great variety of visual effects, ranging from the cartoonish, to
Magritte’s surrealist hollowing outs. Magritte’s stated inten tion was in
fact to draw the viewer’s atten tion to the illu sionist nature of pictorial
repres ent a tion (as in the famous 1929 “The Treachery of Images”, also
known as the “This is Not a Pipe” painting), and cast doubt on the
nature of appear ances, both in artistic repres ent a tions, and in reality
itself. To a certain extent, van Neerven’s meta phor ical
(de)construc tion does the same thing, inviting the reader to look
beyond, or through the trivial icon of imper i al istic pride.

30

In his seminal work The Rule of Metaphor, French philo sopher Paul
Ricœur defended the idea of a realist func tion for poetry. Drawing on
the Aris totelian concep tion of language as a predic ative system that
invents meaning, as well as on the Anglo- American philo soph ical
tradi tion, he was keen to reaf firm the inventive and forward- looking
nature of language, its dynamic open ness to that which eludes
concep tual reason, or rather the conven tional “semantic grids” (234)
on which concepts are constructed.

31

Revis iting Amer ican philo sopher Paul Henle’s analyses, Ricœur
reflected on the partic ular icon icity of the verbal meta phor, defining
it as a way of thinking about some thing by consid ering some thing
similar, which is the iconic mode of the signi fied. But as Ricœur
noted, following Henle, contrary to the visual meta phor, in language
the iconic element of the meta phor is not presented, simply
described: “nothing is displayed in sens ible images, there fore;
everything, whether asso ci ations in the writer’s mind or in that of the
reader, takes place within language” (223).

32

This allows the meta phor to func tion according to two modal ities of
meaning: on one level, it func tions liter ally, pointing at an object or a
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situ ation. But it also func tions icon ic ally, “indir ectly desig nating”
another similar object or situation:

Precisely because the iconic repres ent a tion is not an image, it can
point toward original resemb lances, whether of quality, struc ture or
locality, of situ ation, or, finally, of feeling. In every case, the thing in
focus is thought of as what the icon describes. Thus, the iconic
repres ent a tion harbours the power to elab orate, to extend the
parallel struc ture. (224)

Ricœur regretted, however, that Henle gave in to “an emotion alist
theory” of the meta phor, limiting its poetic func tion to the exten sion
of double meaning from the cognitive realm to the affective, and
argued instead in favour of the meta phor’s “capa city for further
devel op ment on the cognitive plane itself” (224). Indeed, Henle’s
analysis circum vented the need to choose between a theory of logical
absurdity and an iconic theory. The logical clash on the literal level
leads the reader to look for a meaning beyond the lexical meaning:
according to Ricœur, “meta phor is not quite the clash itself, but
rather its resolution”:

One must there fore “work out” the paral lelism between situ ations
that will guide the iconic trans pos i tion of one to the other. This
activity has become useless in the case of conven tional meta phors,
where cultural usage decides on the figur ative sense of certain
expres sions. It is only in living meta phors that one sees this activity
at work. (225)

Exploring further the “working out” activity required by the “living”
meta phor from a productive perspective, Ricœur picks up on Gilbert
Ryle’s concept of a “category mistake” (“the present a tion of facts
belonging to one category in the idioms appro priate to another”) and
argues that the meta phor should be seen as a “planned
category mistake”:
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Can one not say that the strategy of language at work in meta phor
consists in oblit er ating the logical and estab lished fron tiers of
language, in order to bring to light new resemb lances the previous
clas si fic a tion kept us from seeing? In other words, the power of



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

meta phor would be to break an old categor iz a tion, in order to
estab lish new logical fron tiers on the ruins of their fore run ners. (233)

Contrary to theories that would restrict the poetic meta phor to a
gesture towards an unsay able Romantic ideal, or a way of estab lishing
a “mood”, Ricœur’s analysis leads him to extra polate from the
meta phor’s capa city to destabilise existing categories (on which
specific epistem o lo gical assump tions are dependent) and to
hypo thesise “that the dynamic of thought that carves its way through
already estab lished categories is the same as what engenders all
clas si fic a tion” (233, italics mine).

In line with Ricœur’s analysis of the meta phor as a heur istic tool,
I would like to argue that van Neerven’s meta phor ical hollowing out
of the colo nial ideo lo geme of the sailing ship achieves much more
than a simple denun ci ation of the values the original “ship‐shape”
expres sion carries. It also invites the reader to abandon the settler- 
mentality categories that construct the natural, non‐human world as
inert, atom ised and avail able for exploitation.

35

In the poem, what colo nial conquest and the exploit a tion of natural
resources leave behind is not “nothing”, defined as a simple absence
or lack of what was there before. The void that “the ship [that] sails in
southern seas” has opened in the forest is not a math em at ical
negative space, nor the logical, as well as material binary opposite of
the ship that now is. As in Magritte’s paint ings, the excav a tion of a
shape in the texture of reality ques tions the very nature of this
“reality”. This “ship‐shaped hole” demands that the forest be seen as a
living—but also as a deeply trau mat ised—being: “the forest / still
recov ering from the fright of colon isa tion” (ll. 2–3). Instead of being
the total sum of discrete items juxta posed in one place, the forest is
portrayed as a collective being endowed not only with feel ings, but
also memory. This conver sion of a gaping hole into the ghostly yet
enduring evid ence of a past trauma that continues to send
shock waves through the living human and non‐human collective is
char ac ter istic of the way Indi genous resur gence art denounces the
settler colo nial injunc tion to forget and “move on”.

36

The partic ular power of the recur rent “ship- shaped hole in the
forest” meta phor in the poem comes from the fact that it is not just

37



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

an unusual, isol ated and ulti mately orna mental state ment (which is a
common defin i tion of the meta phor). This meta phor ical expres sion
belongs to what Ricœur—extending the theory of meta phor to that of
models—refers to as a “meta phor ical network” (288).

The ship‐shaped hole in the living flesh of the forest that the poem
draws atten tion to is not an anthro po morphic, vaguely holistic
approx im a tion. If it were, van Neerven would not venture to describe
the hole left by colo nial extrac tion as being “thou sands of years
deep” (l. 35), for such a vast time refer ence is likely to raise ques tions
in the reader’s mind. British colon isa tion in Australia began less than
250 years ago, and even though there are some tree speci mens
around the world that are known to be between 3,000 and
4,000 years old, they are rarities. It is there fore unlikely that the
native trees cut down to build ships in Australia were typic ally
“thou sands of years” old. Further more, how could felling trees some
200 years ago to build sailing ships still be hurting the forest in the
present? The mention of the thousand- of-years-deep hole that still
“aches and aches” there fore calls for re‐categorisation.
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One way of doing this would be to accept that the “tree” category
does not neces sarily refer to a singular, separate object, but that it
can be biolo gic ally part of a collective organism. Some trees, like the
North Amer ican quaking aspen, grow in what botan ists call clonal
colonies. Each plant is tech nic ally separate since it has its own root
system, but they propagate by cloning them selves rather than by
seeding. In Tasmania, the endemic Lomatia tasmanica, commonly
known as King’s Lomatia, are plants that can grow up to eight meters
tall and that can indi vidu ally live up to 300 years. But collect ively the
Lomatia are considered to be one of the oldest living plants as it has
been cloning itself for at least 43,600 years, and possibly for as long
as 135,000 years. Not being fire‐resistant, and also because they are
diffi cult to keep alive in cultiv a tion, the Lomatia are now considered
to be crit ic ally endangered. However, indi vidual Lomatia stems are
much too slim to be of any use for building a ship. Besides, the poem
specific ally refers to pine, white oak and elm trees, none of which
species form clonal colonies. So, unless one is prepared to dismiss
the time refer ence as being purely figur ative, it is neces sary to find
other ways to make sense of the metaphor.
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Another way of under standing the lines would be to read them as a
refer ence to the antiquity of primary forests such as the Gond wana
forests, some remnants of which stand on the New South Wales- 
Queensland border, on lands tradi tion ally owned by the Yugambeh
peoples. Gond wana forests are so named because the fossil record
indic ates that the plant and animal species now living there are the
same as in the time of Gond wana (the vast land mass that joined the
Indian and the Australian tectonic plates, among others, until some
96 million years ago). The website of the South Queens land
Lamington National Park (“Woonoon goora” in the Yugambeh
language) cites “timber‐getters” as those who “spear headed the
onslaught in the search for cedar—‘red gold’” from the 1870s onwards:
“By the century’s end, most of the red cedar, crows ash and white
beech trees had been harvested from the area surrounding what is
now Lamington National Park and the coastal lowland rain forest had
been destroyed.” 3 The heavily- logged Gond wana rain forests of
New South Wales and Queens land have gener ally been replanted with
highly flam mable euca lyptus trees, thus further endan gering the
surviving primary rain forests, since global warming has made fire
events more frequent and devast ating in Australia. The 2019–2020
mega fires, for instance, spread to rain forests that had never been
burnt before. Being aware of these facts helps the reader under stand
why “the ship‐shaped hole in the forest” could be both “thou sands of
years deep” and still be aching in the present.
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Both of these read ings, however, perpetuate the objec ti fying gaze
Western indus tri al ised soci eties cast on the natural envir on ment: the
forest is under stood to be a living ecosystem that can be heavily and
durably impacted by human activ ities, but it remains separate,
enclosed in the non‐human category. The third stanza of
van Neerven’s poem succinctly decon structs such assump tions. The
line “No consent was asked from the mater ials of ‘discovery’” links
together Abori ginal peoples whose consent for their so- called
“discovery” was not asked for, and the “mater ials” that is to say the
wood from the forest. Here the Abori ginal peoples and the forest are
the inter change able objects of colo nial pred a tion, which, as Judith
Butler puts it, denies them their “grievab ility”, and there fore deprives
them of their status, their “value” as living beings: “Only under
condi tions in which the loss would matter does the value of the life
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appear. Thus, grievab ility is a presup pos i tion for the life that
matters” (14).

The next lines, however, shift to a different form of continuity
between the human and the other- than-human. Instead of both
categories being objec ti fied, in Yugambeh culture, tree and boat are
acknow ledged as subjects endowed with names and spir itual life, just
like humans. The care taking prac tice of “walking on Country” is
alluded to in the last lines when the poetic persona addresses the
trees as a way to assess their shared hurt.
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In his study of the psycho lo gical and social impacts of colon isa tion on
Indi genous peoples in Canada, Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred wrote
that “colo ni alism is best concep tu al ized as an irres ist ible outcome of
a multi gen er a tional and multi fa ceted process of forced dispos ses sion
and attempted accul tur a tion” (43). This forced dispos ses sion and
cultural discon nec tion have led to what he describes as “polit ical
chaos and social discord”, yet he iden ti fies “the real depriva tion” as
“the erosion of an ethic of universal respect and respons ib ility that
used to be the hall mark of Indi genous soci eties” (43). Agreeing with
Alfred’s view that losing their ethical prior ities consti tutes Indi genous
peoples’s greatest depriva tion, Jeff Corn tassel argues that:
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Being Indi genous today means strug gling to reclaim and regen erate
one’s rela tional, place- based exist ence by chal len ging the ongoing,
destructive forces of colon iz a tion. […] Indi genous resur gence means
having the courage and imagin a tion to envi sion life beyond the state.
[…] This shift means rejecting the perform ativity of a rights discourse
geared toward state affirm a tion and recog ni tion, and embra cing a
daily exist ence condi tioned by place- based cultural prac tices. How
one engages in daily processes of truth‐telling and resist ance to
colo nial encroach ments is just as important as the overall outcome
of these struggles to reclaim, restore, and regen erate home land
rela tion ships. (88–89)

The struggle for the sover eignty of First Nations has often had as
disap pointing outcomes in Australia as in Canada, which is why
resur gence theories prove as relevant in both places, shifting the
focus of the struggle away from trying to fit the legal and onto lo gical
categories of the settler State, and reas serting instead Indi genous
epistem o lo gies through the perform ance of cultural rela tion ality.
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In the intro duc tion to Indi genous Resur gence: Decol on iz a tion, and
Move ments for Envir on mental Justice, Jaskiran Dhillon insists
Indi genous know ledge is inex tric ably linked with a distinctive mode
of life. He expands on its daily perform ative dimen sion, distin guishing
it clearly from the kind of last resource “off ground” lore fetish ised by
urban soci eties who imagine it can protect them from
ecolo gical disaster:

Indi genous know ledge is not a noun; it is not a commodity or
product that can be drawn upon as a last‐ditch effort to be
integ rated into a battalion of adaptive solu tions to save us all.
To acquire this know ledge means entirely shifting our current
patterns of living in the everyday: it is cumu lative and dynamic,
adaptive and ances tral, and it is produced in a collective process that
is funda ment ally centered on the way one relates. (2)

Such a focus on performing cultural caring rela tion ships with what
remains of First Nations’ home lands is all the more vital because of
the extent of ecolo gical and cultural degrad a tion. In “A Love like
Dorothea’s”, writing back to Dorothea McKellar’s 1906 lyric ally
nation al istic poem “My Country”, Alison Whit taker has her poetic
persona lament: “I never lived in time to love a love like Dorothea’s
[…] I can’t get past the concrete and my blak 4 tongue’s gone all slack”.
The weight of despair at all that has been lost makes the process of
“embra cing a daily exist ence of place- based cultural prac tises”
(Corn tassel) partic u larly arduous, but such an embrace is precisely
what reaf firms “home land rela tion ships”. In a powerful article
published in the Guardian on the occa sion of the 2019–2020 fires,
Alexis Wright invited all Australians to inter pret the heavy pall of
smoke that hung over their cities as a call to mourn the destruc tion
of Country: “A dense haze of smoke crawled over Melbourne and
embraced us for a day in its lonely pilgrimage, inviting us to
contem plate its mourning rite, its long prayer” (Wright 2019). At a
time when Australian citizens, state and federal author ities were
mainly concerned with cleaning up, rebuilding and restoring what
today passes as “normality”, Wright was alluding to the Abori ginal
smoking cere monies that are part of tradi tional forms of grieving. By
inviting her fellow Australians to mourn publicly for the flora and
fauna that had been destroyed, Wright was pushing back against
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3  <https://parks.desi.qld.gov.au/parks/lamington/about/culture>.

4  The word was coined by multi- media artist Destiny Deacon to reclaim the
colo ni alist epithet and express an urban Abori ginal iden tity that
was authentic.
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English
In line with resur gent theories about First Nations peoples (Coulthard,
Corn tassel), this article shows how Ellen van Neerven’s poetic writing in
Throat, specific ally in “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest”, does not merely
lament the negative impact of colon isa tion but trans forms the negative
space hollowed out by the colon iser into a creative resource. The poem
succinctly reminds the reader of the exist ence of an altern ative view of the
colon ising event and voices an altern ative onto logy. At the same time, the
sailing ship, that positive vehicle of British colon isa tion in Australia Day
celeb ra tions, is inverted to represent a historic viol a tion the impact of
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RIFKIN, Mark. Settler Common Sense: Queerness and Everyday Colonialism in the
American Renaissance. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014.

The Nautical Magazine and Naval Chronicle. London: Simpkin, Marshall, and Co.,
1839. <https://archive.org/details/the-nautical-magazine-1839/page/167/mode/2u
p> (last accessed 26 November 2025).

THORNE, Stephen J. “The Royal Navy’s War on Trees”. Legion: Canada’s Military History
Magazine, 15 February 2022. <https://legionmagazine.com/the-royal-navys-war-on
-trees/> (last accessed 26 November 2025).

WOLFE, Patrick. “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native”. Journal of
Genocide Research, vol. 8, no. 4, 2006, pp. 387–409.

WOLFE, Patrick. “Recuperating Binarism: A Heretical Introduction”. Settler Colonial
Studies, vol. 3, no. 3–4, 2013, pp. 257–279.

https://omny.fm/shows/sydney-writers-festival/ellen-van-neerven-throat
https://wordhistories.net/2017/10/18/shipshape-bristol-fashion/
https://parks.desi.qld.gov.au/parks/lamington/about/culture
https://archive.org/details/the-nautical-magazine-1839/page/167/mode/2up
https://legionmagazine.com/the-royal-navys-war-on-trees/


Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

final part of the study builds on Paul Ricœur’s discus sion of the icon icity
that is specific to the poetic meta phor and of the kind of hermen eutic effort
it requires of the reader (The Rule of Metaphor), in order to show how the
semantic decon struc tion/recon struc tion process called for by the “ship- 
shaped” meta phor consti tutes a form of heur istic action- writing that is part
and parcel of Indi genous resurgence.

Français
Dans la lignée des théo ries sur la résur gence, appli quées aux peuples des
Premières Nations (Coul thard, Corn tassel), cet article montre comment
l’écri ture poétique d’Ellen van Neerven dans Throat, et plus
parti cu liè re ment dans « A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest », ne se contente
pas de déplorer l’impact destruc teur de la colo ni sa tion, mais trans forme
l’espace négatif creusé par le colo ni sa teur en une ressource créa tive. Le
poème rappelle succinc te ment au lecteur l’exis tence d’une vision alter na tive
de l’événe ment de la colo ni sa tion et exprime une onto logie alter na tive. En
même temps, le voilier, ce « véhi cule » idéo lo gique positif de la colo ni sa tion
britan nique si présent dans les célé bra tions de l’Australia Day, est inversé
pour repré senter une viola tion histo rique dont l’impact se réper cute loin
dans le passé ainsi que dans le présent. La dernière partie de l’article
s’appuie sur l’analyse que fait Paul Ricœur de l’iconi cité propre à la
méta phore poétique et du type d’effort hermé neu tique qu’elle exige du
lecteur (La Méta phore vive), afin de montrer comment le processus de
décons truc tion/recons truc tion séman tique appelé par la méta phore dans le
poème constitue une forme d’écriture- action heuris tique qui fait partie
inté grante de la résur gence autochtone.
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TEXTE

Set against the back drop of the climate crisis, the poems of Ellen
van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen expose the viol ence of
colon iz a tion and inter rogate past, present and future Australia with
an insightful First Nations’ eye. Widely acclaimed recently, these
three young poets are often seen as inher itors of the envir on mental
activist poetry of Oodgeroo Noonuccal, Kevin Gilbert,
Lionel Fogarty 1, and Alexis Wright. First Nations poetry remains
peri pheral to the main stream Australian literary market despite
signi ficant public a tions and asso ci ated activ ities which gained
visib ility with the advent of social media. 2 Yet, contem porary First
Nations writers represent a dynamic ingres sion as they go on the
attack against modern Australia’s myth- making and continuing
politics of domin a tion that are percept ible in its history, liter ature
and rela tions to the land.

1
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The poems gathered in Dropbear (Evelyn Araluen, 2021), How to Make
a Basket (Jazz Money, 2020), and Throat (Ellen van Neerven, 2020)
address a wide range of subjects related to ecolo gical concerns in the
wake of the devast ating 2019–2020 bush fires that swept across the
territory. Inev it ably, some First Nations people’s lands that were
passed down from gener a tion to gener a tion, through songlines,
languages and kinship networks were affected. Their works also
explore how First Nations people are posi tioned within a land scape
that has been eroded by settler colo ni alism, unfairly occu pied, and
reshaped through colo nial toponymy.

2

Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith in her influ en tial work
Decol on izing Methodologies exam ines how colo ni alism has shaped
Western ways of thinking and research methods. She argues that
know ledge produc tion needs to be reori ented to center Indi genous
perspect ives, values, and goals. For Smith, decol on iz a tion means
reclaiming and revital izing Indi genous know ledge systems, languages,
and ways of living. It is an effort that chal lenges the very found a tions
of colo nial power:

3

The acts of reclaiming, refor mu lating and recon sti t uting Indi genous
cultures and languages have required the mounting of an ambi tious
research programme, one that is very stra tegic in its purpose and
activ ities and relent less in its pursuit of social justice. (Smith 142)

In the context of Australia which is a settler- colony built on fron tier
viol ence and the systemic erasure of First Nations know ledges,
Smith’s approach invites a recon cep tu al iz a tion of place, not as a
geographic loca tion defined by colo nial carto graphies, but as a
rela tional nexus embedded in memory, kinship, and respons ib ility.
She fore grounds the need for epistemic justice: the valid a tion of
Indi genous ways of knowing, doing, and being that have been
system at ic ally silenced or co‐opted by colo nial processes. Her work
there fore offers a powerful lens through which to read the poetry of
Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen, whose texts
resist settler- colonial narrat ives not only by exposing envir on mental
degrad a tion but by asserting Indi genous sover eignty, epistem o logy,
and onto lo gical difference.
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The present article also draws on the Abori ginal concept of Country
which is power fully artic u lated by Deborah Bird Rose in her
influ en tial work Nour ishing Terrains: Australian Abori ginal Views of
Land scape and Wilderness. She describes Country as a living,
rela tional entity sustained by recip rocal rela tion ships between
people, non‐human beings, and ances tral forces. As she writes,
“Because of this rich ness, country is home, and peace; nour ish ment
for body, mind and spirit; heart’s ease” (Rose 7). In Abori ginal
epistem o lo gies, Country is a sentient pres ence that parti cip ates in
the produc tion of meaning, memory, and story. It is a co- creator of
life and know ledge and dynamic site of inter de pend ence, chal len ging
colo nial under stand ings of land as inert, vacant, or discon nected
from life. Building on this rela tional approach of place, it is
undeni able that liter ature plays a crit ical role in recon fig uring our
ways of inhab iting the world.

4

Consid ering its colo nial past and the ongoing contest a tion around
belonging and place ness, Australia offers a signi ficant site for
deco lo nial ecolo gical inquiry. Indeed, the country’s envir on mental
policies and narrat ives have often been shaped by settler- colonial
frame works that perpetuate the dispos ses sion of First Nations
peoples and their know ledges. Main stream envir on ment alism in
Australia (and glob ally) is frequently embedded in Western
epistem o lo gies that abstract “nature” from cultural, spir itual and
ances tral rela tions to land. From a deco lo nial perspective, this model
of envir on ment alism is not only limited but hege monic as it
repro duces the logics of extract ivism and settler futurity. Such
epistem o lo gies allowed to main tain settler access to land and cultural
erasure through appar ently bene volent envir on mental projects and
inev it ably led to the margin al isa tion of tradi tional ecolo gical
know ledges. It also rein scribed colo nial hier archies, espe cially when
First Nations’ voices are co‐opted or silenced within envir on mental
discourse. In this light, the problem is not merely ecolo gical
degrad a tion, but epistemic viol ence that denies altern ative
epistem o lo gies and onto lo gies of land and life.

5

In this respect, the poetry of van Neerven, Money, and Araluen offers
a vital inter ven tion. While these authors do not identify as
envir on mental activ ists in the conven tional sense, their work
parti cip ates in a global move ment which Cana dian First Nations

6
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scholar Leanne Betasam o sake Simpson defines as a “project of
resur gence” which is a deeply grounded, community- based process
of cultural, polit ical, and onto lo gical renewal rooted in First Nations’
know ledges and land‐based prac tices. For Simpson, resur gence is not
a reac tion to colo nial viol ence, nor is it framed as a pathway toward
recon cili ation or integ ra tion within settler insti tu tions. Rather,
it constitutes “a radical and complete over turning of the colo nial
struc ture of dispos ses sion” (Simpson 10), aimed at regen er ating First
Nations’ pres ence and autonomy on terms that are not dictated by
the settler state. Through this lens, the poetic inter ven tions of
van Neerven, Money, and Araluen can be seen as artic u lating
altern ative modes of dwelling and knowing that resist both the
material exploit a tion of land and the discursive erasure of First
Nations sover eignties. Their work offers powerful acts of reclam a tion
of place, but also of narrative, tempor ality, and epistem o logy.
For instance, in her poem “To the Parents”, Evelyn Araluen directly
rejects the liberal frame work of recon cili ation and the settler
narrative of irre par able rupture, demanding instead: “No
recon cili ation. No rupture. Just home” (Araluen 2021, 87). This call for
continuity and pres ence responds in part to Alexis Wright’s ques tion
in an article published in The Guardian in 2018� “How do you find the
words to tell the story of the envir on mental emer gency of our time?”
The issue raised in the whole article is clearly linked with
epistem o lo gical authority: whose know ledge is recog nized as
legit imate, and whose histories are permitted to shape the discourse
of ecolo gical crisis?

Drawing on First Nations epistem o lo gies and rela tional
under stand ings of Country, this article exam ines how the poetry of
Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen contests
dominant (neo)colo nial notions of place and envir on mental thought.
Their work chal lenges the univer sal izing logic of main stream
envir on ment alism and rejects extract ivist ideo lo gies rooted in
colo nial dispos ses sion. The analysis also adopts a dual perspective by
reading their poems both as expres sions of Indi genous ecopo etics
and as deco lo nial acts that resist settler narrat ives and assert First
Nations pres ence and sovereignty.

7
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Getting rid of the colonial oikos 3

and letting the Law and the
Dream time resurface
2019 and 2020 were the worst years on record for the planet, and the
bush fire seasons that Australia exper i enced illus trate this
unpre ced ented crisis. According to the Australian Public Service
Commis sion, the tolls rose to 33 human deaths, more than one billion
native animals and plant deaths, 113 species threatened with
extinc tion. 5,900 build ings were destroyed including over
2,800 homes and sacred sites. In two years, over 18 million hectares
were burnt. These figures show how cata strophic in scale and impact
these fires were both for the people and for nature. Despite First
Nations people in New South Wales and Victoria only repres enting
3.4% of the total population 4 they had greater exposure to bush fire
smoke because of poor living condi tions and lack of support from the
govern ment. First Nations peoples, including chil dren, exper i enced
trauma and developed respir atory issues. Yet, bush fires have always
been a feature of the natural envir on ment in Australia, and in the
past, Indi genous cultural burning may have helped reduce the
intensity of fires. For thou sands of years, First Nations peoples
nurtured and protected their country, but brutal inva sion and the
destruc tion of resources drastic ally altered the ecosys tems in a short
time and profoundly impacted prac tices of land manage ment.
Further more, sacred lands are still being destroyed by state
govern ment as was the case in October 2020 when direc tion trees
(which are sacred trees that carry the spirits of the ancestors) were
cut down to build a highway in Western Victoria. This event is evoked
by Jazz Money 5 in “Sweet Smoke”, the opening poem of their
debut collection How to Make a Basket. Also posted on their
Instagram account, the author expresses their grief at the loss of
their country; and calls for social and climate justice:

8
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Figure 1. – “Sweet Smoke”, posted on Jazz Money’s Instagram account

(October 2020).

The final line (“to a place of life”) points to the colo nial tend ency to
perceive certain envir on ments as life less, ignoring the living pres ence
and signi fic ance of these places within First Nations onto lo gies.
In reality, these were and remain sites of complex ecolo gical and
cultural life, many of which continue to be destroyed despite growing
aware ness of the climate crisis. Yet, the poets do not limit them selves
to depicting loss. Their work also chal lenges the logic of capit alist
green washing by exposing how envir on mental rhet oric is often used
to mask ongoing extract ivism. Crucially, their poetry invites us to
recon sider what it means to destroy a place. The felling of a tree,
within First Nations frame works, is not a neutral act. It can signify the
erasure of a rela tional and storied space. In this sense, the
destruc tion of non‐human beings like trees is insep ar able from the

9
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destruc tion of place, as these beings are integral to the living
networks that consti tute Country.

In “PYRO”, Evelyn Araluen also considers the 2020 bush fires as she
writes from a desk “COVERED IN ASH” from her “THRICE- BURNT
CHAR OF HOME LAND”. This poem, which seems to mimic a news
bulletin or a tweet, is a capit al ized text denoun cing the irony and
hypo crisy of the Govern ment who constantly boast they will solve the
envir on mental crisis: “/ SCOTT MORRISON SITS SANGUINE IN A
WREATH OF FRAN GI PANI // […] // AGAIN AGAIN WE ARE TOLD TO
BE GRATEFUL FOR THIS GIFT AS IF THE MACHINE HAS
FIRE PROOFED ANYTHING BUT ITSELF //”. And while First Nations
people are at the fore front of the ongoing ecolo gical crisis, minis ters
merely keep on chan ging suits for their offi cial meet ings as Ellen
van Neerven deplores in their satir ical poem Politi cians Having Long
Showers on Stolen Land. However, while fire can lead to major human,
species and habitat loss, it can be a source of restor a tion when it is
managed by First Nations people.

10

In this respect, the three selected books resonate with what poet and
CHamoru scholar Craig Santos Perez concep tu al izes as Indi genous
ecopo etics. Perez defines his approach as one that exam ines
liter ature as a vital space for expressing Indi genous iden tity and
envir on mental belonging. In Navig ating CHamoru Poetry, he writes:
“I root my analysis within the schol ar ship of Pacific, post co lo nial,
trans‐Pacific, and Indi genous ecopo etics to demon strate how
liter ature that focuses on the envir on ment is an important site for
artic u lating Indi genous iden tity” (Perez 42). He explains that
Indi genous ecopo etics fore grounds themes of inter con nec tion
between humans, non- human species, and the land and that it
considers water and territory as found a tions of Indi genous
gene a logy, iden tity, and community. Moreover, it inter rog ates
colo nial and capit alist repres ent a tions of nature as inert and
commodi fi able, using ecolo gical imagery to chal lenge extract ivist
paradigms. Finally, Indi genous ecopo etics restores a sense of sacred
rela tion ality with the Earth, concep tu al izing land as ancestor, healer,
and site of resist ance, care, and belonging.

11

The three poets studied here carry these prin ciples in their writing.
Their poems are rich with ecolo gical images and ances tral meta phors

12
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that indict Western exploit ative atti tudes. Inter est ingly, they also
push Indi genous ecopo etics in more overtly polit ical and form ally
exper i mental direc tions. Indeed, van Neerven, Money and Araluen
refuse concili atory narrat ives and directly confront settler- colonial
struc tures of power. While the poems certainly seek to heal wounds
of the past and care for Country, they poin tedly with hold any facile
recon cili ation with colo nial history. The lands they evoke are, as
Araluen writes, “drenched in a history of settler viol ence”
(Araluen 2021, 6); a reality that no amount of nostalgic pastoral
senti ment or folk loric roman ti cism can paper over. In place of
settler- centric “green” narrat ives, these poets demand truth- telling
and uncom prom ising resist ance, making their art a site of deco lo nial
witnessing rather than a peaceful resolution.

Australian scholar Amanda Johnson observes in her article “Writing
Ecolo gical Disfig ure ment: First Nations Poetry after ‘the Black Grass
of Bitumen’” that today’s First Nations poetry critiques “proleptic
envir on mental mourning, simplistic envir on mental apoca lypti cism
and comprom ised visions of polit ical recon cili ation” (1). Johnson
points out that Araluen (and her peers) condemn tokenistic 6

“greening” efforts and recon cili ation rhet oric that fail to restore
Indi genous sover eignty. She also high lights Araluen’s meta phor of
“potplanting in our sover eignty”, which encap su lates how settler
society tries to “embel lish and fix” colo nial real ities by grafting
Western concepts (plants, laws, culture) onto Indi genous land
without ceding real power. By invoking the absurd image of a potted
plant in sover eign ground, Araluen ridicules recon cili ation efforts
that do not uproot colo nial power. In this light, the work of Araluen,
Money, and van Neerven shifts the conver sa tion from recon cili ation
to rein vig or a tion. Through linguistic, spir itual, and ecolo gical
prac tices, they offer reclam a tions of time, of space, of language,
of relation.

13

Besides, through the praxis of poetry, the three poets evoke certain
over looked prac tices about land manage ment to revive and promote
land‐based know ledge and rela tion ship with their ances tral land.
Storytelling and orality are part of that revital iz a tion. Moreover, for
them, envir on mental destruc tion and social oppres sion have equally
affected their habitat, a hypo thesis which is notably found in Ghassan

14
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Hage’s 2017 book Is Racism an Envir on mental Threat? The critic sums
up his own studies in the following terms:

In my book Is Racism an Envir on mental Threat?, I argue that
ecolo gical crisis and racism are both grounded in what I have called
“gener al ized domest ic a tion”: a mode of domin ating and exploiting
nature and people. I offer a critique of gener al ized domest ic a tion,
and I high light the exist ence of other modes of relating to nature and
to each other […]. (Hage 2021, 188)

In Deco lo nial Ecology: Thinking from the Carib bean World, civil and
envir on mental engineer and polit ical scientist Malcom Ferdinand also
defines the concept of colonial oikos as a violent way of inhab iting the
Earth; a mode of dwelling based upon owner ship, extrac tion,
and control, whose devast ating impact affects not only the
envir on ment but also soci eties world wide. This is the reason why he
feels ecology should replace envir on ment alism in taking into account
polit ical and social aspects as well. In “Why We Need a Deco lo nial
Ecology” Ferdinand points out that our way of tack ling climate
change is too restrictive and eludes other aspects:

15

[…] Talking about ecocide, for example, creates an intergen er a tional
fabric (we connect our actions to the lives of our chil dren, we take
respons ib ility for our legacy, we nego tiate that of our parents), but
this fabric is thought about in envir on ment alist terms, rather than
social and polit ical ones. (Ferdinand 2020)

In other words, climate change should be envis aged as a social
chal lenge as much as a scientific chal lenge. Indeed, anti‐racism,
anti‐colo nial, feminist and envir on ment move ments have all
high lighted the dominant struc tures of modernity. The issues these
move ments are facing lead them to recon sider the Western mode of
exper i en cing the world including inter ac tions with human and
non‐human communities. From that assumption, Ferdinand
concep tu al izes a deco lo nial ecology that holds protecting the
envir on ment together with the polit ical struggles against
(neo)colo nial domin a tion, systemic racism, and
miso gyn istic practices. Although the three poets do not form ally align
with Ferdinand’s frame work, their poetics echo several of its central
claims and espe cially the critique of Western onto lo gies of control
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and their refusal of settler- environmental paradigms. Indeed, their
poems seek to eschew simplistic views on envir on ment alism imposed
by the know ledge system of the West that will only focus on one
place of dwelling on Earth. They also refuse a unilat eral onto logy that
is based on domin a tion, the exploit a tion of the land and of First
Nations Peoples.

The three poets follow a deco lo nial pathway: a return to the oikos
corres ponding to a Global South perspective. This change in
paradigm means not only to be open to altern ative forms of
struc tures, prac tices, or belief systems, but also to explore
liminal spaces, new modes of signi fic a tion and poetic effects by
inter weaving genres to develop rela tional narrat ives in which places
are no longer settings but actual topics in their poems in the sense
that places and the land can perceive things and have an agency of
their own. As Alexis Wright observes in her 2018 essay “Hey
Ancestor!”, what Western thought might term the oikos is known to
First Nations as Country; an “inter‐woven law country” wherein land
and Law are one and the same. In Wright’s words, the true measure
of sover eignty is the collective respons ib ility of caring for that living
land: “That’s real sover eignty kind of thinking. True owner ship.
Comes with respons ib ility. Caring. Respect” (Wright 2018). She also
emphas izes that sover eignty is not a matter of legal title or a National
Day of Celeb ra tion, but an everyday commit ment to uphold the Law
of the land. This insight reson ates deeply with the poetry of
van Neerven, Money, and Araluen, who treat Country as an agen tive
parti cipant in their writing. By expli citly invoking Wright’s concept of
“real sover eignty” grounded in Country, the three poets rein force a
deco lo nial under standing that the envir on ment is not a passive space
but a source of law, history, and spir itual truth; a living entity to
which humans owe reci pro city and respect.

16

Re‐planting First Nations’
connec tion to the land
In her book Abori ginal Peoples, Colo ni alism and Inter na tional Law:
Raw Law, Indi genous Australian Professor of Law Irene Watson
provides a compel ling Indi genous frame work regarding the notions of
place. For her, land is not prop erty but a living being, and place is not

17
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a fixed point but a continuous rela tion of oblig a tion, spirit, and
memory. Watson also artic u lates a vision of land and law that is
inher ently rela tional, spir itual, and processual:

Raw Law is not written. It is lived. It is the first law, the law of land, of
rela tion, of oblig a tion, of memory. It is embedded in Country, in the
way we speak, walk, relate, and exist. It is not located in time the way
the white law is. It does not need to be made visible to be valid.
(Watson 23)

Her concept of “Raw Law” emphas izes that law is not imposed but
lived, origin ating from the land itself and the rela tion ships it fosters.
Another found a tional notion in many First Nations cultures of
Australia that informs this onto lo gical and epistem o lo gical grounding
is the Dreaming. This concept consti tutes a dynamic rela tional
system, where every element (human, animal, land scape, or ances tral
being) is involved in a network of recip rocal oblig a tions and
pres ences. Not only does it refer to ances tral creation stories, but it
continues to shape respons ib il ities and modes of being in rela tion to
Country, thereby linking land, law, and know ledge in a non- 
linear temporality.

In “The Waking Desert: When Non‐Places Become Events”, French
anthro po lo gist Barbara Glow czewski explores how Indi genous
onto lo gies see desert places as “sites of becoming” instead of
unpro ductive “non‐places” only valu able as places of possible
extrac tion of “fossil fuels” and “mineral deposits” (4‐5). This mode of
rela tion under mines the extract ivist ration ality that instru ment al izes
land as prop erty or resource. It echoes Malcom Ferdinand’s concept
of “deco lo nial ecology”, which chal lenges the colonial oikos by
proposing an ethics of cohab it a tion grounded in respons ib ility
and interconnectedness.

18

Since the early 2000s, rela tional epistem o lo gies have emerged as
crit ical altern at ives to Euro centric paradigms, espe cially those that
frame land through notions of owner ship and objec ti fic a tion.
Scholars such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith or Leanne Bestasam o sake
Simpson have fore grounded Indi genous know ledge systems as rooted
in embodied rela tion ships with land, memory, and kin. Abori ginal and
Torres Strait Islander know ledge systems are rooted in rela tional
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onto lo gies in which Country is a sentient pres ence, an agent of
memory, meaning, and story.

Simil arly, in Dropbear or in How to Make a Basket, rivers or inland seas
are provided with an agency and sentience which connect both
human and non‐human entities. Some times, the agency of the
country itself with holds a possible recon cili ation between the settlers
and First Nations people as “the water carries imme morial, a river
without peace will not let you pray” (Araluen 2021, 84). Thus, a
resisting force arises both from people and nature to oppose any
trace of the modern world’s hold as well as the relent less struc ture of
settler- colonial viol ence. This defi ance is also mani fested in the
struc tures of their poems which are char ac ter ized by repe ti tions,
patterns and loose punc tu ation. In bila, a river cycle, Jazz Money uses
mislin eation as well as a sort of bio‐mimetic tech nique to go beyond
the meta phor and defy the Western concep tion of space and ways of
inhab iting the Earth in the image of the colonial oikos:

20
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Figure 2. – “Bila, a river cycle”, posted on Jazz Money’s Instagram account,

January 2021 (How to Make a Basket, 59).

Here, the lines are stretched to suggest the continu ance and cyclical
renewal of the bila/river (situ ated in Wirad juri country) that is not
used as a pictur esque back ground but more as a place for connec tion
in an act of meaning- making. The envir on ment is read as the ground
of spir itual and cultural belonging. Most import antly, the water
resur faces, rises up to confront the settlers and their impacts upon
the land. The poem also sweeps across the page, breaking on its way
its expected linearity and its own finality (its telos) with the absence
of punc tu ation and the abrupt run- on-lines in improb able places.
This is all the more striking as the stars/aster isks them selves are
once again somehow disrupted by the myster ious adjunc tion of
numbers with no apparent order, hier archy or logic. So in such a
short poem, there is both the resur fa cing of the Dream time and its
inherent harmony and flow, and the sense of an unac count able
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disrup tion whose impact is still diffi cult to assess, the human
“inva sion of the waters” which “choked the river”. Inter est ingly, Jazz
Money somehow reclaims the dual and original signi fic ance of
the word bila, which both refers to the Milky Way and a pool of water
that is cut off from the river. 7 The incor por a tion of the world view
of the Dreaming signals the pres ence of resur gence through
recon nec tion with ances tral narrat ives. Beyond the aesthetic and
symbol ical aspect, the evoc ative topo graphy of the poems that is
found in the poets’ collec tions attempts to mimic the diversity of
their country which is marked by layers of imposed colo nial
toponymy, inter rupted trans mis sion, and contested mean ings. For
these young poets, the land scape is frag mented by histor ical viol ence
and cultural dislo ca tion. The settler naming of places remains a
powerful tool of domin a tion, obscuring First Nations’ pres ence and
under mining rela tional modes of knowing. It is a remnant of
the colonial oikos that forced First Nations people to “dress in
trans la tion” (Araluen 2021, 10) meaning that their iden tity is expressed
through the imposed language of the colon izer for it is “hard to
unlearn a language, to unspeak the empire” (Araluen 2021, 8). These
two lines suggest both constraint and disguise: to speak in English is
to adopt a form that conceals or distorts the original voice, shaped by
rela tional onto lo gies and Country. Yet the meta phor also carries an
ironic charge, hinting at a stra tegic perform ance—a way of navig ating
and unset tling settler discourse from within. In this sense, Araluen’s
poetics expose the tension between linguistic survival and resist ance,
making visible the limits of colo nial language to fully carry First
Nations know ledge and memory.

But even though the authors can only talk back to their oppressor in
English, they ques tion the trans planted language and parody it with
the use of frag ment a tion, satire and puns. By including words and
phrases from Yugambeh (van Neerven), Wirad juri (Money) and
Bund jalung (E. Araluen), the authors reject the language of the
colon izer and demon strate how some times re- learning a lost
language is a way to return to their own oikos and place, to find their
entire iden tity by reclaiming it. Undeni ably, the use of First Nations
languages in poetry allows to reas sert the onto lo gical rela tion
between language and country, as James Tully suggests in his article
“Recon cili ation Here on Earth” when he notes that language is not

22
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separate from nature—it has an inter de pendent and recip rocal
rela tion with it instead.

Recently, Australia adopted dual names for cities as an attempt to
restore First Nations place naming as Calla Wahlquist explained in
her 2022 article “The Right Thing to Do: Restoring Abori ginal Place
Names Key to Recog nizing Indi genous Histories”. Some projects invite
First Nations people to share the story behind their place names.
Activist and writer Bruce Pascoe for instance supports this
decol on izing process as it helps to unlock past stories and First
Nations narrat ives which are essen tial in acknow ledging both their
sover eignty and their connec tion to Country. The Dream time and
songlines provided a set of blue prints for each living or non‐living
form and numerous place names refer to animals, plants and the
features of sacred sites. In other words, First Nations peoples created
toponyms corres ponding to stories of past events that are still
re‐actu al ized in the present by way of prac tices that do take place,
rituals that celeb rate them, and the dreams that visit the local people.

23

First Nations territ ories should be respected for their specificity and
unique signi fic a tion and language, and their sacred dimen sion
revital ized through ritual for “language is empty without cere mony”
(van Neerven 28). However, renaming places is not self‐evident. The
linguistic recon nec tion is a persisting struggle that will require
adapt ab il ities and will unsettle the Australian toponymic system, for
even if First Nations’ place names have survived the onslaught of
British anni hil a tion of Indi genous languages and cultures, many
Australians are not aware of their mean ings or origins. In rela tion to
that situ ation, in 2021 van Neerven wrote three unre leased poems
which can be found on the website Red Room Poetry. 8 They were part
of a larger project called Kweens land: Sover eign Bodies and the
Colo nial Nation- State. The second poem (“Kweens land. 2.”) takes a
keenly acerbic look at the colo nial toponymic heritage and by erasing
the word Queen, van Neerven points out that renaming and/or
misspelling a place is no longer a tool of the oppressor. Naming a
place is not a neutral prac tice, it has a polit ical dimen sion as it
imposes a specific imaginary. Once again, the typo graphy plays a
signi ficant role and embodies deco lo nial praxis by focusing on First
Nations ancestry, resist ance and sovereignty.

24
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Figure 3. – Ellen van Neerven, “Kweens land. 2.” (December 2022).

In the third poem, van Neerven spells out her critique of mapping and
place naming, making the settler readers’ sense of place ness
chal lenged. The final lines offer words of resi li ence and resist ance to
First Nations readers: a new perspective of inhab iting the lands by
revital ising their culture to regain their sover eignty: “To place is not
to perfect / To stay, to keep on, is some thing we must do.” With this
poetic project, van Neerven explores the impact of perform ative
naming which anni hil ated First Nations communities. By erasing and
miswriting words in the first selected poem, the poet chal lenges the
settler’s logic of mapping that dictates what must be visible and what
should remain concealed, what is considered as legit imate pres ence
and what is cast as marginal.

25

Since the late 20th century, Indi genous scholars and artists have
invited us to rethink mapping not as an act of posses sion but as a

26
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prac tice of rela tion and respons ib ility. Mykaela Saun ders, in “The
Land Is the Law: On Climate Fictions and Rela tional Thinking”, shows
how Aboriginal songlines, liter ature, and art func tion as spatial
prac tices that conserve and revitalize Country through memory,
cere mony, and kinship: “Our songlines—which form the oldest
continuing transna tional liter at ures—are designed to conserve
Country through human stew ard ship, and to revitalize it through
cere mo nial activ a tion” (23). From this perspective, mapping becomes
an expres sion of care and account ab ility rather than control. It is an
ethic that resists the settler colo nial gaze and affirms enduring
respons ib il ities to ances tral places. It also acknow ledges that Country
is both a sover eign land and a living network to which First Nations
belong and from which they derive their iden tity and responsibility. 9

This implies that maps must be decol on ized, and that carto graphy
should become an epistem o lo gical prac tice that includes a different
rela tion ship to Country. The selected poems testify to this
trans form ative and decol on izing ecopo etics that contem porary First
Nations poets work to craft. Through subversive language and
inventive poetry, these texts mater i alize a deep resur gence in First
Nations’ culture and know ledge to protect their lands, to defend their
cosmogonies (which acknow ledge the place of non‐humans in the
world and ask for climate and social justice). The concerns about the
dispos ses sion of First Nations peoples and land exploit a tion account
for the incor por a tion of deco lo nial theories in First Nations’
ecopo etics. As both humans and non‐humans face ongoing changes
in their lives and land scapes, displa cing the colo nial world view that
forged hier archies between races, genders and lands is a neces sary
step to strategize renewal and continuity within First
Nations communities.

There is, however, a funda mental issue: how, in prac tical terms, can
these First Nations writers’ poetic praxis prepare the ground for
other possible rela tions between the land, the people, the plants, and
the spirits? Can it facil itate the resur gence of altern ative imagin aries
in view of tack ling the current ecolo gical crisis?
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Deco lo nial ecology: is it only a
symbol or a metaphor?
In “Decol on iz a tion Is Not a Meta phor”, published in 2012, Eve Tuck
and K. Wayne Yang argue that decol on iz a tion should become a
radical project that cannot be reduced to meta phor ical or symbolic
acts. Unlike numerous approaches that tend to define decol on iz a tion
as a shift in culture or pedagogy, they insist on its material and
polit ical dimen sions—a message that clearly reson ates in the works of
Ellen van Neerven, Evelyn Araluen, and Jazz Money. Indeed, caution
must be exer cised when using the term “decol on iz a tion” as its
meaning could be co‐opted by non‐First Nations and could ulti mately
under mine its goals. The three poets are fully aware of that pitfall
since their poems expose how such acts of appro pri ation perpetuate
colo nial harm and erase First Nations’ agency. With regards to that,
even if Evelyn Araluen’s poetry aligns itself with deco lo nial
ecopo etics, she raises the issue that First Nations’ writers might “[…]
run the risk of fore closing decol on iz a tion to an academic elite by
coding it purely within poetics and academic prac tice” (Araluen 2017).
Indeed, in the absence of activism or direct envir on mental action, the
theory may remain purely meta phor ical. In her poem “Breath”, Evelyn
Araluen poin tedly asks, “What use is a poem in a museum of extinct
things, where the Anthro po cene display is half- finished?”
(Araluen 2021, 77) which serves as a self‐reflexive ques tion about
poetry’s efficacy concerning ecolo gical collapse. This remark finds a
sharp parallel in Ellen van Neerven’s satir ical poem “ecopo tent”, which
refuses to parti cipate in ecopo etics when it is no more that
sheer “ecopornograph[y]:

28

Dugai asks me 
To pen poems 
For ecopo etics journal 
  
                                          whatttttt you think words will save trees? 
[…] label your art ecopoetic 
I think it really is 
Ecopornographic 
                                                               Just call me ecopessimistic 
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                                                               Kick me out of the conference 
(Van Neerven 66)

By voicing such skep ti cism, both Araluen and van Neerven
under score the polit ical limit a tions of poetry (and schol arly
discourse) as vehicles for ecolo gical action. Van Neerven’s satire and
critique are strongly felt in “ecopo tent” which concludes by an
anonymous person advising the poetic persona to write poems that
could be labelled “ecopo etic” even though they them selves consider
such type of poetry “ecopor no graphic”—a biting indict ment of
perform ative “eco” aesthetics. In the end, both poets insist that
deco lo nial ecopo etics must asso ciate language with tangible action,
rather than remain confined to page or academy.

To deal with this dilemma, the poets do not simply resort to social
media, a prac tice that could lapse into self‐promo tion and/or
perform ative activism, a self‐serving support to a cause. They also
facil itate cultural projects through the creation of publishing houses,
antho lo gies, artistic displays, work shops etc. In 2022, Evelyn Araluen
called for national plans to advocate First Nations’ liter ature in a
submis sion for the National Cultural Policy and mostly to offi cialize
consulta tions with their communities in decision making and cultural
projects devel op ments. Indis put ably, deco lo nial theories should
benefit First Nations peoples under severe ecolo gical pres sure and
help them prepare living sustain ably in a world where they do not
simply survive but thrive on their lands. Deco lo nial ecology should
not remain at the symbolic level, where meta phors may also serve
settler discourse. Such meta phor ical engage ments often leave intact
the found a tions of the colonial oikos. By contrast, the poets discussed
here resist the onto lo gical frame works of extract ivism and ruth less
capit alism imposed by the settler- colonial world view. In this
perspective, the deco lo nial inhab it a tion theor ised by Malcom
Ferdinand does not simply oppose the colonial oikos; it consti tutes a
radical recon fig ur a tion of Western concep tions of place,
envir on ment, and know ledge. Rather than a binary inver sion, it
demands a trans form a tion of the very found a tions of Western
epistem o logy and polit ical economy and calls for an end to the
paradigm of extrac tion, accu mu la tion and growth that sustained
imperial domin a tion and envir on mental degradation.

29
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In Rewriting the Mainstream, Nyoongar elder Rose mary van den Berg
advised academics to be humble and listen to Indi genous people
more: “Academics who work in the field of liter ature should consult
Abori ginal sources and read Abori ginal texts; and listen to the people”
(van den Berg 120). This text, which was published in 1995 still
reson ates today, all the more as the Voice proposal was rejected in
October 2023. 10 Victims of setter- colonial power are best placed to
artic u late and manage their current living condi tions, past
exper i ences, and paths to achieve eman cip atory aspir a tions:
self‐repres ent a tion by First Nations authors and community
parti cip a tion could more effect ively address ongoing viol ence which
affects both the land and its inhab it ants (including
non‐human entities).

30

Writing in a land up in flames has convinced both leading and
emer ging authors that they now urgently have to unsettle ideo lo gical
and material mani fest a tions of colo ni alism by combining words and
actions. Poetic resur gence, as seen in these authors’ works,
delin eates possible futures in which First Nations’ know ledge is
acknow ledged not as peri pheral but as central to rethinking
ecolo gical and cultural futures (without ideal izing or
instru ment al izing these poetic acts). It is a poetic and polit ical
gesture that supports ongoing forms of activism and deepens First
Nations’ expres sions of rela tion ality with land as a continu ation of
enduring know ledges and prac tices for inhab iting the Earth in
respectful and sustain able ways.

31

As Alison Whit taker noted in the fore word to the
2020 poetry anthology Fire Front: First Nations Poetry and
Power Today, “First Nations Writing Is on Fire!”, Jazz Money, Evelyn
Araluen, and Ellen van Neerven develop poetic prac tices that
artic u late ecopol it ical resist ance within First Nations’ onto lo gies.
Their poetry performs a form of cultural and territ orial resur gence by
react iv ating ances tral narrat ives, oral tradi tions, and land‐based
know ledge systems. Far from offering a recon cili atory discourse or
symbolic activism, their work engages with poetry as a space of
inter ven tion, where language becomes a vector of pres ence,
respons ib ility, and refusal. Through innov ative formal choices and
multi lin gual strategies, they reas sert Country as a site of meaning,
memory, and sover eignty. In doing so, they contribute to a broader
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2  In their report First Nations and People of Colour Writers Count, Natalie
Kon‐Yu and Emily Booth reveal that in 2018, 3% of all books published in
Australia were authored by First Nations writers, with a 1% repres ent a tion
in the poetry genre. Strik ingly, 90% of published works were authored by
indi viduals who could not be iden ti fied as First Nations, People of Colour, or
Inter na tional First Nations writers. These figures under score a deep
struc tural imbal ance within the Australian publishing industry, despite
increasing public interest in First Nations’ voices and the prom in ence of
certain First Nations authors on prize lists and reading programs. Indeed,
the pres ence of First Nations writers has become more notice able,
partic u larly since the 2010s. Events such as the Sydney Writers’ Fest ival,
Melbourne Writers Fest ival, Bris bane Writers Fest ival, and Blak & Bright
First Nations Literary Fest ival have created plat forms for Indi genous voices.
Visib ility, in this context, must be under stood not only as repres ent a tion,
but as a ques tion of access, author ship, authority, and the redis tri bu tion of
insti tu tional power.

3  In Ancient Greek, the term oikos refers to the house hold, dwelling, or
more broadly the organ isa tion of one’s rela tion to land and life. In modern
ecolo gical thought, it forms the etymo lo gical root of “ecology” and has been
crit ic ally revis ited to inter rogate the hier arch ical and propri etary logics
embedded in settler- colonial rela tion ships to place.

4  As stated by the Australian Bureau of Stat istics in 2022.

5  Jazz Money is a non- binary poet who uses the pronouns she or they.

6  Marie Kondrat in her article “Le tokénisme ou les écueils de la visibilité”
(“Tokenism, or the Pitfalls of Visib ility”) defines the term as the super fi cial
inclu sion of indi viduals from margin al ized groups into dominant struc tures,
serving to present an image of diversity without addressing systemic
inequal ities. This prac tice often rein forces existing power dynamics by
expecting these indi viduals to represent their entire group and conform to
predefined roles, rather than chal len ging the struc tures that
perpetuate marginalization.

7  And later gave the word bilabang in its angli cized version.

8  Red Room Poetry is a non‐profit organ iz a tion supporting and advoc ating
First Nations poetry. The three poets regu larly post unre leased poems on
their website.

9  This perspective reson ates with the concept of “Abori ginal realism” as
discussed in Johnson’s reading of Evelyn Araluen and Lionel Fogarty. In their
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work, realism does not func tion as a repres ent a tion of the “real” in the
Western literary sense, but rather as a mode of asserting the reality of
Indi genous cosmo lo gies, onto lo gies, and tempor al ities that have persisted
despite colo nial attempts at erasure (Johnson 3).

10  The 2023 Australian Indi genous Voice refer endum was a consti tu tional
refer endum held on 14 October 2023 in which the proposed Abori ginal and
Torres Strait Islander Voice was rejected.

RÉSUMÉS

English
Like Oodgeroo Noonuccal in the 1960s and 1970s, Jazz Money, Ellen
van Neerven, and Evelyn Araluen renew the polit ical and poetic activism of
Australia’s First Nations. Their writ ings that range from poetry, fiction,
essays and literary reviews, provide counter- narratives to the dominant
discourse through a decol on izing lens. The three authors revitalize
ances tral oral tradi tions inherent to First Nations cultures and thus run
counter to, and chal lenge inher ited and persisting struc tures of
neoco lo ni alism, capit alism, masculinism, and the entangled systems that
sustain them. By adopting a deco lo nial frame work (partic u larly Malcom
Ferdinand’s deco lo nial ecology) and drawing on First Nations
epistem o lo gies and their rela tional concep tion of “Country” (under stood as
a living entity that binds together land, memory, law, and respons ib ility),
this article analyses the poetic strategies employed by van Neerven, Money,
and Araluen to unveil (neo)colo nial modes of dwelling on Earth and to
critique dominant envir on ment alist discourses that exert hege monic
influ ence over liter ature, the arts, and activism. Their poetry seeks to
recap ture the rhythm of First Nations orality, drawing on the subversive
power of language in a poetic tension, and a yearning for a deco lo nial mode
of inhab iting Country.

Français
À l’instar d’Oodgeroo Noonuccal dans les années 1960 et 1970, Jazz Money,
Ellen van Neerven et Evelyn Araluen renou vellent le mili tan tisme politico- 
poétique des Premières Nations d’Australie. Leurs écrits, riches et
poly formes (de la poésie à la fiction, en passant par la publi ca tion d’essais et
de critiques litté raires), consti tuent autant de contre‐récits au discours
domi nant, à travers une approche déco lo niale. Ces trois poète·sses ravivent
les tradi tions orales ances trales propres aux cultures autoch tones et
inter rogent ainsi les formes renou ve lées du néoco lo nia lisme, du
capi ta lisme, du mascu li nisme, et des systèmes d’oppres sion qui les
sous‐tendent. En adop tant une approche déco lo niale (notam ment l’écologie
déco lo niale de Malcom Ferdi nand) et en mobi li sant les cadres de pensée
autoch tones et leur concep tion rela tion nelle du « Country », entendu
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comme une entité vivante liant terre, mémoire, loi et respon sa bi lité, cet
article analyse les stra té gies poétiques mises en œuvre par van Neerven,
Money et Araluen pour dénoncer les modes (néo)colo niaux d’habiter la
Terre. Leurs textes s’attaquent à l’hégé monie d’un discours
envi ron ne men ta liste dont l’influence se fait nette ment ressentir dans les
domaines de la litté ra ture, des arts et du mili tan tisme. Leur poésie cherche
à retrouver un rythme propre à l’oralité des peuples premiers et à exploiter
la puis sance subver sive du langage dans un élan poétique vers un habiter
déco lo nial du monde.
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TEXTE

Introduction
By starting The Impressionist with an epigraph from Rudyard Kipling’s
1901 novel Kim, Hari Kunzru acknow ledges from the onset the
inter tex tual dimen sion of his novel.

1

“Remember, I can change swiftly. It will all be as it was when I first
spoke to thee under Zam- Zammah the great gun—” 
“As a boy in the dress of white men—when I first went to the Wonder
House. And a second time thou wast a Hindu. What shall the third
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incarn a tion be?” 
—Rudyard Kipling, Kim. (Kunzru 1)

The dialogue origin ally appears in chapter 5 between an orphan boy
raised by an Indian woman, Kim, and an elderly lama, his friend and
mentor who travels across Northern India in search of the Buddha’s
holy river. In the early chapters, 13‐year‐old Kim discovers his white
ancestry, and is recog nised by the British as the son of an Irish
soldier. The lama bears witness to spec tac ular changes in the boy’s
social iden tity as Kim learns how to trans form his appear ance and his
beha viour, so that others will believe he belongs to any community,
social class, caste or ethni city. Wishing to take advantage of his
hybrid iden tity, the British take over Kim’s educa tion to turn him into
a spy. In partic ular, they teach him how to imper sonate count less
different ethni cities and social groups so as to travel through India
without being iden ti fied as a British agent.

The char acter’s ability to change iden tities has become a core motif
in the tradi tion of detective stories. 1 Also a prom inent element in
texts repres enting the colo nial situ ation, this motif mirrors colo nial
patterns of mimicry and hybridity, as defined by Homi Bhabha:

2

[…] colo nial mimicry is the desire for a formed, recog niz able Other,
as a subject of a differ ence that is almost the same, but not quite.
Which is to say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed
around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must
continu ally produce its slip page, its excess, its differ ence. […] The
line of descent of the mimic man can be traced through the works of
Kipling, Forster, Orwell, Naipaul […]. He is the effect of a flawed
colo nial mimesis, in which to be Angli cized is emphatically not to be
English. (Bhabha 85–86)

While learning to take part in colo nial regu la tion and power by
other izing himself cultur ally, phys ic ally and linguist ic ally, Kim
consec ut ively exper i ences an exhil ar ating sense of empower ment
and an iden tity crisis. His talent for inde term inacy para dox ic ally both
facil it ates and comprom ises his parti cip a tion in the Great Game. 2

In The Impressionist, Hari Kunzru’s main char acter, Pran, shares many
of Kim’s char ac ter istics, but takes even further the ambi val ence of
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mimicry, that is “at once resemb lance and menace” (Bhabha 86), and
ulti mately threatens the imperial power.

Pran’s trajectory in the 1920s echoes Kim’s search for his true
iden tity. Pran is also a half- outsider: the secret offspring of Forrester,
a British colo nial surveyor, and Amrita, an Indian woman who died in
child birth, Pran was raised as the spoilt son of a high- caste Hindu
who had unwit tingly married the preg nant Amrita, until his mixed
origins are dramat ic ally revealed and he is brutally cast away at the
begin ning of the novel. Facing many hard ships and bearing witness to
histor ical events, the orphaned youth moves through space and up
the social scale, trying to survive and find his place in India, in
England and finally in Africa, by imper son ating successive identities.

3

Kunzru was awarded both the Betty Trask Award and the Somerset
Maugham Award for The Impressionist (2002). Born in England to an
Indian father of Kash miri descent and a British mother, Kunzru
grew up in the suburbs of London, gradu ated in philo sophy at
Warwick univer sity, and now lives in New York. The great success of
his first novel set him on the path for an inter na tional literary career.
He “moved between worlds socially as well as geograph ic ally, and […]
[his life journey has] also made it possible for [him] to discuss places
of economic and cultural power with an insider’s gaze”
(Jean niard du Dot 16). Often described as one of the new voices of
post co lo nial liter ature, in that he explores the point of view of
racial ized outsiders like Pran, Kunzru is “fascin ated by the
porous ness and speed of the contem porary world, where iden tity is
uprooted from its geograph ical soil and dispersed through the
circuits of global capital” (Childs and Green 61). Writing the story of
Pran, Kunzru engages with picar esque texts by Cervantes, Voltaire,
Thomas Nash or Henry Fielding (Kunzru and Aldama 113–114) and with
canon ical colo nial inter texts, among whom Joseph Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness, E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India and Rudyard Kipling’s
Kim. In partic ular, he repur poses Kipling’s dynamic motifs of travel,
hidden iden tity and self‐definition.

4

In both Kim and The Impressionist, the main char ac ters’ social
traject ories can be read as a story of empower ment of subalterns. 3

Despite a move ment of social elev a tion that echoes the tradi tion
of the Bildungsroman, the picar esque frame works of both novels

5
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create limit a tions to and vari ations from such an archetypal storyline.
Moreover, Kunzru’s 21st‐century rewriting of a colo nial story
gener ates a resur gence of certain aspects of the imperial exper i ence
that were kept hidden, or implicit in the hypo text. The title
The Impressionist indic ates that the novel deals with imper son a tion;
iden tity changes indeed struc ture the succes sion of chapter head ings
specifying the names Pran adopts (in turn, “Pran Nath”, “Rukh sana”,
“White Boy”, “Pretty Bobby”, “Jonathan Bridgeman”, “Bridgeman, J. P.
(Barab.)”) until the last chapter which bears the novel’s title. It also
raises the issue of perform ance, suggesting Pran becomes a kind of
enter tainer, playing on the slip page between mimicry and mockery.
The cultural refer ence to Impres sion ists must also be inter rog ated:
artistic Impres sionism explored new ways to represent the material
world and the impres sions of the moment and, in like fashion,
Kunzru’s text explores the rela tion ships between memory, percep tion
of the outside world and identity.

The ways in which Kunzru’s text converges with Kipling’s will first be
studied, consid ering how the type of the picar esque char acter is
repur posed in the post co lo nial context. Kunzru also builds upon the
open, loose struc ture of Kipling’s novel, taking further the latter’s
analysis of how imperial struc tures can be seen as “the machinery of
imperial govern ment” (Kunzru 98) which creates new iden tities.
Finally, the specificity of Kunzru’s version of the tale of the colonial
picaro will be analysed: in partic ular, his mater i alist approach of
history and his ability to make the imperial reality resur face through
a material imagin a tion include a discus sion of imperial viol ence
preced ingly suppressed by Kipling.

6

The post co lo nial reclaiming of
the picaresque
Bart Moore- Gilbert expressed the idea that “the enduring appeal of
Kim for South Asian writers, and its flex ib ility as a template, is
indic ated in its recur rence as an inter text in The Impressionist (2002)
by Hari Kunzru” (47). The idea that Kim provides a proto typ ical
narrative of the post co lo nial search for iden tity is also explored by
other critics, among whom Muhammad Safeer Awan, who argues that
Kipling’s linguistic inven tions inspired many Indian and

7
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Pakistani authors: 4 “Kipling must be acknow ledged as a source of
inspir a tion, at least in terms of the employ ment of a ‘hybrid’ language,
for a number of writers who adopted (and adapted) English as the
medium of their creative writ ings” (2–3). Although Kunzru does not
strictly speaking belong to such a group of writers, as he was born in
England and English is his own native language, he purposely uses
such kiplingian strategies to convey the impres sion of a vernacular
language in an English text, with phrases emphas ising idio syn crasies
in the speech of Indian char ac ters, words seem ingly trans lated from
Urdu or Hindi, or vernacular words trans lit er ated in the Latin
alphabet; for instance, the photo grapher who partakes in Pran’s
misfor tunes at a Nawab’s palace is called a “picture wallah”
(Kunzru 87). Kipling’s Kim also was proto typ ical of post co lo nial
narrat ives in its revital iz a tion of picar esque tropes, among which the
choice of a rogue as the main character.

The picaro

The picar esque derives its name from the Spanish picaro, meaning
“rogue”. The genre is a kind of biting satire, centred on the career of a
hero who lives by his quick wits. Usually he is clever, cautious, and
not without malice. Claudio Guillén writes that “the picaro both
incor por ates and tran scends the wanderer, the jester, and the
have‐not” (67). He mingles naiveté and aware ness, simpli city and
cunning. Kim is presented as a cheerful version of the picaro:
a friendly, witty, funny and easy- going boy, nick named “Little friend
of all the world” (Kipling 155), he lives among the
crowds. In The Impressionist, Pran imme di ately appears much more
mali cious and danger ously self‐centred. Due to “his arrog ance or his
unap pealing prac tical jokes” his house hold considers him a threat:
“the boy was a curse” (Kunzru 28–29). Pran is witty and resourceful,
but also dishonest, immoral, and cynical. He attempts to rape a
servant under the eyes of her own mother, Anjali, who brings about
his down fall. Presented by the narrator as “person i fying fate, doom,
justice, karma and all manner of other vast imper sonal forces given to
crushing antlike mortals under foot” (Kunzru 38), Anjali was present
on the day when he was conceived and is the last remaining witness
to the truth of his origins. She belatedly reveals his true iden tity as a

8
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bastard so as to punish Pran for his attack against her daughter,
which leads to his banish ment from the household.

Pran’s trajectory as a picaro suddenly turns him into a subal tern, in
Spivak’s sense of the term. Exiled from his early life of luxury as the
pampered son of a high‐caste, conser vative and very distin guished
Kash miri lawyer, Pran has to start his career as an impres sionist at
the very bottom of the social hier archy, lonely and without the ability
to speak for himself. Over the course of the first chapters, Pran
becomes in turn a beggar, a pros ti tute, a slave. In the section of the
novel during which Pran is named Rukh sana, he is kept in a palace
zenana, an area where women and girls are secluded, and is to be
turned into a eunuch. The debased luxuries enjoyed by the colon ists
and the upper classes create a grot esque parody of Orient alist
liter ature which turns into a bleak real istic story of sexual viol ence
and slavery.

9

Pran’s exper i ence is much more violent than Kim’s. While Kim’s
hard ships as a vaga bond and a disor i ented orphan are alle vi ated by
his numerous friends’ support, Pran has to cope with a hyper bolic
accu mu la tion of bullies and attackers, begin ning with his family circle
but gradu ally including the whole city:

10

Pran lies in the dust, smelling the onion- stink on his clothes. A crowd
gathers, fascin ated by the unpre ced ented events unfolding before
their fortu nate eyes. The chow kidar bran dishes a lathi and Anjali
gives a reprise of her misce gen a tion speech, adding that the evil boy
has, to cap it all, just caused Pandit Razdan’s untimely death. Then
the door is slammed shut, the bolt drawing across it with a heavy
metallic rasp. […] Out of the crowd arcs a lump of dung, which hits
him, hot and wet, on the back of the neck. (Kunzru 41–42)

Pran loses his priv ileged communal iden tity as he is cast away and
despised by even the lowest castes. When he is told that he looks
Eurasian, he tries to ask for help from the Anglo- Indians 5 of the Agra
Post and Tele graph Club. Through the eyes of Eurasian char acter
Harry Begg, the narrator shows how the Anglo‐Indian community
prac tises a form of colo nial mimicry that Kunzru satir ises by
high lighting how it makes the rhet oric of racism and imperial
hier archies resurface:
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They, the Anglo- Indian community, know where their loyal ties lie.
They know which side of them selves they favor. They wear their hats
and read all they can of Home and avoid the sun like the plague,
feeling pain with every produc tion of melanin in their skin. Of course
they do not call it that. They have other names. Dirt, grub bi ness.
(Kunzru 47)

Despite his phys ical resemb lance to the Anglo‐Indians, Pran is driven
out of the club and beaten by Harry Begg, in a fit of rage. While he
iron ic ally fails to join this biolo gical community, it is precisely the
same Anglo‐Indian talent for mimicry that will enable Pran to survive
in an exceed ingly violent envir on ment, and to move up socially.

As per Bhabha’s analysis of the ambi val ence of mimicry, it appears
that Pran’s talent stems both from a neces sity to conform and from a
desire to mock: once he under stands his new hybrid iden tity, Pran
takes advantage of the colo nial system, and his story is a vehicle for
satire. The satir ical dimen sion of both Kim and The Impressionist
corres ponds to the picaro’s tradi tional role of exposing the flaws of
his contem por aries, like a jester. 6 Hybridity and mimicry appar ently
empower the picaro char ac ters of Kim and Pran: imit ating the British
enables them to navigate the strict social frame work of the Raj. It also
trans forms them into arche types exper i en cing an exist en tial iden tity
crisis origin ating in the colo nial encounter.

11

Struc tural similarities
In Liter ature as System, Claudio Guillén explains how the genre of the
picar esque has evolved from a simple, linear sequence of epis odes
focused on the picaro, a struc ture he describes as

12

[…] loosely epis odic, strung together like a freight train and
apparently with no other common link than the hero. Since Lazarillo,
however, other narrative devices have been super im posed on this
basic struc ture. The use of recur rent motifs, circular patterns, and
incre mental processes is partic u larly frequent in the picar esque. The
first‐person form supplies an addi tional frame work. These various
devices create an objective or a subjective order beneath or above
the linear sequence of events. […] This type of narrative allows for
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endless stories- within-the-story. It can have a sequel, or remain
incom plete, or both. (84–85)

Such highly intricate struc tures abound in both Kim and
The Impressionist. In his memoirs, Kipling described his novel as
“of course, […] nakedly picar esque and plot less” (Kipling 1991, 133).
This provoc ative state ment specifies the story’s basic struc ture,
partic u larly the picar esque forms of the epis odic struc ture and the
open ending. However, the frequent inter sper sion of micro- 
narratives 7 gives the novel a more intricate form, despite its
apparent shapelessness.

The motif of mosaic- building has a meta tex tual func tion in Kim,
suggesting that the reader’s hermen eutic role is to piece together
many epis odes and thus reveal the whole image. Kim’s master Lurgan
breaks an earth en ware pot in front of his eyes and then teaches Kim
to train his mind to visu alize both the broken object and its
intact form.

13

There was one large piece of the jar where there had been three, and
above them the shadowy outline of the entire vessel. He could see
the veranda through it, but it was thick ening and dark ening with
each beat of his pulse. Yet the jar—how slowly the thoughts came!—
the jar had been smashed before his eyes. (Kipling 201–202)

The mental recon struc tion of the shattered form is provoked by a
syncretic vision, even if it is based on an illu sion. Kim almost
magic ally visu al izes the complete form, but does not forget that the
frac ture is real. The ideal and the real are simul tan eously revealed to
him. Not only does Kim prove able to see beyond appear ances and to
look for a motif behind the disorder of reality, but he also starts
learning how to piece together his own broken iden tity, which is
alluded to alleg or ic ally here.

This motif of the mosaic is also one of the prom inent inter tex tual
echoes that appear in The Impressionist. In a scene when the
char acter is in an altered state of conscious ness, like Kim in the
preceding quota tion, Pran’s sense of self is simil arly described as
being “in pieces” and “[a] pile of Pran- rubble”:

14
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Pran moving outwards from the centre, gath ering momentum.
Whoever might be in charge, it is certainly not him. “Him”, in fact, is
fast becoming an issue. How long has he been in the room? Long
enough for things to unravel. Long enough for that important faculty
to atrophy (call it the pearl faculty, the faculty which secretes
self hood around some initial grain), leaving its residue dispersed in a
sea of sensa tion, just a spark, an impulse waiting to be reas sembled
from a primal soup of emotions and memories. Nothing so coherent
as a person ality. Some kind of Being still happening in there, but
nothing you could take hold of. 
You could think of it in cyclical terms. The endless repeated day of
Brahman—before any act of creation the old world must be
destroyed. Pran is now in pieces. A pile of Pran- rubble, ready for the
next chance even to put it back together in a new order. (Kunzru 65)

After showing the limit a tions of the meta phor of the pearl, which
figures iden tity as a precious, layered and self‐made unit, Kunzru
reuses the image of the broken whole in a more radical manner,
suggesting that the ideal unit cannot be recre ated once it has been
broken, and that only a new, restruc tured, hybrid iden tity may
emerge out of this scene of desolation.

Rewriting the imperial identity- 
making machine

A critique of empire

The struc tures of empire are pictured in Kim, partic u larly the
Anglo‐Indian educa tional system when Kim is sent to school to better
adopt his social iden tity as a Sahib: “St Xavier’s looks down on boys
who ‘go native all‐together.’ One must never forget that one is Sahib,
and that some day, when exam in a tions are passed, one will command
natives” (Kipling 173). The school instructs future admin is trators of
the Raj tech nic ally and morally, shaping their conscious ness of being
imperial exec ut ives. Janet Monte fiore has shown how Kim’s Jesuit
educa tion aims at “emulat[ing] the aris to cratic Roman virtues of
gravitas and authority” (Monte fiore 114). Teaching Western
Enlight en ment, notably via the study of arith metic and carto graphy,

15
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St Xavier aims at giving Anglo‐Indian students the strength to resist
what Europeans saw as Indian magical thinking through a “rational”
mastery of reality.

Yet, Kipling does not funda ment ally present the imperial struc tures
as oppressive. They are not the reason for Kim’s lack of stability: the
cause is rather to be found in the circum stances of his birth and early
youth, following the frame work of the picar esque plot line that
favours notions of chance and fortune. Conversely, Kunzru’s critique
of Empire anatom izes the imperial ability to shatter indi vidual
iden tities, a destruc tion shown to be relent less. Kunzru pictures the
Empire as “a vast machine in which subjectiv ities are produced, fixed
in place and re- circulated” (Childs and Green 69), fore grounding the
absurdity of the process of identity- making. In a trans itory phase,
Pran survives by becoming “Pretty Bobby”, a young man who
enter tains British soldiers, ingra ti ating himself by play fully imit ating
their various accents. A self- taught chameleon, Pran loses himself
while imit ating others, gradu ally becoming more and more spectral:

16

Bobby’s capa city for mimicry helps in his world. He can reduce
British Other Ranks to fits by imit ating regional accents. Oroight
there, mate? Och, ye dinnae wanna worrit yersel’. Now then, sirs, if
you please to follow me I know a very good place… Bobby deals in
stereo types, sharply drawn. […] 
Bobby is a ghost, haunting thresholds, pools of elec tric light. He
hovers at the limit of percep tion, mater i al izing in his collar and tie
like someone only semireal, ethereal enough to trust with your
secrets, safe in the know ledge that he would melt in direct sunlight.
(Kunzru 231)

Kunzru’s use of eye‐dialect is remin is cent of Kipling’s in his early
Anglo‐Indian short stories, published in the 1880s and 1890s. Kipling
made an impres sion upon his metro pol itan readers due to his
real istic exoti cism, visible partic u larly in the imit a tion of a variety of
Anglo‐Indian, Indian, and British dialects. Janet Monte fiore inter prets
this in the context of the emer gence of modernist experimentations:

Proto- modernist mimicry is closely bound up with Kipling’s imperial
theme through the way his writing “layers” its standard English
against the lively oral vernacu lars: the Irish brogue and stage
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cockney spoken by his soldiers (turned later to very different
modernist ends by T. S. Eliot and Bertolt Brecht) and the rich,
archa ised English which is Kipling’s approx im a tion to the Indian
vernacular mixture of Urdu and Hindi […]. (112)

Indeed, in both Kim and The Impressionist, the char ac ters’
multi lin gual abil ities and their mutab ility lead to their exist en tial
instability, as they exper i ence iden tity as a perform ance which
chal lenges the notion of a core self.

After stealing the admin is trative iden tity of an Englishman, Jonathan
Bridgeman, and making sure that he can phys ic ally pass as white,
Pran travels to England and discovers that he needs to prac tice
innu mer able rituals denoting English ness. To ensure the quality of his
perform ance in a selective public school, Pran applies to his own life
the academic meth od o lo gies of anthro po logy and soci ology, taking
fasti dious notes about social beha viour and upper‐class etiquette.

17

The school is a machine for produ cing belonging, and accord ingly
everything is done in groups, from showering in the morning to the
compos i tion of essays in evening prep. Every gesture of Jonathan’s
day is honed to its func tional minimum by two hundred years of
insti tu tional evol u tion, like some upper‐class version of Mr Taylor’s
factory system. […] In his note book he writes, English ness
is sameness, and, The comfort of repetition. […] Jonathan notes all
this down: nobility of discip line, respect for reli gion important but
belief optional, check your plate first. His notes spread out into all
areas of school life, from the rules of rugby foot ball to the
construc tion of a jam sand wich. Week by week his under standing of
this world improves, the white spaces on his map filling up with trails
and land marks. (Kunzru 306–307)

This explicit compar ison of the school system’s moulding of iden tities
to Taylorism suggests it partakes in the oppres sion of indi viduals like
an indus trial process. Pran’s mastery of European meth od o lo gies is
also signalled by the refer ence to carto graphy in the Conra dian
meta phor of the white (or blank) spaces which appears in Heart
of Darkness. 8 Pran maps the territory of English ness, preparing for
his conquest of Jonathan’s social class. Knowing in detail about his
new envir on ment helps his perform ance of white ness and
English ness in general, but also, more crucially, of a specific class
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ethos. Kunzru analyses Pran’s adapt a tion to a high‐end English
educa tion in prep school and in Oxford as a scientific endeavour that
mirrors the imperial strategies for using the European explorers’
scientific find ings in the fields of carto graphy, ethno graphy and
philo logy. This exem pli fies Foucault’s artic u la tion between power and
know ledge: Pran uses his know ledge to conquer England, and his
perform ance of English ness causes him to really exper i ence
English ness, in turn making him more English.

Reversing Kipling’s “fantasy of the
white subject”
In an inter view, Hari Kunzru explained his parodic
inter tex tual intentions:

18

Kim is the fantasy of the white subject who can see the hidden
east ern ness of things. I wanted to change that round, to make
western white ness the exotic thing. […] I wanted to write in praise of
the unformed and fluid. 9 (Feay 17)

Kipling’s empower ment of his picaro does express an Orient alist
desire to know India so as to conquer it: Kim offers the Western
reader the pleasure of identi fying with a white char acter who has a
genu inely endotic 10 rela tion ship to India, thus fulfilling the “fantasy
of the white subject”. Kunzru’s comic reversal of this Orient alist gaze
is one of his parodic tropes, found in the first page of the section
“Jonathan Bridgeman”, where Europe is iron ic ally exoti cized and
erot i cized: “Ah, the mystic Occi dent! Land of wool and cabbage and
lech erous round- eyed girls!” (Kunzru 281). Such a reversal could be
considered as a powerful post co lo nial strategy, crit ical of
Orient alism, yet the brevity of the passage and its comic tone blunt
the sharp ness of the criti cism, by cari ca turing the issue.

Kipling’s Orient alist inclin a tion to scatter in his fiction inform a tion
about vernacular languages, reli gions, and other Indian partic u lars
actu ally exceeds the mere creation of pictur esque local colour: his
type of ideal ized realism has been repeatedly acknow ledged as
predom in antly truthful by Indian and Anglo‐Indian readers. For
instance, the complexity of the char acter of the lama proves Kipling’s

19
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ability to fully char ac terize a Buddhist, and to ground his story in
reality. The lama, a scholar and a priest, teaches the Buddha Dharma
and strictly follows his pilgrimage; yet, his contact with Kim and a
variety of other char ac ters leads Kipling to develop the char acter’s
inter per sonal rela tion ships, showing him as able to learn from others
and to adapt to his companion’s cultural outlook.

However, when Kim’s ability to take on different iden tities is likened
to rein carn a tion, the refer ences to Hinduism or Buddhism are
deceiving: the lama’s inter pret a tion of Kim’s shifting iden tities in
terms of incarn a tions (in the epigraph chosen by Kunzru for instance)
is incor rect. Kipling suggests that Kim’s shifting iden tities are a kind
of trans mi gra tion determ ined by his karma and that they are caused
by the Indi an ness of his life. In fact, his iden tity changes are
prag matic, elusive, and super fi cial. The incessant trans form a tions
lead Kim to exper i ence a deep but temporary iden tity crisis, which
cannot be inter preted as a form of retri bu tion for past actions,
there fore funda ment ally differing from rein carn a tion. Kim’s crisis is
likened to a hypnotic trance that does not lead to any illumination:

20

A very few white people, but many Asiatics, can throw them selves
into a mazement as it were by repeating their own names over and
over again to them selves, letting the mind go free upon spec u la tion
as to what is called personal iden tity. When one grows older, the
power, usually, departs, but while it lasts it may descend upon a man
at any moment. 
“Who is Kim—Kim—Kim?” 
He squatted in a corner of the clanging waiting- room, rapt from all
other thoughts; hands folded in lap, and pupils contracted to pin- 
points. In a minute—in another half- second—he felt he would arrive
at the solu tion of the tremendous puzzle; but here, as always
happens, his mind dropped away from those heights with a rush of a
wounded bird, and passing his hand before his eyes, he shook his
head. (Kipling 233–234)

In The Impressionist, Pran’s successive iden tities are also called
“incarn a tions”, but always super fi cially, in rela tion to the meta phors
of clothes (Kunzru 283) or skin covering and hiding the char acter:
“Maybe he should revert to an earlier incarn a tion. Or should he go
on? Is Sweet’s black ness another kind of skin he could put on and

21
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inhabit?” (Kunzru 403-404). Although Pran’s attempts at empowering
himself through his talent for imper son a tion are repeatedly thwarted,
his indom it able persist ence high lights the force of another fantasy:
contrary to that of the white subject iden ti fied by Kunzru in Kim, the
fantasy of the picaro concerns his ideal ability to free himself of all
social, racial and gender constraints. Iron ic ally, when taking part in a
debate, Pran (now Bridgeman) is over whelmed by his imper son a tion
and shocks his audi ence by using the cari ca tural kiplingian cliché of
the white man’s burden:

J. P. Bridgeman […] responding to Mr Barker’s mention of the
import ance of the League of Nations, treated the House to a long and
some what otiose state ment of the White Man’s mission to “farm the
world”. […] he stood up and began to speak about America, a speech
which soon became about the West and then slid into the clash of
colour and the tide of racial move ment on the shores of humanity
and white ness white ness white ness until he real ized what he was
doing and sat down. Some times it just comes out, the guilt. He has to
watch for it. (Kunzru 335)

Psycho lo gic ally and symbol ic ally, Pran fails to achieve the picaro’s
freedom from social and racial categories. Echoing Kunzru’s avowed
desire to “praise the unformed and fluid”, the impres sionist’s
strategies of empower ment repeatedly end up in failure, Pran’s
inab ility to fix his iden tity reson ates with the post co lo nial issue of the
fluidity of identity.

22

Resur gence of the colo nial world

The material imagination

Hari Kunzru explained how he used the picar esque to recreate the
colo nial world from a satir ical point of view, using his char acter as
a pretext:

23

I was writing a picar esque very consciously with books on my
mind like Tom Jones, Candide, and Nash’s The Unfor tu nate Traveller.
The central char acter is very much this type of hero—an outsider
with a skewed pair of eyes looking on a crazy world. And, like the
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heroes of picar esque novels, he is some thing of a blank slate; he lacks
an iden tity. So, the colour of the book doesn’t come out of any
psycho lo gical depth of his char acter, but rather as he moves from
set‐piece scene to set‐piece scene as the pageantry of empire plays
out all around him. (Kunzru and Almada 113)

In the picar esque, as Guillén argues, there is a “general stress on the
material level of exist ence or of subsist ence, on sordid facts, hunger,
money. […] Hence a profu sion of objects and details. There are no
relicta circunstantia—no topics, persons, or things unworthy of
interest and compas sion” (83). Accord ingly, Kunzru produces highly
detailed descrip tions and real istic narra tions of momentous natural
phenomena and trau matic events, using internal focal iz a tion and
impres sion istic nota tions to heighten the evoc a tion of the mater i ality
of events. Numerous passages from The Impressionist detail bodily
func tions, phys ical pain or pleasure.

24

In the section “White Boy”, Pran, disor i ented and unin formed,
discovers the imme diate after math of the 1919 Amritsar massacre—
the internal gaze focuses on details, objects and his sensory
percep tions, in the present tense. The narrator then enlarges the
perspective and inter venes in the passage to offer a compre hensive
evoc a tion of the histor ical event, from other points of view:
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Pran is left standing by a charred heap of rubble, the ruined shell
of the Alli ance Bank. 
Terrible things happened here. Horrors. The place bears its
memories near the surface, memories of heavy wooden bank
furniture dragged out on to the street and doused in kerosene.
The image of Mr Thompson, the manager, his screaming face
black ening in the flames as he is cremated by the chanting mob. […]
All around the city, memories. Burning and looting. After the banks,
the post office. The police station. The English shops in the Hall
Bazaar. White men beaten to death. Mrs Easdon, the zenana hospital
doctor, splashing her face with a bottle of black ink, strug gling into a
sari while down stairs bottles were smashed in the dispensary and
the Anglo‐Indian nurses raped. Else where, in the quiet town of
Jalandhar, the general’s dinner party is inter rupted by a tele gram.
(Kunzru 177)
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The picar esque focus on material details and the fluidity of shifting
points of view are impres sion istic; due to shock, the char acter’s visual
percep tion is discon nected from his ability to inter pret phenomena.
An analepsis detailing the moment of the massacre fore grounds the
visual percep tion of a secondary char acter, with a meta phor which
creates emotional distance:

The soldiers knelt and for the briefest moment, like a premon i tion,
there was silence.
Then, without warning, they started to fire. 
Das saw the first wave of bodies fall, a breath of wind
rust ling a corn field. Then he was caught up and pulled away.
(Kunzru 177–178)

The impres sion istic descrip tion of the scene viewed by Pran is
accom panied by the narrator’s decoding of the events. The cultural
refer ences intro duced by the narrator—for instance, the toponyms
Amritsar (Kunzru 175) and Jalli an wala Bagh (Kunzru 178) and the
pro‐inde pend ence slogan “Mahatma Gandhi ki‐jai” (Kunzru 176)—
contex tu alize the story and heighten the reader’s impres sion that the
story is colliding with history. The micro- narrative about a white
woman hurriedly trying to protect herself against Indian rapists by
wearing a sari and dark ening her complexion echoes the rape
endured by Pran, also disguised in a sari (Kunzru 86), during the
previous section. 11 The motif of rape also works as an inter tex tual
echo to Mutiny Novels, a sub- genre of Anglo‐Indian histor ical fiction
set during the 1857 Indian Rebel lion, in which many stories of
inter ra cial disguise are to be found in the context of viol ence against
women. Among common tropes of the Mutiny Novel, Jaine
Chem machery high lights the Gothic combin a tion of sensa tion alism,
“excess in repres ent a tion and graphic detail”, with the motif of
unspeak able horror, “[constructing] the event as both horrific and
impossible to narrate” (7). The inter tex tual resur gence of this colo nial
genre helps the reader inter pret the scene of viol ence witnessed by
Pran in Amritsar as a corner stone in the history of modern India, but
the ideo lo gical reversal between colo ni alist Mutiny Novels and
The Impressionist leads us to under stand in a different light Indian
acts of viol ence against British repres ent at ives of the Raj.



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

History and memorialization
The Impressionist does not use trivial details and material percep tions
only as tools for building histor ical realism. The novel’s focus on
mater i ality also parti cip ates in the creation of a literary site of
memory. Pierre Nora’s concept of “lieux de mémoire” considers the
crys tal liz a tion of memory around an entity which has become a
symbolic element of the memorial heritage of a community.
Histor ical novels certainly entail both a recon struc tion and a
commem or a tion of history, becoming sites of memory if they reach a
signi ficant audi ence, as Kunzru’s novel did. Following Nora’s typo logy,
Kunzru’s approach of the histor ical novel can be seen as modern and
poly phonic, in the sense that it is an “attempt to write a history in
multiple voices. […] a history less inter ested in causes than in effects;
less inter ested in actions remembered or even commem or ated than
in the traces left by those actions and in the inter ac tion of those
commem or a tions” (Nora XXIV). In this perspective, Pran’s status of
picaro enables Kunzru to represent the viol ence of the 1919 massacre
and to ques tion the ways in which it can be memori al ized. As Maëlle
Jean niard du Dot explains:

26

[…] through Pran’s gaze, the crum bling of imperial power is made
visible and observ able, whereas he “hurries past” the place where
Indian protesters were killed. […] the fires of the riots and of the
massacre convey their own erasure, leading to memories that are
“near the surface” yet require the active obser va tion of traces in
order to be excav ated. (96–97)

The picaro’s agency is limited, but his ability to see and remember
leads to a resur fa cing of past events, partic u larly of trau matic scenes.
Taken as a rewriting of Kim, Kunzru’s novel appears strik ingly
explicit: mentioning and describing the viol ence of the British Raj
consti tutes a response to Kipling’s choice to suppress and ignore
such events in his ideal ized vision of the colo nial situation.

27

It seems partic u larly apt that the 1919 massacre is evoked in a scene
set on the loca tion of the massacre, but a few days after it. The
process of resur gence is shown to arise from the material traces left
behind and Pran’s discovery of Jalli an wala Bagh trans forms the text

28
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into a site of memory of colo nial viol ence, that needs to be
acknow ledged as such. The text shifts from histor ical narrative in the
preterit (“Soon bodies were strewn over the parched brown grass.
That was how it started”) to the present tense of memori al iz a tion on
the next line: “Gradu ally the city walls mater i alize through the heat
haze” (Kunzru 176).

This process is contrasted to other modes of memori al iz a tion in the
novel. From the perspective of the memsahibs who managed to
escape, the events of Amritsar are inter preted in tele olo gical and
patri otic terms: “some thing in these memsahibs has been elev ated by
their plight. It connects them to history, to their grand mothers of the
Mutiny, to the symbolic destiny of the English woman in trop ical
climes, which is to make do, to endure” (Kunzru 183). The hero iz a tion
of suffering colo nial repres ent at ives is another common trope of the
Mutiny novel, which expresses the ethos of the Anglo‐Indian social
group in which Kipling was raised. By contrast, Pran’s suffer ings
remain indi vidual, unheroic, and useless in his search for
a community.

29

When Pran studies in England as Jonathan Bridgeman, the narrator
play fully alludes to another missed oppor tunity: while he could have
been consid ering the meaning of history and the dynamic notions of
indi vidual and national iden tity, his professor only presents a
conven tional view of English history through pageantry and
essen tialist generalizations:

30

His place in the history sixth could have been useful, allowing him to
add a diachronic under standing of his subject (English ness) to the
synchronic. But in the sleepy classroom of Mr Fox, pipe‐smoker and
Sunday painter, history is not so much about change as eternal
recur rence. The boys are taught to trace the destiny of their island
through a series of devo tional tableaux, jewel‐like moments which
reveal essences, prin ciples, axioms drawn out of race and blood.
(Kunzru 307)

This aesthet i ciz a tion of England, shown to be ideal ized, ahis tor ical
and eternal, evokes stereo typ ical Orient alist images. The text thus
criti cises histor ians like Mr Fox for consid ering history as passive and
repeated remem brance. Hari Kunzru’s novel aims at a more
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ambi tious, active process of memori al iz a tion. Writing
The Impressionist as a literary site of memory, Kunzru parti cip ates in
the post co lo nial move ment fore grounding the deco lo nial impact of
bearing witness to past colo nial soci eties. He has thus managed to
respond to post co lo nial needs and create an access ible story that
renews and subverts the tradi tions of 19th‐century histor ical fiction.

Conclusion
Hari Kunzru’s rewriting of Rudyard Kipling’s novel plays on the
readers’ expect a tions, repur posing the picar esque and the popular
adven ture tale in the post co lo nial context. The social pres sure of the
colo nial context on a picar esque char acter is analysed in both novels,
which use fiction and the motif of iden tity changes to engage with
the readers’ fantasy of escaping the limit a tions of constrained
iden tities. The post co lo nial specificity of Kunzru’s version of the tale
of the colonial picaro entails a mater i alist approach of history and a
powerful discus sion of imperial viol ence preced ingly suppressed
by Kipling.

31

Despite paying homage to the tradi tional genres of the picar esque
and the histor ical novel, The Impressionist can be seen as an example
of histori ographic metafic tion, a term coined by Linda Hutcheon in
Poetics of Postmodernism. Indeed, the novel both parodies the grand
narrat ives of the British empire produced in the 19th century, that are
its main inter texts, and offers a resur gence of those texts. Its play on
inter tex tu ality and its conscious confront a tion of history with
metafic tion suggest that it chal lenges literary canons from the inside.

32

Because Kunzru merges a histor ical approach with the picar esque,
the shift towards allegory in the final section of the book finds its
place in this discus sion of memori al iz a tion. Pran is taking part in a
British anthro po lo gical exped i tion studying the Fotse society in
Africa, when he under goes a crisis, aban dons his scientific activity
and again changes his iden tity. The scene of Pran’s scar i fic a tion at the
hands of a sorcerer is intended to end his infinite search for iden tity,
“orienting him, linking him irre voc ably to the time and the place
these marks are being made, so that wherever he may drift or fall
asleep, he will always be in rela tion to this instant” (Kunzru 461): the
scar is called a “braille of scar tissue” (Kunzru 465) in the final

33
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NOTES

1  The char acter of Strick land, intro duced by Kipling in several short stories
and in Kim as one of the young spy’s teachers, is an undeni able ancestor of
Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sher lock Holmes, both for his predis pos i tion for
disguise and for his qual ities as a virtu ally unof fi cial detective, on the fringes
of regular admin is tra tion, wandering freely among the local population.

2  The phrase “Great Game” refers to the Anglo- Russian rivalry in central
Asia and to the diplo matic, military and intel li gence actions conducted in
that context. See P. Hopkirk, Quest for Kim. In Search of Kipling’s
Great Game and T. Ter Minassian, Sur l’échiquier du Grand Jeu. Agents
secrets et aven tur iers (XVX -XXI  siècles).

3  The term “subal tern” refers to the lower social classes and those
displaced to the margins of a society; in the colo nial context, a subal tern is a
native person subor din ated due to their community, class, caste, race,
ethni city, or gender. The field of Subal tern Studies is a branch of

KUNZRU, Hari and ALDAMA, Frederick Luis. “Postcolonial Imaginings: A Conversation
with Hari Kunzru”. Interdisciplinary Literary Studies, vol. 8, no. 1, Fall 2006, pp. 110–
117.

MERLE, Isabelle, “Les Subaltern Studies : retour sur les principes fondateurs d’un
projet historiographique de l’Inde coloniale”. Genèses, 2004/3, no. 56, pp. 131–147. <ht
tps://doi.org/10.3917/gen.056.0131>.

MONTEFIORE, Janet. “Latin, Arithmetic and Mastery: A Reading of Two Kipling Fictions”,
in Howard J. Booth and Nigel Rigby (eds), Modernism and Empire, Writing and British
Coloniality, 1890–1940. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000, pp. 112–136.

MOORE-GILBERT, Bart J. “‘I Am Going to Rewrite Kipling’s Kim’: Kipling and
Postcolonialism”. The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, vol. 37, no. 2, 2002,
pp. 39–58.

NORA, Pierre. “Preface to English Language Edition: From Lieux de mémoire to Realms
of Memory”, in Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997, pp. XV–XXIV.

RAIMBAULT, Élodie. Le géomètre et le vagabond. Espaces littéraires de Rudyard Kipling.
Grenoble: UGA Éditions, 2021.

SPIVAK, Gayatri Chakravorty. Can the Subaltern Speak? Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988.

TER MINASSIAN, Taline. Sur l’échiquier du Grand Jeu. Agents secrets et aventuriers (XIX -
XXI  siècles). Paris: Nouveau Monde, 2023.

e

e

e e

https://doi.org/10.3917/gen.056.0131


Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

post co lo nial theory aiming to reveal the suppressed history of the
subal terns of empire. G. C. Spivak explained that contrary to other
oppressed classes, the subal tern is silenced, has no history and is thus
prevented from collect ively organizing. See G. C. Spivak, Can the
Subal tern Speak?; and I. Merle, “Les Subal tern Studies : retour sur les
prin cipes fond ateurs d’un projet histori ograph ique de l’Inde coloniale”.

4  Giving examples of appro pri ation of English by Indo- Pakistani writers,
Muhammad Safeer Awan lists Raja Rao, Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and
Ahmed Ali in the colo nial period, and Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, Bapsi
Sidhwa and Khush want Singh, in the post‐1947 period. Among their
strategies of appro pri ation and indi gen iz a tion of English, he lists “glossing,
untrans lated words, syntactic fusion, code‐switching, vernacular
tran scrip tion, lexical innov a tion, trans la tion equi val ence and contex tual
redefin i tion” as directly inspired by Rudyard Kipling’s writ ings (Awan 4).

5  In The Impressionist, the term Anglo- Indians means “Euras ians” and does
not refer to the English who have settled in India as in Kipling’s stories.

6  “The picaro […] observes a number of collective condi tions: social
classes, professions, caractères, cities, nations. This rogues’ gallery has been
a standing invit a tion to satire. And, of course, to comic effects. […] Let us
not forget that the picaro himself is the narrator and the satirist. As a
‘half‐outsider’, his moral creden tials are equi vocal, though not his expert
sense for fraud and deception” (Guillén 83–84).

7  On Rudyard Kipling’s struc tural use of micro- narratives, see
É. Raim bault, “Inven tion d’un espace textuel et littéraire”, in Le géomètre et
le vagabond, pp. 239–242.

8  Heart of Darkness is an explicit inter text of Kunzru’s. The meta phor
appears in this famous passage: “Now when I was a little chap I had a
passion for maps. I would look for hours at South America, or Africa, or
Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of explor a tion. At that time there
were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked
partic u larly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my finger
on it and say, When I grow up I will go there. […] True, by this time it was
not a blank space any more. It had got filled since my boyhood with rivers
and lakes and names; It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery
—a white patch for a boy to dream glor i ously over” (Conrad 8).

9  Quoted in M. Jean niard du Dot, p. 48.
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10  “Endotic” describes some thing that is banal and familiar, as opposed
to exotic.

11  In the section “Rukh sana”, Pran is held captive in the zenana of the palace
at Fatepur. The prince offers him to the British Major to be raped, so as to
black mail the Major to forward a polit ical plot (Kunzru 92).

RÉSUMÉS

English
Hari Kunzru set his first novel The Impressionist (2002) in the colo nial
period and played with imperial inter texts. By starting his histor ical novel
with an epigraph from Rudyard Kipling’s 1901 novel Kim, Hari Kunzru
expli citly acknow ledged that The Impressionist is a rewriting: not only does
the char acter of Pran share many of Kim’s char ac ter istics, but as picaro- 
types they also both indicate a generic approach to travel narrative that is
specific ally picar esque. Pran’s trajectory in the 1920s echoes Kim’s search
for his true iden tity. A half- outsider, Pran is the offspring of a British
colo nial surveyor and an Indian woman, raised as if he were a high‐caste
Hindu until his mixed origins are dramat ic ally revealed and he is cast away
as a stranger by his Hindu family. Facing many hard ships and bearing
witness to histor ical events, the orphaned youth moves through space and
up the social scale, trying to find his place in India, in England and finally in
Africa, by imper son ating successive iden tities. With Pran’s story Kunzru
repur poses Kipling’s dynamic motifs of travel, hidden iden tity and
self‐defin i tion, bringing to the fore issues of mimicry and hybridity in a
book which reworks Kim’s epis odic and open‐ended struc ture. This paper
considers how Kunzru’s rewriting of Kipling conveys his interest in the
post co lo nial ques tioning of stereo types and social constructs: Kunzru
makes the colo nial world reappear in its mater i ality, devel oping Kipling’s
material imagin a tion to even greater lengths by including explicit scenes of
viol ence through a profu sion of details having to do with objects and the
body. Kunzru starts a dialogue between Kim and his novel, between satire
and moments of pastiche, leading to a consid er a tion of post co lo nial iden tity
that goes beyond issues of inclu sion. The novel subverts the grand
narrat ives of the British empire and offers a resur gence of memory.
Asso ci ating mater i ality and text, The Impressionist acts as a form of
memori al iz a tion of past violence.

Français
Hari Kunzru situe son premier roman, The Impressionist (2002), dans la
période colo niale et joue avec les inter textes impé riaux. En commen çant
son roman histo rique par une épigraphe du roman Kim (1901) de Rudyard
Kipling, Hari Kunzru recon naît expli ci te ment que The Impressionist est une
réécri ture : non seule ment le person nage de Pran reprend‐il de nombreuses
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carac té ris tiques de Kim, mais en tant que picaros, ils témoignent tous deux
d’une approche géné rique du récit de voyage spéci fi que ment pica resque. La
trajec toire de Pran dans les années 1920 fait écho à la quête de Kim pour sa
véri table iden tité. Pran est le fils d’un géomètre colo nial britan nique et
d’une Indienne. Il est élevé comme s’il était un hindou de haute caste jusqu’à
ce que ses origines hybrides soient drama ti que ment révé lées et qu’il soit
rejeté comme étranger par sa famille hindoue. Confronté à de nombreuses
épreuves et témoin d’événe ments histo riques, le jeune orphelin évolue dans
l’espace et parcourt l’échelle sociale, essayant de trouver sa place en Inde,
en Angle terre et enfin en Afrique, par le biais d’iden tités succes sives. Avec
l’histoire de Pran, Kunzru reprend les motifs dyna miques du voyage, de
l’iden tité cachée et de l’auto dé fi ni tion de Kipling, mettant en avant les
ques tions de mimé tisme et d’hybri dité dans un livre qui retra vaille la
struc ture épiso dique et ouverte de Kim. Cet article examine comment la
réécri ture de Kipling par Kunzru traduit son intérêt pour la remise en
ques tion post co lo niale des stéréo types et des construc tions sociales :
Kunzru fait réap pa raître le monde colo nial dans sa maté ria lité, déve lop pant
encore plus l’imagi na tion maté rielle de Kipling en incluant des scènes
expli cites de violence, via une profu sion de détails liés aux objets et aux
corps. Kunzru entame un dialogue avec Kim, entre satire et pastiche, qui
débouche sur une réflexion sur l’iden tité post co lo niale qui dépasse les
ques tions d’inclu sion. Le roman subvertit les grands récits de l’empire
britan nique et propose une résur gence de la mémoire. Asso ciant maté ria lité
et texte, The Impressionist constitue une forme de commé mo ra tion de la
violence passée.
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text and images, particularly through a study of literary cartography, material
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TEXTE

Eddy L. Harris is an Amer ican writer with a strong attach ment to
France. He was born in Indi ana polis, then grew up in Saint Louis,
Missouri, and has always been a trav eller, to Europe, Africa and back
home. He has chosen France as his adoptive country and has been
living in Pranzac, a small village in Char ente, for some twenty years
now but also spent long periods in Paris before. When he accepted to
answer our ques tions, we thought it would be very appro priate to
discuss his latest release, a fine and thought- provoking essay written
in English and then trans lated into French, House of Lies.
Amer ican Confessional (Confes sion américaine). The volume deals
with the lies which have accom panied the devel op ment and growth
of the newly inde pendent Amer ican nation which upheld the ideals of
freedom and equality when the Amer ican founding fathers
them selves kept their slaves and only eman cip ated very few of them.
He gives Thomas Jefferson as a case in point who only set two of
them free out of the 600 he owned and goes on to ponder:

1

They—the people who decide such things as who is and who is not
vener able, who does and who does not belong, what is and what is
not right—wanted and still want me to venerate this man and the
others who founded the country […] even though they clearly didn’t
see a place for me in this country, then or now, even as Jefferson
made one of his slaves his concu bine, creating chil dren with her and
contrib uting to the metis sage of the nation—a metis sage which too
many, and the nation itself, do not seem to want to
recog nize. (Amer ican Confessional 1 33)
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The essay thus revolves around the diffi culty of defining oneself as
Amer ican when the nation considers that you do not belong, whether
as black, native Amer ican, Latino, female or LGBTQ+, among other
margin al ized and ostra cized communities. When Eddy L. Harris
started writing his first novel Missis sippi Solo (1988), such
preoc cu pa tions were already very much present but he felt that it
was up to him to actu ally chal lenge such racial ized assump tions. The
narrative recounts his journey down the myth ical river in a mode
altern ating picar esque epis odes, moments of intense poetic
contem pla tion and philo soph ical medit a tion and unfor get table
conver sa tions with the people he bumps into and provokes into a real
encounter and sincere exchange. In his second novel Native Stranger:
A Black Amer ican’s Journey into the Heart of Africa (1992) he explains
his disap point ment and sense of alien a tion when trav el ling in Africa
and real izing he didn’t have much in common with the people he was
meeting and discussing with. His third novel South of Haunted
Dreams: A Ride Through Slavery’s Old Back Yard (1993) was inspired by
yet another journey, down to the South again, but this time on a
motor bike, in search again of his fore bears and the roots of slavery- 
related racism. During the journey he finds the manu mis sion papers
of his great- great grand father, a slave in Virginia. He then published
Still Life in Harlem in 1996, with a focus on his family again, his father
in partic ular, as well as black iden tity. His next three books have been
published by the Liana Levi publishing house both in English and
in French: Jupiter et moi (2005), Paris en noir et black (2009) and
Confes sion américaine (2024). In this very last book Eddy L. Harris
precisely confronts the idea of “reclaiming one’s place”, the central
issue at the core of our confer ence and RMA issue. His books
perfectly illus trate the paradox analyzed in French philo sopher Claire
Marin’s essay on place and being in one’s place. 2 She sheds light on
the differ ence between the social injunc tion to remain “in one’s place”
and the intimate convic tion such a place is not actu ally “your” place,
but only a place that other people want you to keep. “Knowing one’s
place is about being silent, not talking about what one is not
supposed to under stand or feel concerned about even if it stares you
in the eye”, she says (Marin 33, my trans la tion). Iron ic ally enough,
those who have been told to “know their place” like Eddy L. Harris or
his father will precisely be the ones who know for a fact that they
should not avert their gaze any longer nor keep silent: such issues do

2
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concern them and look them in the face, ça les regarde. Eddy L. Harris
is precisely one of those rest less travel writers who cannot stay put
for long, whether liter ally or figur at ively. But in the end, if he was to
follow another famous travel writer’s aesthetic credo, which was “to
make you hear, to make you feel” 3 and above all “to make you see”, he
would no doubt choose to conclude on making people “feel” rather
than “see”. Eddy L. Harris, contrary to Joseph Conrad, would opt for
Antoine de Saint‐Exupéry’s choice of feeling rather than seeing, or at
least seeing with one’s heart: “One sees clearly only with the heart.
Anything essen tial is invis ible to the eyes” (Le Petit Prince 4 76,
my translation).

***

Ines MAYOUD. — When Missis sippi Solo was published,
Library Journals described you as a “combin a tion of Mark Twain’s
Huck and Jim”, whether in person ality or in appear ance; you seem
to oscil late between the iden tity other people attribute you and the
one you feel. Is this some thing you feel profoundly, this attempt of
people trying to determine your iden tity for you, or seeing you in a
different way than you see your self, is it omni present and how do
you exper i ence it?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I suppose I feel it—you can’t help but notice it—
but I don’t really pay atten tion to it, neither in my profes sional life or
in my personal life. I rarely read reviews of my books and even when
I do I only skim; and I don’t read inter views and articles written about
me. It’s too easy to let your self be influ enced by what other people
think of you and call you. A travel writer? No, I’m not. But I do travel
and some times my writing includes my travels. A memoirist? I use my
memories as a source but that’s not the only aspect. You have to be
careful so that as a writer and as a person, you don’t want other
people to define you or you’ll find your self locked in a
narrowing tunnel.

Ines MAYOUD. — A lot of people today are looking for their iden tity.
It has become a recur ring ques tion in our society. People on the
search for a foreign heritage are mostly white people, glad to find
another culture that they belong to according to a certain
percentage of their blood and declare them selves of a dual iden tity
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and adding a hyphen to their nation ality “Italian- American”,
“German- American”… But on the other hand, people of colour have
always been attrib uted the hyphen without asking for it. They are
“Asian- American”, “African- American” and asked the same ques tion
on a regular basis: “Where are you actu ally from?” Where would
you draw the line between those two groups of people? The ones
looking for their heritage, and most of the time brag ging about
their heritage diversity, and the ones who are attrib uted a heritage
who most of the time don’t even know about it and or don’t seem to
really care that much. Am I wrong to assume that this is not so
crucial for you? While it is important to know your heritage and be
proud of your culture, is there a point where white people benefit
from double stand ards in which being a mix of two white cultures is
considered fash ion able, while mixed‐race people suffer from
discrim in a tion and racism?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I’m not sure I would draw a line between those
groups—if I under stand correctly and the two groups are those who
seek to clas sify them selves as having hyphen ated heritage and those
whose hyphens are imposed. It is the hyphen itself that I find absurd.
First of all, it seems that too many people embrace the hyphen—even
when the hyphen is not expli citly there: I’m Irish, they’ll say, or Italian
or German—whether they know it or not, and they stop where the
hyphen a tion suits them. Other wise, if they were to dig deep enough
and go far back enough, they would find hyphens they never
imagined and maybe never wanted. (That could be an argu ment for
mandatory DNA testing: to dispel the notion of any kind of racial or
ethnic purity—surprise surprise.)

The phenomenon continues with persons on whom the hyphen is
imposed and sooner or later they too come to embrace the hyphen.
Other wise, they would resist.

In the end, it is either a way of offering or even suspecting a kind of
double- allegiance, a subtle way of suggesting a way out if things go to
hell, and a not‐so‐subtle way of suggesting that someone doesn’t
really belong.

It is true that I place no import ance on cultural heritage but I’d go
even further by saying it’s all imaginary and useless. Except for
maladies that might show up in some sort of hered itary testing, what
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real differ ence does it make if my ancestors recent or far back came
from Slov enia or northern Italy or southern Spain or Morocco. First
of all, I live where I live and no matter how much I might want to
carry on certain tradi tions, those tradi tions get watered down over
time. Secondly, any study of history would show that cultures not
only collide, they mingle and get shared, influ ence and alter the
cultures they touch and are touched by. Hamburgers are so prevalent
now in France, I can’t get a decent hot- dog, which itself has origins
not neces sarily in France. And pizza is everywhere.

I’m still waiting for someone to give me a defin i tion of culture better
than the one I offered in, I think, Still Life in Harlem: what we do as a
people that tends to define us as a people—or some thing like that. Like
food tradi tions and like dance tradi tions and like language which
affects but doesn’t determine how we think and how we see the
world. But what if I don’t dance the Sardana en frente de la catedral
de Barcelona on a Saturday evening or what if I do a little Irish folk
dancing? What if you don’t speak the language OR what if you do?
What if you’ve been living out of your supposed culture almost as
long as you were in it and are immersed in another culture, its food
and its language? Should a parent who has adopted a Haitian infant
try to keep that Haitian teen ager in touch with his birth‐culture even
though knowing he will never return to Haiti, even though everything
about him, except a few racial features (maybe!) says Brit? Or would it
have been better not to have adopted at all?

Cultural iden tity is a way to cling to what was—however irrel evant—
and to try to put up a barrier that separ ates and excludes and I prefer
the freedom to choose.

It might be important to know where you came from. I prefer to
worry about where I’m going.

Ines MAYOUD. — When your father voted for Reagan in 1980, he
quickly regretted it when taxes were indeed lowered but only for
rich people and he under stood he was being lied to. You explain
that he didn’t vote for him again in 1984, but most of his electors
did again, despite being equally lied to, electing him for a second
term. Today, with Trump’s second term, we can see a growing
number of people regret ting their votes. They were voting for
harder condi tions for people of color, for immig rants, for LGBTQ+
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people, but are very early in the mandate real izing that this will
apply to their lives as well. An increasing number of white women
voting for Trump are now real izing that Trump sees them not as
white people, but as women only; not as part of a domin ating group,
but one of the minor ities. To what extent do you think history
repeats itself, does it take two terms to be able to see the true face
of the person you elected? And how can margin al ized groups vote
for someone they know will restrict their rights?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — History doesn’t repeat itself. It is simply that
people make the same mistakes—which prob ably speaks more to the
human condi tion and a certain kind of reli gi osity, maybe, or wishful
thinking—a refusal to repent, a refusal to see, in fact, what’s right in
front of your eyes and falling for the myth and the make- believe.
People are pretty gull ible, it turns out. If we weren’t, advert ising
wouldn’t work and wouldn’t even be neces sary. It’s a lot easier to
believe the dressed‐up lies than to confront what’s real and what
might be painful. There’s always the hope that…

Christine VANDAMME. — Would you consider that whereas the
founding myths of the Fron tier and the Amer ican West have tended
to deprive first Nations of their rightful place on Amer ican
territory on the one hand, while denying the enslaved part of its
popu la tion any part in such a mani fest destiny on the other, the
Missis sippi River on the contrary could act and did act as a unifying
elemental force and symbolic feature connecting people to each
other and reclaiming a place for each?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — Founding myths and modern real ities have
deprived many peoples and groups of their rightful place. That is
essen tially the promise and the failure of the United States. And the
way politics works these days is to actively separate people instead of
connecting them or allowing them to connect. The depriving of
Indians and the denying of formerly enslaved popu la tions is, in fact,
part of the same mech anism and returns us to the ques tion of who
does and who doesn’t belong. That denial is, in fact, a form of slavery- 
extended: limit a tions on move ment and owner ship and participation.

Christine VANDAMME. — You often present the Missis sippi River
as some sort of God: what differ ence would you make between that
type of God and the type of God Pres ident Trump pays alle gi ance
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to? Is it the same God and if not, to what extent do they
funda ment ally differ?

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I would not presume that Trump pays alle gi ance
to any sort of god—except money and power. He pretends, but
watching him answer ques tions about reli gion, about the Bible, about
any sort of spir itu ality and it is quite clear he’s just blowing smoke to
fool his Bible- toting followers.

If the river is any sort of god at all, it repres ents to me, anyway, a kind
of univer sality, the kind of Gichi Manidoo (as the Algon quins would
call the Great Spirit) that joins mankind and nature—which was part
of my exper i ence on the river, both times. It was quite amazing to be
so much a part of that natural world and at the same time to feel such
a sense of commu nion with most of the people I met along the way.
That was the god I encountered on the river—the Great Unifier—and
exactly the opposite of the god that Trump and his followers seem to
adhere to as they do all that they can to separate people and keep
them at each other’s throats. Divide and conquer!

Christine VANDAMME. — When you delib er ately chose some thirty
years ago to use the term “black Amer ican” or “Black Amer ican”
(“Noiraméricain”) rather than African- American, you explain in
Amer ican Confessional that it was misun der stood as if it was already
impossible in the States at least to consider “nuance” (32). When
you embarked on a canoe to face the great Missis sippi River didn’t
you consider it an essen tial part of your poetic and polit ical project
to precisely get rid of all that legacy of slavery, whether from
Africa, the Carib bean or else where, to simply intro duce your self as
a black Amer ican deciding to go down to his birth place in the
South? Going down the myth ical river from its own source to its
successive human mani fest a tions along the way might have been a
way to explore other possib il ities for the nation to develop. Didn’t
you simply try to reclaim a place for black Amer icans like you,
however humble that place might be, in the flow of Amer ican
history? A place that would have been, or could still be, another
than that of victim iz a tion, viol ence and racism but of exchange—
the ebb and flow of conver sa tion and mutual respect and shared
intel li gence. The place of a better future, the River as a social
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utopia or testing ground or an Imaginary that would replace or
comple ment that of the Frontier.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — The only thing I claim deep down is to be an
Amer ican carrying with him all this glor ious, tragic and painful
history. I don’t see myself as a hyphen ated Amer ican but a 100%
Amer ican, and the idea is certainly not to oblit erate the history of
slavery but rather to express a concern and desire that all Amer icans
should acknow ledge and embrace it them selves. They should
under stand that we live within the shadow of such a past instead of
trying to either turn their backs on it or deny it alto gether. From this
recog ni tion, we should and could all build a new iden tity. The river is
neither a utopia nor a place of amnesia but a place where people can
meet, talk, get to know each other without the dangers of the
Fron tier and without any appetite for conquest.

Christine VANDAMME. — At one point in your essay
Amer ican Confessional you ask your self why your work did not get
the acclaim and popularity that it obtained in other coun tries than
your own, in France in partic ular and you wonder whether you
might simply have been ahead of your time, a “prophet” of
sorts (46), as you put it with your recog nis able humour and subtle
irony. When consid ering the ever increasing interest in blue
human ities these days as a strong nexus of social and polit ical
rebirth and recon nec tion, one cannot help thinking indeed that
your vision for the Amer ican nation, a river people which, like the
Missis sippi, has always crossed currents, cultures and ethni cities,
been anim ated by a myster ious and throb bing heart possibly
irrig ating new avenues for a reunited and recon ciled nation, could
have been both proph etic and inspiring instead of ending up bogged
down in the muddy swamps of ignor ance, intol er ance
and indifference.

Eddy L. HARRIS. — I think that finally, the country as well as its
people were not ready yet, and are not ready today either, to have
this conver sa tion—a conver sa tion that would examine our history
and debate who we are and how we came to the place we are now.
This is not neces sarily complic ated in my opinion but one needs to be
ready and open to new possib il ities. The moment could have
emerged during Barack Obama’s first campaign but it was prevented
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NOTES

1  The page refer ences are from the Kindle edition of the book: Eddy
L. Harris, House of Lies. Amer ican Confessional, trans lated by Grace Raushl,
Paris: Liana Levi, 2024.

2  Claire Marin, Être à sa place. Habiter sa vie, habiter son corps, Paris:
Éditions de l’Obser vatoire, 2022 (Being in One’s Place. Dwelling in One’s Life
and Body, my translation).

3  “My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written
word to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see.
That—and no more, and it is everything” (Joseph Conrad, preface to the
The Nigger of the “Narcissus”, Penguin, 1989, p. XLIX).

4  Antoine de Saint- Exupéry, Le Petit Prince, Paris: Éditions
Galli mard/Folio, 1999.

RÉSUMÉS

English
The following exchange is the result of a series of ques tions that were asked
to Eddy L. Harris in the wake of the confer ence by Christine Vandamme,
asso ciate professor, and Inès Mayoud, an MPhil student in English studies at
the time. And the intro ductory part was written by Christine Vandamme.

Français
Cette section est le fruit d’une colla bo ra tion et d’un échange entre l’auteur
Eddy L. Harris et Chris tine Vandamme, maîtresse de confé rences à l’UGA
ainsi qu’Inès Mayoud, alors masté rante en première année à l’UGA. La
première partie d’intro duc tion à l’entre tien a été rédigée par Chris tine
Vandamme. La série de ques tions auxquelles Eddy L. Harris a répondu

by the Birther- movement launched by Trump which ques tioned
Obama’s nation ality, repeating ad nauseam the second name of the
pres ident—Hussein. Trump also openly mocked another candidate’s
lineage when he called Eliza beth Warren Pocahontas. In both cases it
was implied none of them were truly Amer icans. With such a polit ical
approach it is impossible to shape a united country, a reunited and
recon ciled nation. Maybe people should have listened to me and I am
not intending any irony here.



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

tourne autour des sujets suivants : l’iden tité améri caine, la diffi culté à
récon ci lier promesses poli tiques et rêve améri cain d’une part avec,
par ailleurs, une réalité basée sur l’exclu sion, un déni de l’héri tage histo rique
ainsi qu’une mani pu la tion systé ma tique de l’élec torat. Il voit dans la
diffi culté, voire l’inca pa cité, de la nation améri caine à garantir à chacun sa
place légi time l’échec originel de sa promesse. Eddy L. Harris explique
par ailleurs qu’il ne s’inté resse pas beau coup à l’iden tité cultu relle lorsqu’elle
implique une fixa tion sur le passé plutôt qu’un élan vers le futur. Son désir
de se voir désigné comme noir et améri cain ou noir- américain a souvent été
mal compris, voire source de tensions avec la commu nauté dite « afro- 
américaine » alors qu’elle reflète son éthique de vie : vivre le présent sans
oublier l’héri tage histo rique mais en tentant de revi ta liser ce présent, de le
ré‐enchanter afin de tracer d’autres pers pec tives d’avenir. Se faire le
chantre et le « prophète » d’une Amérique qui saurait se réin venter à
hauteur de ses idéaux. Il s’agit ainsi pour lui de favo riser la conver sa tion, le
débat, mais aussi de cultiver la commu nion et l’harmonie avec la nature. La
méta phore du Missis sippi devient emblé ma tique d’un nouveau mythe
fonda teur basé sur le mouve ment mais pas celui d’une conquête comme
c’était le cas avec le mythe de la Fron tière, mais une mise en branle qui soit
celle de la parti ci pa tion de chaque citoyen, quelle que soit son iden tité
cultu relle singu lière. Car, dit‐il, les cultures ne font pas qu’entrer en
colli sion, elles se mélangent, s’influencent mutuel le ment et finissent par
trans former les cultures mêmes avec lesquelles elles entrent en contact.
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Introduction
The public a tion of Sing, Unburied, Sing granted Jesmyn Ward the
National Book Award for Fiction for a second time, but most
import antly it rendered the trans gen er a tional predic a ment of black
families’ lives in the South more visible, forti fying the sense of hope
to the people of her community. Aligning with Alex andre Gefen’s
affirm a tion that contem porary writing 1 priv ileges its “thera peut ical”
angle (11), Ward’s novel bears on revis iting the post- plantation South,
and restoring the trau matic past of mass incarceration. Sing,
Unburied, Sing enters into the realm of the liter ature of repar a tions
and empower ment, as the novel seeks to “patch” the profound wound
that chronic injustice regarding minor ities and the gener al ized
feeling of anti black ness have left in the history of the United States.
For Gefen, “identi fying, and acting upon global wounds […] are at the

1
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epicenter of contem porary literary projects”, a double induce ment
whose gene a logy can be traced in “diverse aesthetic tradi tions”,
namely in social empathy, in what he calls “mystic empathy”, in coping
with grief or in writing about cata strophes (11, 13, my trans la tions).
Although Ward’s novel revisits intergen er a tional trauma, it does not
seem to conform with the examples that Gefen has pinpointed. The
afore men tioned literary explor a tions mostly focus on singu lar ities,
which even tu ally give access to the communal. Ward’s point of
depar ture, nonethe less, is the sedi ment a tion of trauma and injustice
that a family faces—a mini ature soci etal schema and prerequisite to
the form a tion of more complex entities—an example that she uses to
shed light upon community empowerment.

Notwith standing its “thera peut ical” or “repar ative” nature, Sing,
Unburied, Sing is far from being a “soothing” novel. Ward chooses
very care fully the iden tities of her char ac ters, providing a
spati otem por ally heraldic book; the rapid sedi ment a tion of the
present (or what Pierre Nora called the “accel er a tion of history” 2), as
well as the tracing of future expect a tions, spring from the
re‐emer gence of the past. In the novel, the past is not only echoed, it
re‐emerges in an embodied way with the return of Richie, the ghost
of Pop’s close friend from his prison time at Parchman.

2

The use of the ghost in the novel serves multiple purposes: it bonds
the past with the present and future of the narra tion; Richie’s
first‐person diegesis trans forms the book into a poly phonic account
of indi vidual and social trauma; simul tan eously, it adds another layer
to the depic tion of a multi cul tural South where the pres ence of
spirits surpasses the “super nat ural” or the “folk loric” and becomes
part of the cultural specificities of the area. Most signi fic antly,
however, Richie encom passes a multimodal kind of resurgence.

3

Resur gence being the main hinge or point of depar ture, in this paper
I wish to explore what is at stake when the trope of the specter, a
common place in Southern Gothic, 3 is revis ited in
contem porary fiction. 4 Placing Sing, Unburied, Sing in the Southern
Gothic tradi tion is relevant but such venture would call for a dili gent
elab or a tion (lengthier than this text). Instead, the focal point of this
analysis is to read Richie’s appar i tion as a textual leap which
surpasses indi vidual trauma as well as the super nat ural and the

4
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grot esque—recur rent elements of the Southern Gothic—to provide
another inter pret ative possib ility. Similar to Beloved in Morrison’s
eponymous novel, his spec tral resur gence under pins collective racial
injustice, and the “dispos ab ility” of black bodies. The profound sense
of anni hil a tion will be discussed as the initial trigger of, and the locus
of prepar a tion for Richie’s appar i tion. Related to the mendacity
and doggedness 5 of the spec tral figure, Richie’s mischievous
resur gence and even tual ostra cism will be also explored. Even tu ally,
the figure of the specter or the revenant will be asso ci ated to Gefen’s
elab or a tion on the possib il ities of the liter ature of repar a tions (11).

“The goat is inside out”: spec ‐
tral preparations
There is some thing unset tling that permeates the opening scene of
Sing, Unburied, Sing. Jojo, a thirteen- year-old mixed- race adoles cent,
follows his grand father Pop/River Red outside the house to help him
slaughter a goat and prepare its meat:

5

I try to look like this is normal and boring so Pop will think I’ve
earned these thir teen years, so Pop will know I’m ready to pull what
needs to be pulled. […] I want Pop to know I can get bloody. Today’s
my birthday. I grab the door so it don’t slam, ease it into the jamb. (1)

In Jojo’s artic u la tion, death and birth merge dialect ic ally. Wanting to
prove that he is mature and cour ageous enough, he accom panies his
grand father in the killing and evis cer a tion of the goat on the very day
of his birthday. Simul tan eously, not wanting to wake up Kayla, his
baby sister, and Mam, his grand mother who is suffering from cancer,
he tries to exit the house as gently as possible. The novel begins with
the promise of an unin ter rupted calm tinged by rustic tones of
southern life, but as Jojo and Pop are about to slaughter the goat, a
subtle yet unset tling energy, an unhomely thing seems to lurk behind
the scene of initi ation: “I try to look like this is normal and boring” (6),
he says, but the act of killing will very soon bring into play Jojo’s
under stand able vulner ab ility as a child:

I know it’s stomach and intest ines, but all I can see is […] the soft eye
of the goat and then I can’t hold myself still and watch no more, then
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I am out of the door of the shed and I’m throwing up in the grass
outside. My face is hot, but my arms are cold. (6)

Initially, Jojo is desirous to show his exper i enced stead i ness. By
evis cer ating the animal, he thinks that he faces the image of death.
But the grot esque scene, tinged with the color of hot animal blood
and the foul smell of the goat’s entrails, makes him empty his
stomach. Refer ring to desire and the state of the abject, Julia Kristeva
contents how “appre hensive, [the subject’s] desire turns aside;
sickened, it rejects” (4). It seems that Jojo is himself uncon sciously
“appre hensive” of the animal’s fungib ility; his vomiting is a coping
mech anism for the grot esque eeri ness he exper i ences since his
young self cannot yet accom modate the exper i ence of death. Hence,
the evoc ative scene of the goat’s evis cer a tion or Jojo’s failed initi ation
into “death‐learning” are followed by his need for storytelling: the
young narrator asks his grand father to tell the story of his past—
a prison story that he has repeated to Jojo many times but that never
seems to come to its end: “Pop, you going to tell me about you and
Stag again?” (16). In other words, the image of blood resus cit ates a
need for reas sur ance, which Jojo tries to quench by asking to hear his
grand father’s story. Most import antly, however, the goat’s and Jojo’s
“turning inside out” connote the spec tral re‐emer gence of Richie and
Given further on in the novel. Both the dissecting and gutting of the
animal and the move ment of the fluids from the inside to the outside
could meta leptic ally hint at the “revenant’s” move ment whose
pres ence springs from the invis ible chro no tope of the past to the
visible present. In other words, his abjec tion could be an indic ator, or
a “sign” to use Avery Gordon’s words, of an elusive event that
permeates the scene to the point of haunting it (Gordon 8).

Greg Chase reads Pop’s lesson as a “modeling [of] the art of humanely
killing a goat”, an art that Jojo needs to master in order to survive in
the envir on ment of anti black ness of the novel (212). The boy’s
invis ib ility is accen tu ated from the opening chapter of the book,
where Jojo reflects on the beha vior of his racist grand father, Joseph,
“the man who ain’t never once said my name” and his father, Michael:
“Back then I didn’t realize how Michael noticed and didn’t notice, how
some times he saw me and then, whole days of weeks, he didn’t” (10).
Pop’s lesson could be an act of empower ment of his young grandson,

6
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but could also allude to death’s prox imity, a fact that has permeated
Pop’s life time and is proved to be true for Jojo too who almost gets
shot by a policeman on the family’s way back home from Parchman.
Isol ated by the policeman, scared Jojo reaches in his pocket to touch
the gri- gri bag his grand father made for him, but the officer
trans lates his gesture differ ently, believing that the boy carries a gun:

I feel Pop’s bag in my shorts, and I reach for it. Figure if I could feel
the tooth, the feather, the note, maybe I could feel those things
running through me. Maybe I wouldn’t cry. […] But then the cop has
his gun out, pointing at me. Kicking me. Yelling at me to get down in
the grass. Cuffing me. Asking me, “What you got in your pocket, boy?”
as he reaches for Pop’s bag. (170, emphasis added)

During the goat’s prepar a tion, Pop’s gestures have a gentle quality in
them, as if the animal’s death was an inev it ab ility which he then
inter re lates to Pop’s tormented past and the unjust but inev it able
death of his son, Given. Boasting about his hunting skills, Given goes
hunting with some white youths, but when he manages to win a bet
and kill a buck with his bow first, Michael’s slow- witted and irrit able
cousin ends up shooting him fatally. The sheriff dismisses Given’s
death as a “hunting acci dent” (50), concealing under the heavy
grave stone of history yet another unpro sec uted case of a young black
man’s murder. Lucy Arnold goes as far as to say that Given’s death
aligns with the dehu man izing state where “a human is substi tuted for
the intended prey” (229), a logic remin is cent of slavery. From then on,
his parents, Philomène and River, will lead a life of bitter grieving, and
his sister, Leonie, will suffer from the loss of her brother that
re‐emerges as a ghost every time she consumes drugs: “Three years
ago, I did a line and saw Given for the first time” (51).

The dispos ab ility of the animal’s life, which is soon down graded to
meat, is paralleled to the dispos ab ility of black life in the inhos pit able
South, where a single instance of the bold ness of youth may cut a
black man’s life short. Unfor tu nately, Given is not the only absence
River has had to endure in his life time. At the age of fifteen, River was
sent to Parchman penit en tiary for shel tering his mentally unstable
and delin quent brother, Stag. During his years as a pris oner, River
befriended a twelve- year-old boy, Richie, who was sent to prison for
having stolen food for his sick and famished siblings: “Richie, he was

7
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called. Real name was Richard, and he wasn’t nothing but twelve
years old. He was in for three years for stealing food: salted meat” (21).
Richie’s passing acquires the nature of a trau matic burden in Pop’s
heart which he carries in the form of a frag mented story into his
late years.

Consequently, Jojo’s somatic vulner ab ility gives access, although
partially, to Pop’s trau matic past. The act of vomiting func tions as a
metonymic reen act ment of the suffering black body, an element that
has impreg nated Pop’s life from his teenage years well into
parent hood. As a matter of fact, Pop loses his friend, Richie, to a
raging lynching mob: “They was going to come for that boy and cut
him piece from piece till he was just some bloody, soft, screaming
thing” (255). To prevent Richie from utmost agony, Pop decides he will
be the executor. Years later, his son, Given, will be killed for having
bragged about his bow skills and having won the bet, Michael’s white
cousin shooting him dead out of jeal ousy. Like Given’s body which hit
the floor next to the dead buck, an image rendering animal and their
death equal, Richie’s dead body lay next to lynched Blue, who had
been skinned like an animal after “they […] had cut pieces of him off.
Fingers. Toes. Ears. Nose” (254). Hence, when gutting out the goat,
Pop’s careful gestures elucidate pieces of a past where the black body
“[was] liter ally disas sembled, through ritual lynching” to the point of
losing its human char ac ter istics (Lloyd 248). The idea of death being
more urgent than life for black youths, whether at the hands of a
lynch mob or Pop, consol id ates the notion of human fungib ility. This
trans lates Richie and Given’s deaths into the consequences of white
people’s short com ings. Consequently, Richie’s unburied body, and
subsequent lingering state, together with the injustice behind his
death, contribute to his spec tral transformation.

8

Announ cing the resur gence of the past through bodily rejec tion is
recur rent in Sing, Unburied, Sing. In fact, in Ward’s fiction, vomit
acquires the posi tion of an over arching trope that can be traced to
her earlier novel, Salvage the Bones (2011), where Esch’s father falls
sick and his body abjures to hold any fluids in. His sick ness
fore shadows the ravaging hurricane Katrina which mirrors his
condi tion accord ingly. In fact, when Esch contem plates on her
destroyed neigh bor hood, she describes how the bay from her

9
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child hood memories has now “swal lowed” (Ward 2011, 178) her
neigh bor hood, Bois Sauvage, and spat it out in pieces:

With all the trees gone, it is easy to see that we are approaching the
train tracks, the same train tracks that carried the trains we heard
blowing rauc ously when we were younger, swim ming in the same
oyster- lined bay that came in and swal lowed Bois, swal lowed the
back of St. Cath erine, and vomited it out in pieces. (Salvage 197;
emphasis added)

In Sing, Unburied, Sing, stomach sick ness announces the arrival of
another uncom fort able incident. As in the opening scene, the trope
permeates the family’s long journey to Parchman for Michael’s release
too. Unable to hold any fluids down, Kayla’s sick stomach, her
vomiting, could be read as a rejec tion of the prob lem atic
mother figure 6 but also as a prepar a tion for some thing
unfathom able, or “indi gest ible”, like the blue Powerade she drinks,
which makes her vomit a blue fluid (100). Indeed, on their way back
from the road trip, Jojo and Kayla realize that a liminal pres ence has
accom panied them in the car; it is undeni ably that of Richie, who,
having felt Pop’s gener a tional pres ence, has been resus cit ated. His
re‐emer gence happens gradu ally: when Kayla sees birds picking the
ground for worms, Jojo real izes that the shadowy figures with the
benched backs look like humans:

10

I look out at the fields but I don’t see birds. I squint and for a second,
I see men bent at the waist, […] looking like a great murder of crows
landed and chat tering and picking for bugs in the ground. One
shorter than the rest, stands and looks straight at me. (125)

Jojo is unaware of the signi fic a tion of the men in the fields that look
like a “murder of crows” and pays little atten tion to the “one shorter
than the rest” but for the not- yet-ghost Richie, the scene consti tutes
a point of anagnorisis. However, his re‐emer gence, which will be
discussed in the next part, encom passes more than an indi vidual
story of sadness and brutality; in fact, I read his haunting exhuma tion
as a possib ility, or a source of empower ment for the new gener a tion,
as I will argue later in this paper.
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Ghosts, social haunting and the
mean ness of the dead
The reasons behind Richie’s resur gence are neither auspi cious, nor
do they chime with Given’s. Given’s ghost is the product of
drug‐induced hallu cin a tion and his sister’s incom plete mourning; he
re‐emerges only when Leonie uses narcotics, some thing that Marco
Petrelli inter prets as a way to protect Leonie when she is in danger or
about to take the wrong decision, providing an “ethereal yet enduring
support” (322). These traits yield a bene fi cial angle to his ghostly
pres ence. Despite his hallu cin atory point of depar ture, he repres ents
the void that his absence has caused to Leonie. He, there fore, is a
personal ghost: Leonie’s lost “object of love”, whose loss she has not
yet processed (Abraham and Torok 427). Given’s fabric a tion by his
sister is further confirmed by Abraham and Torok’s state ments that
ghosts are human inven tions made in order to “objec tify” […] “the
lacuna” that “the conceal ment of the object of love’s part of life has
created in us” 7 (427, my trans la tion). Failed mourning makes Leonie
carry her dead brother inside her, in the form of a crypt (427). Richie,
however, does not belong to this category of spec tral entities. Even if
he repres ents Pop’s trau matic past of cruel, juvenile incar cer a tion at
Parchman, his emer gence extends to the communal level.

11

The after maths of tracking down Pop’s grand chil dren and his
insisting on “going home” (Sing 131) are as dubious as the very notion
of “home” in Ward’s novel. While at Parchman, Richie’s urgent
decision to escape is inspired by his need to return “home” (126);
never the less, even after what he used to call “home” has been
effaced, he clings to the remaining substi tute of family, namely, Pop
or River Red, as he was nick named in prison: “Him, my big brother.
Him, my father”, and “That I knew him when he was called River
Red” (135, 136). The absence of home and Richie’s desperate need to
belong some where draw his spirit to Leonie’s car. For the ghost’s
reclam a tion of a “place” in the world, temporal circum stances further
facil itate his resur gence. Avery Gordon contends that being in a
spec tral state also “affects being in time” which means that liminal
entities trans gress the accepted temporal condi tions of present, past

12



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 29 | 2025

and future (XVI). In chapter six, Richie describes how before coming
back to the present, he lingered weight less in a liminal space:

In the begin ning, I woke in a stand of young pine trees on a cloudy,
half- lit day. I could not remember how I came to be crouching in the
pine needles, soft and sharp as boar’s hair under my legs. There was
no warmth or cold there. Walking was like swimming through tepid
gray water. I paced in circles. I don’t know why I stayed in that
place […]. (134, emphasis added)

Nonethe less, upon remem bering Pop, “[Richie] drop[s] from [his]
flight, the memory pulling [him] to earth” (136). The “magnetic” power
of trau matic memory, so powerful it outweighs forget ful ness, raises
specters and alters the notion of time (Gordon XVI). What
differ en ti ates Richie’s rise from Given’s is that the former’s is related
to a socially, rather than indi vidu ally, unavow able fact. For Gordon,
trau mat izing events—in this case, mass incar cer a tion and insuf fi cient
law enforce ment—are sources of haunting, as “to be haunted is to be
tied to histor ical and social effects” (190). After all, ghosts are only
“signs” that desig nate that some thing larger, haunting, is taking place,
as she states at the begin ning of her ground breaking book Ghostly
Matters: Haunting and the Soci olo gical Imagination (8).

Temporal circum stances do not only include Richie’s memory
reac quis i tion, as I argued earlier, but also Pop’s state. Mam’s health
has deteri or ated greatly, and the poten tial reper cus sions of Michael’s
home coming can only be seen with great skep ti cism. In a word, with
Pop’s home under siege, Richie’s resur gence not only intens i fies the
family’s peri peteia, but has been induced by its very “ill” state. As
Gordon suggests: “These specters or ghosts appear when the trouble
they represent and symp tomize is no longer being contained or
repressed or blocked from view” (XVI). With Pop preoc cu pied by the
new prob lems that have arisen in the house hold, she pushes his
trau matic past aside, a gesture that renders Richie even
more obstinate.

13

Initially, the ghost returns in an attempt to belong some where, to
“go home” as he repet it ively claims (Sing 126, 131, 255). His pursuit
carries the egotism and malevol ence concom itant to the “revenant”
in Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx. Drawing on the stage

14
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direc tions of Hamlet: “Enter the Ghost, Exit the Ghost, Enter the
Ghost, as before”, Derrida elab or ates on the spaci otem poral
specificity of the specter: “A ques tion of repe ti tion: a specter is
always a revenant. One cannot control its comings and
goings because it begins by coming back” (13, emphasis added). Having
returned to the present, Richie urges Jojo to persuade his grand father
to confide in him the end of his story, namely Richie’s death at
Parchman, a frag ment that Pop refuses to unveil. Richie explains to
the young boy that the reason he needs to know the entire story is
because it will help him to get back home, but his state ment
is dubious:

“I guess I didn’t make it.” Richie laughs, and it’s a drag ging, limping
chuckle. Then he turns serious, his face night in the bright sunlight.
“But I don’t know how. I need to know how.” He looks up at the roof of
the car. “Riv will know.” “It’s how I get home.” (181, 182,
emphasis added)

Even tu ally, when his grand father shares the end of the story he
explains that during his last inter ac tion with Richie, he prom ised to
take him home, only to kill him with his knife: 8 “‘I’m going home, Riv?’
[…] ‘Yes, Richie, I’m a take you home’, I said. And then I took the shank
I kept in my boot and I punched it one time into his neck” (Sing 255).
In lieu of leaving Richie suffer in the hands of the lynching mob, Pop
kills his friend. By placing it in the context of Jim Crow‐era Parchman,
Greg Chase alludes to the possib ility Pop has to get rewarded or even
freed for having killed a black delin quent, since his “act […] could
easily be read by prison author ities as contrib uting to their project of
racial control” (212). Never the less, the old man is driven by remorse
for many years after: “I washed my hands every day, Jojo. But that
damn blood ain’t never come out” (256). Another act of viol ence with
similar consequences, committed for the purpose of agency is traced
in Morrison’s A Mercy, where “minha mãe” gives away her daughter
Florens to Jacob Vaark, as she sees in him the possib ility of a life away
from the obscen ities and sexual abuse of D’Ortega’s tobacco
plant a tion: “Take you, my daughter. Because I saw the tall man see
you as a human child, not pieces of eight. I knelt before him. Hoping
for a miracle. He said yes” (A Mercy 158). Her seven- year-old daughter
is unable to read through her mother’s act of aban don ment, an event
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that haunts both mother and daughter for life. To draw a parallel,
unable to under stand that Pop offered Richie a digni fied and less
painful death, Richie resorts to repressing the circum stances around
his death from his memory. Consequently, the fact that for black
people death and aban don ment acquire the status of an ulti matum
tran scends time. To wit, similar mech an isms around agency are used
both in pre‐national America, in the case of A Mercy, and in post- 
plantation United States, in Sing, Unburied, Sing.

Chronic injustice and black life fungib ility truly contribute to Richie’s
spec tral profile that goes beyond gothic or super nat ural traits. First
he is bound to the social viol ence that requires a 12‐year‐old boy who
stole food to be sent to Parchman—a place that years after Michael
describes as “no place for no man. Black or White. Don’t make no
differ ence. This a place for the dead” (Sing 96). But Richie’s specter
encom passes not only his indi vidual strife and tortuous life in prison,
it is also emblem atic of the lives of all those black people who were
lynched, tortured, raped, silenced, enslaved. His rising makes him a
“social figure” (Gordon XVI) that has “register[ed] the harm inflicted or
the loss sustained by a social viol ence done in the past or in the
present” (Gordon 8). Hence, the specter tran scends its
repres ent a tional cocoon—dead Richie—and instead becomes a point
of confla tion that Gordon calls a “dense site” where “history and
subjectivity make social life” (8).

15

Spec tral resur gence echoes historic injustice toward black and ethnic
minority people; never the less, the mendacity that char ac ter izes
spec tral entities persists in Richie’s case too. As psycho ana lysts
Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok have theor ized, the phantom’s
resur gence is not related to the uncov ering of the truth, but to the
main ten ance of a buried secret. Reson ating with Abraham and Torok’s
work, Colin Davis also argues that “ghosts are liars” whose even tual
plan is to further repress the secret in ques tion that haunts the
future gener a tion and not simply the carrier: “its effects are designed
to mislead the haunted subject and to ensure that its secret remains
shrouded in mystery” (Davis 10). Thus, trans gen er a tional trauma takes
the form of a secret trans ferred among a family or community, in this
case, the exist ence of secret in Richie’s death is known to Jojo, but
because the secret is never really shared, its haunting power
even tu ally prevails, leading to its trans form a tion into a “phantom”. 9
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The phantom is then known to the child, who soon becomes a
“phantom carrier” (Berthin 5).

Howbeit, after learning the truth of his death, Richie’s ghost will not
go away; in fact, he will try to disrupt the fragile balance in Jojo’s
family so as to prevail. With Jojo being haunted by Richie, Pop’s secret
even tu ally emerges to the surface as the ghost’s personal request.
Similar motifs can be traced in many ghost stories, namely in Hamlet:
the ghost of the dead king does not simply return to unveil the truth
of his pois oning to his son, but to haunt him asking for revenge.
Accord ingly, in Beloved, the ghost of Sethe’s murdered daughter
re‐emerges to visit her, an act that leads to a longed for anagnorisis.
Nonethe less, after tasting Sethe’s moth erly nurture, Beloved’s ghost
becomes insa ti able: “[Denver] saw Sethe’s eyes bright but dead, alert
but vacant, paying atten tion to everything about Beloved […],
everything except her basket- fat stomach” (285). Beloved threatens
Sethe’s phys ical and mental health (292), as Sethe becomes “list less
and sleepy with hunger [to the point that] the flesh between her […]
fore finger and thumb fade” (285); Beloved also moves Paul D out of
house hold (134); and isol ates Denver who becomes the observer of
her mother’s demise (285–286).
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Both in Sing, Unburied, Sing and in Beloved, the unquench able
persever ance of the specter leads to its ostra cism. Once he has taken
hold of his full story, Richie turns to Pop’s loved ones. Vainly trying to
quench his thirst for belonging, the ghost will not leave; instead it
seeks a new mother figure in Pop’s dying wife, Philomène/Mam: “‘He
want Mam!’ [Michaela] screams” and “‘Says he want me to be his
mama’” (262, 265). Found hanging “half off the bed, half on” (263),
Mam is attacked by Richie, the “bird” that only Kayla can see in the
bedroom, which is now permeated by the eerie smell of death: “The
room smells like Mama has been turned inside out. Like piss and shit
and blood” (263). Using the same olfactory and visual imagery as at
the begin ning of the novel, Ward prepares the reader for Mam’s scene
of passing. Already preyed upon by Richie and her illness, Mam is
conquered and her deathbed trans forms into a liminal space where
ghosts become visible: at first Leonie can only see her brother’s ghost
but soon she will discern the figure of the “black bird” Kayla refers to:

18
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There’s no time. This moment done ate it all up: the past, the future.
Do I say the words? I blink, and up on the ceiling there is a boy, a boy
with the face of a toddler. I blink again, sand scouring my eye, and
there is nothing. (267)

Even tu ally ushering “Maman Brigitte, Mother of all the Gede.
Mistress of the cemetery and mother of all the dead” (268), Leonie
manages to put an end to Mam’s unnat ural suffering with the help of
her Hoodoo tradi tional know ledge. Her litany redresses the initial
inter sti tial state of time: “Time floods the room in a storm
surge” (269), helping her ailing mother to leave the world and the
ghosts that haunt her. Leonie’s litany manages to terminate Mam’s
suffering as her son, Given “come[s] with the boat” to get her (269),
but it is not clear if Richie’s ghost has been affected in the same way.
As the latter has started haunting Jojo even before his appar i tion
through Pop’s stories, his conjuring has yet to fully take place.
Instead, a few days later, the animals of the forest, whose voices are
audible to Jojo, bring the news of Richie’s return, or, more precisely,
the news of his static state: “Another day, a large white snake drops
onto the path in front of me […] The rasp of scales against bark: The
boy floats and wanders. Still stuck” (280).

Haunting as a possibility
Richie’s resur gence even after he has been ousted from the house
could be inter preted in various ways: “Until I see the boy laying,
curled into the roots of a great live oak, looking half‐dead and
half‐sleep, and all ghost” (280). Still visible to Jojo, Richie’s needy
specter lurks in the forest for its next chance to belong some where,
namely the family’s next moment of weak ness—some thing that is
argu ably possible as after her mother’s death, Leonie spends less and
less time sober with her chil dren. Looking weakened, “half‐dead,
half‐sleep”, Richie’s banish ment resembles the end of Beloved after
the neigh bor hood’s women come to conjure her out of 124 Blue stone
Road. Her visible traces are gone and yet her ghost has not
fully disappeared:
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By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten is not only the
foot prints but the water too and what it is down there. The rest
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is weather. Not the breath of the disre membered and unac counted
for, but the wind in the eaves, or spring ice thawing too quickly. Just
weather. (Beloved 324; emphasis added)

“Curled into the root of a great live oak” Richie’s ming ling with the
forest’s veget a tion, where he “floats and wanders” (280), echoes
Beloved’s move ment out of the house and her trans form a tion into
“weather”: into the “unac counted for” and barely notice able back drop
of history and social memory. And although “by and by all trace is
gone” and everything is gradu ally forgotten, the specter of Beloved is
dislo cated but not completely gone. As a matter of fact, since the only
remainder of Beloved’s communal exor cism is mere “weather”, her
limin ality acquires an all‐encom passing quality. This idea could be
rein forced by Christina Sharpe’s explor a tion of weather, for whom
it is “the totality of our envir on ments; the weather is the total
climate; and that climate is anti black” (104). Thus, “weather” and the
atmo spheric shifts of nature carry the haunting memory of anti black
viol ence that refuses to be completely effaced, instead it becomes
unnotice ably ubiquitous.

By the end of the book, Richie tries to attain “home” anew and this
time by becoming part of the “song”: “‘I thought once I knew, I could.
Cross the waters. Be home. Maybe there, I could’—the word sounds
like a ripped rag—‘become some thing else. Maybe, I could. Become.
The song.’” (281). The song is an element that had been scarcely
explored up to that moment in the novel although it features in the
title. Richie’s initial resur gence has caused great trouble to Jojo’s
family. It shocks Leonie and causes her violent feat against her son
instead of artic u lating her thoughts: “What you seen, boy, what
you seen?” (272). It disap points Mam who wished the first ghost she
would see upon her last living moments would be Given’s: “‘I always
thought—’ […] ‘It would be your brother.’ […] ‘The first dead
I see …’” (265). And it brings great pain to Pop who has to cope with
the loss of his wife at the same time as the terrible memories of his
prison times are resuscitated:
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[…] looking where she looked when she died, his eyes staring, heard
him calling her name, a name I hadn’t heard said since before
the cancer: Philomène. And then: Phillie. And then I knew what he
was doing when he thought us asleep. (279)
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As much as this is true, his haunting comes together with a possib ility
for resi li ence and, even tu ally, change. This hope can be traced
throughout Avery Gordon’s Ghostly Matters where, as she suggests,
haunting opens the door for “something- to-be-done”, an element
that differ en ti ates haunting from trauma, she argues (Gordon XVI).

Undoubtedly, by the end of the book Leonie’s alien a tion, together
with the embra cing of her drug- addiction leave but small space for
hope. Her fall has been care fully constructed throughout the novel, at
first indic ated in her mitig ated interest in her chil dren’s welfare
during the trip; and then, in her failure to prac tice the tradi tional
know ledge that her healer mother tried to pass down to her.
Conquered by her unfin ished grief of family members, her figure
concen trates a sense of rejec tion and futility. She is afflicted by the
grav it a tional forces of loneli ness, drug addic tion and social exclu sion
to such an extent that Leonie vacil lates in a liminal state where she
rejects all social roles and phys ical func tions: “I can’t be a mother right
now. I can’t be a daughter. I can’t remember. I can’t see. I can’t breathe”
(Sing 274). But it is because of the mother figure’s alien a tion that her
chil dren find ways of self‐agency. Jojo supports his sister ever so
actively, and, most import antly, two‐year‐old Kayla manages to “sing”
Richie home, imper son ating the resi li ence of future gener a tions
when it comes to facing the past or the uncer tainty of the future.
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Kayla’s song echoes Gefen’s state ment about repar atory narrat ives, as
new writers seek to rewrite what was histor ic ally left out and to give
voice to those silenced—in a word, to “sing” the little that is left of
history’s “ceno taph” (Gefen 222). “When the writer comes too late to
inter cede in matters of the present”, Gefen poignantly suggests, “then
it is the wounds of the past that he aims at healing” (221, my
trans la tion). Ward trans poses the task of healing to Kayla. But before
exploring her contri bu tion toward the end of the novel, it should be
under lined that ghostly resur gence would not lead to new
possib il ities but to obstruc tions, had Mam not bequeathed her
tradi tional know ledge of Hoodoo and Haitian Vodou prac tices, to
Leonie and, indir ectly, to her grand chil dren. Jojo and Kayla manage to
see some thing that for the rest of the char ac ters remains invis ible,
impalp able, non‐existent. They see Richie’s trans form a tion from an
invis ible bird into a ghost in human shape; Jojo is able to converse
with him, despite being unable to make him go: “You got what you

22
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came for. Now get” (268). One of the key char ac ter istics of Hoodoo is
that it seeks to seal the found a tions of community through family by
strength ening their sense of “spir itual belonging” (Arnold 226). This is
exactly what Mam and Pop have accom plished through their
meth od ical nurturing, encour aging their grand chil dren to be
avail able or well disposed toward “other ness”. Besides, the different
African spir itual prac tices on the Amer ican Gulf Coast are
char ac ter ized by the “inter twined rela tion ship between human and
non‐human” (227) which rein forces their avail ab ility to events that are
seen as super nat ural, ficti tious or even fake in Western epistem o logy.
This rela tion ship is extens ively explored in Sing, Unburied, Sing; from
the very begin ning Jojo is able to listen to the animals speak or think,
an ability that was passed down by Mam: “When I was younger, my
mama complained about her stomach, how she had ulcers. They was
sounding to me, saying, We eat, we eat, we eat; I was confused and
kept asking her if she was hungry” (41).

Jojo and Kayla’s enga ging with their spir itual heritage throughout the
novel func tions as a prepar a tion for the last chapter. As shown
earlier, Richie’s ghost has merged with the dense veget a tion of the
forest, expanding next to Pop’s line of prop erty. Richie explains to Jojo
that he thought Pop’s testi mony would help him attain home and
disap pear, instead, he is inde term in ately blocked in the present:
“I can’t. Come inside. I tried. Yesterday. There has to be some need,
some lack. Like a keyhole. Makes it so I can come in” (Sing 281). The
ghost is bound to its limin ality, but its inab ility to surpass its
trau matic past further corrob or ates its collectivity. Richie says that
“there has to be some need, some lack”, confirming Gordon’s
elab or a tion on haunting as some thing more than indi vidual trauma.
Indeed, Richie’s ghost is bound to linger on earth exactly because his
resur gence is not exclus ively linked to Pop’s and Richie’s forced
incar cer a tion stories. Instead, Richie’s ghost is elev ated,
encom passing the “law enforce ment specter” in its border line
pres ence Lloyd explains (247), or becoming, according to Petrelli,
“a reluctant symbol of unre dressed anti- Black viol ence” (322). To a
certain extent, his ghost repres ents not only the chronic injustice
against black life in the United States, but also the way this injustice is
actu ally a muta tion, an “afterlife” 10 of slavery (Hartman 6).

23
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A glimpse of possib ility to redress the trau matic past can be found in
the last chapter of Sing, Unburied, Sing, when both Jojo and Richie
seem unable to surpass the burdens of history: “‘There’s so many’
Richie says. His voice is molasses slow. ‘So many of us,’ he says.
‘Hitting. The wrong keys. Wandering against. The song’” (282). Richie
moment arily loses his human traits climbing a tree “like a white
snake” (282). It is precisely at that moment that a sighing tree unfurls
in front of Jojo; its branches are full of ghosts “perch[ing] like birds,
but look[ing] as people” (282). The use of the tree is not acci dental.
It conveys both the Hoodoo cultural belief that spirits reside on trees
and the racially targeted prac tices of lynching, where the victim is
hung and tortured, and vice versa. In a word, the use of the tree full
of ghosts could allude to “the condi tion of haunting in this Missis sippi
land scape” (Lloyd 250).

24

Hanging from the branches, the ghosts narrate their stories of
unfathom able suffering which bound them to their limin ality,
repres enting the multiple dark angles of history:
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They speak with their eyes: He raped me and suffoc ated me until
I died I put my hands up and he shot me eight times she locked me in
the shed and starved me to death while I listened to my babies
playing with her in the yard they came in my cell in the middle of the
night and they hung me they found I could read and they dragged me
out to the barn and gouged my eyes before they beat me still I was
sick and he said I was an abom in a tion and Jesus say suffer little
chil dren so let her go and he put me under the water and I couldn’t
breathe. (282–283)

A momentary tabula rasa of trau matic memories, Kayla listens to the
ghosts’ testi mony, and responds. She offers to bandage their festering
wounds in the way she can, providing a powerful song, a call for the
unburied to accom pany her and to sing. Her song, “of mismatched,
half- garbled words, [which is] nothing that [Jojo or Pop] can
under stand” (284) becomes an embodied “speech act” whose urgency
does not so much lie in its meaning (locu tionary act), but in the force
it emits (illoc u tionary act) and in its power to convince
(perlocu tionary act) (Austin 120). The perform ativity of Kayla’s
babbling tran scends conven tional speech (“nothing that I can
under stand”) outmatching the ghosts’ haunting stories. What is more,
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it should be high lighted that her vocal impro visa tion is espe cially
mean ingful when placed in the context of the tradi tion of jazz music.
Her “mismatched” lyrics of her impro vised song are remin is cent of
“scat singing”, 11 for instance; and the fact that her song comes as an
answer to the ghosts’ speech alludes to the “call and response”
tech nique, reaf firming the import ance of orality in African Amer ican
liter ature and music.

Adopting Mam’s stance, “the way she looks upward, like she is
meas uring the tree, all Mam” (284), Kayla reaf firms the power of her
ancestry offering an altern ative way to converse with the inef fable.
Her song, only decipher able by the liminal pres ences inhab iting the
tree, has the power of a remedy that alle vi ates their bitter ness and
sorrow, “enabl[ing] the ghosts to relin quish some of the trauma” they
carry (Lloyd 250). Lastly, her song confirms Derrida’s sugges tion that
for the “intel lec tual” the only way to “learn to live” is to learn to live
with the ghosts (221). Jojo’s sister manages to make the ghosts comply
with reality, offering them a kind of “home”, a new sense of belonging
in the world leading to the novel’s powerful closure: “Home, they say.
Home” (285).

26

Taking a decisive step, Kayla offers to “mother” those ghosts, calming
them from their mali cious energy and offering remin is cence. Echoing
the title, her act of singing becomes her very first instance of
empower ment, ascer taining her being- into-place and offering a link
between past and future. Thus her “memory‐work” is registered at a
level of corpor eality bringing Sing, Unburied, Sing closer to the
contem porary “embodied” and “material” ways to commem orate the
past, to use Lloyd’s termin o logy (251, 252). Ulti mately, her song brings
calm; it makes the ghosts “smile with some thing like relief, some thing
like remem brance, some thing like ease” (Sing 284).

27

Conclusion
Despite his mendacious nature, Richie’s appar i tion and even tual
ostra cism clear the ground for possib ility. Accel er ated by Richie’s
inter ven tion, Mam’s death does not contribute to Richie’s fading;
instead his ghost remains chained to a liminal space. Richie mingles
with the back ground, gets to be part of an all‐encom passing
atmo sphere, echoing once more Beloved’s exor cism and her
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1  His elab or a tion begins with liter ature but goes beyond it, hence
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2  In his article “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Pierre
Nora defined the “accel er a tion of history” as a “rapid slip page of the present
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into a histor ical past that is gone for good” (7). The import ance of the
present wastes away while the past gains more and more ground.

3  The term southern Gothic refers to a literary genre prevalent in the
South of the United States since the 19th century. It is considered an
evol u tion from European Gothic. Edgar Allan Poe had been recog nized as
the first “Southern Gothic” writer (he was inspired by the land scape of
Virginia), yet it was William Faulkner and Flan nery O’Connor who
consol id ated and modern ized the genre. Appro pri ated by African Amer ican
writers such as Toni Morrison, Jean Toomer, Alice Walker or even Octavia
E. Butler, their work led to a re‐inven tion of its poten tial: the “grot esque”
and the “super nat ural” elements of the Gothic, among others, trans formed
into tools of repres enting the horrendous reality of anti black ness as well as
the legacy of slavery in the area. For more, see Bjerre.

4  Some modern Southern Gothic novels are: Toni Morrison’s
Beloved (1987), Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred (1979), Cormac McCarthy’s
The Road (2006), and Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones (2011), to name but
a few.

5  In L’Écorce et le noyau (2009), Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok chart
the dead men’s reasons behind their return: “more often than not, they
return to lead the living into an ill‐fated trap, or to send them down some
tragic spiral” (426, my translation).

6  Teenage moth er hood as well as moth er hood and addic tion or precarity
feature among Ward’s recur rent themes. Leonie’s prob lem atic moth er hood,
Michael’s absence as a father figure, and their drug‐addic tion are of
consid er able signi fic ance in Sing, Unburied, Sing. As for Salvage the Bones,
teenage moth er hood and precarity have been explored by Chiara Margiotta
and Zsuz sanna Lénart- Muszka in their respective papers in Jesmyn Ward:
New Crit ical Essays (edited by Sheri- Marie Harrison, Arin Keeble, and Maria
Elena Torres- Quevedo, Edin burgh Univer sity Press, 2023).

7  In the original: “Un fait est certain : le fantôme — sur toutes ces
formes — est bien l’inven tion des vivants […]. Une inven tion [qui] doit
object iver […] la lacune qu’a créé en nous l’occulta tion d’une partie de la vie
d’un objet aimé.”

8  Pop liber ates Richie by killing him; a similar ambi val ence of freedom
over arches in the African Amer ican tradi tion of spir ituals. For example, in
Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, the return home, and the senti ments of
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liber a tion it carries, are achieved through death. This detail adds a cultural
layer to any inter pret a tion of the scene. For more, see Andres.

9  In their work, Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok use the term
“phantom”. In this paper, I use the terms “ghost” and “specter”
inter change ably. It should be mentioned, however, that Maria del Pilar
Blanco and Esther Peeren draw a distinc tion between the two, relating the
former to more “mundane” entities. They argue that the use of the term
“specter” is often prior it ized because of its asso ci ation to issues of visib ility
and vision. For more, see Blanco and Peeren.

10  According to Saidiya Hartman, slavery is still polit ic ally [sic] relevant not
because of an obses sion with a long‐gone past but because a “racial
calculus” still dispar ages black life (6). This is what she calls the “after life”
of slavery.

11  Scat singing is a vocal impro visa tion tech nique widely used in jazz music.
Gener ally, it is when a singer emulates the sounds of musical instru ments
(namely of the trumpet). It is easily iden ti fi able in Ella Fitzgerald’s
perform ance of How High the Moon in 1966, or of One Note Samba in 1969,
and in Louis Armstrong’s Dinah in 1933. For more about the gene a logy of
scat singing, see Tonelli.

RÉSUMÉS

English
What is at stake when the trope of the specter, a common place in the genre
of the Southern Gothic, is revis ited in contem porary fiction? In this paper,
I argue that Richie’s appar i tion surpasses the super nat ural, repres enting
much more than indi vidual trauma. His spec tral resur gence fights against
collective racial injustice, and refuses the “dispos ab ility” of the black body,
echoing Beloved’s specter, in Morrison’s eponymous novel (1987). Related to
the mendacity of the spec tral figure, Richie’s mischievous appar i tion seeks
to break the fragile balance in Jojo’s family, an act leading to his ostra cism.
Based on Avery Gordon’s idea of the specter as a “social figure”, Richie’s
ghost will be examined as a case of agency or “counter‐resist ance” for the
next gener a tion, repres ented by the chil dren in the novel.

Français
Qu’est‐ce qui est en cause lorsque le trope du spectre, un lieu commun du
« Southern Gothic », est revi sité dans la fiction contem po raine ? Dans cet
article, je montre que l’appa ri tion de Richie dépasse le cadre du surna turel
et repré sente bien plus qu’un trau ma tisme indi vi duel. Faisant écho à
Beloved dans le roman éponyme de Morrison (1987), sa résur gence spec trale
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combat l’injus tice raciale collec tive et refuse l’idée d’un corps noir
« jetable ». Liée à l’impos ture de la figure spec trale, l’appa ri tion espiègle de
Richie cherche à rompre l’équi libre fragile de la famille de Jojo, un acte qui
conduit à son ostra cisme. S’inspi rant de l’idée d’Avery Gordon selon laquelle
le spectre est une « figure sociale », le fantôme de Richie sera examiné
comme un cas d’agen ti vité ou de « contre‐résis tance » pour la géné ra tion
suivante, repré sentée par les enfants dans le roman.
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Resurgence and rewriting
Thinking and feeling: Phillips’s multiple narratives
Narrative discourse as a “quotational form”

TEXTE

Resur gence, when applied to the past and partic u larly to histor ical
trauma, can suggest the persist ence and repe ti tion of pain, but also
the acts of resist ance and rebel lion which signal the over coming of
histor ical trauma. From this point of view, the rewriting of works
from the past can contribute either to the revis iting of pain or the
envi sioning of avenues for over coming its consequences. In his
novels, plays and essays, Caryl Phil lips has made liberal and frequent
use of inter tex tu ality and rewriting as ways of exploring the
connec tion between past and present and the persistent effects of
slavery. His adapt a tion of John Newman’s ship’s log in Crossing
the River (1993) allowed him to expose the gaps and silences
contained in a form of writing initially meant to account for poten tial
losses in a purely finan cial perspective. Cambridge (1991), in its
inter tex tual echoes of the slave narrative, gives reson ance to the
silences in Emily Cartwright’s account of her exper i ence on her
father’s Carib bean plant a tion. In several recent novels, Phil lips has
approached inter tex tual rela tions more directly as a form
of rewriting. A View of the Empire at Sunset (2018) rewrites the life of
Jean Rhys from a perspective that focuses more on her diffi culty in

1
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commu nic ating than on her writing of Wide Sargasso Sea. Dancing in
the Dark (2005) narra tiv izes the life of an African Amer ican
enter tainer, Bert Williams, who has completely disap peared from the
Amer ican conscious ness. In these two novels, rewriting continues to
involve an explor a tion of the relev ance of slavery to an under standing
of people and events which may not appear to have any direct
connec tion to it. In The Lost Child (2015), Phil lips goes one step
further, actu ally suggesting a rewriting of one of the clas sics of
English literature, Wuthering Heights, in a way that links the
myster ious origin of Heath cliff to the history of slavery.

Resur gence and rewriting
In consid ering Caryl Phil lips’s novel The Lost Child as an example of
the way in which the rewriting of clas sics can permit the resur gence
of the past, it can be useful to take into account the possible
mean ings and connota tions of the term “resur gence” in oppos i tion to
other terms that have been used in a similar context, such as
“reclam a tion” and “revision”. 1 In talking about the writing of the
novel, Phil lips has mentioned the emotional connec tion between his
own child hood in Leeds and his use of Wuthering Heights as inter text.
He has explained how news coverage of “the Moors murderers” 2

when he was a child became confused with his impres sion of the
moors in his reading of Wuthering Heights:

2

I remember whispered adult conver sa tions about Ian Brady and Myra
Hindley—the Moors murderers. A decade or so later, when I was a
brooding adoles cent trying to hide from my parents and lose myself
in liter ature, the forbid ding moors came back into view cour tesy of
Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. To my mind, both off the page and
on it, the ethereal, shadowy, moors bespoke danger. I remember
searches for bodies on the tele vi sion news and disturbing
photo graphs in news pa pers, and although the evil culprits were
appre hended I was acutely aware that all the bodies were never
discovered and there was there fore no real closure to this
unspeak ably malevolent episode. (Phil lips, “Finding the Lost
Child” 2015)

The author’s remarks suggest that his reading of Wuthering Heights
as an adoles cent produced a resur gence in his mind of the horror
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asso ci ated with the murders he had heard about as a child. If seen in
this perspective, it is clear that an aesthetics of resur gence relies on
an emotional as well as an intel lec tual connec tion with the past. This
approach suggests the relev ance of observing the way in which
Phil lips creates an emotional rela tion to the past as a means of
emphas izing the impact of slavery on situ ations which seem far
removed from the histor ical context in which it existed. 3 This
requires taking into account not only the them atic “matrix”, which
Roberta Wondrich sees as “produc[ing] a critique of the displaced
history of oppres sion and amnesia of the West” (2020, 295), but also
the narrative texture which trans forms resur gence into an emotional
exper i ence. Wondrich describes the narrative struc ture of the novel
as “pris matic”, a struc ture in which “the text and its char ac ters
rever berate through each other” (306–307). I believe that more
atten tion needs to be paid to the narrative tech nique of the novel, to
the voices that Phil lips creates as a bridge between the intel lec tual
task of comparing and collating narrative threads and the emotional
exper i ence of being confronted with the consequences of the past.

The Lost Child revisits the past by rewriting the story of Heath cliff’s
myster ious origins in a way that suggests a connec tion to the history
of slavery. The opening and closing chapters of the novel present a
man whom the reader will come to identify as Mr. Earn shaw, who
fathers a child with a former slave encountered in Liver pool,
suggesting that the child is actu ally Heath cliff. These scenes
involving Mr. Earn shaw and Heath cliff of course invite one to think of
the moment in Wuthering Heights when Mr. Earn shaw returns from a
trip to Liver pool and presents Heath cliff to his family. In the words of
Nelly Dean,

3

We crowded round, and over Miss Cathy’s head I had a peep at a
dirty, ragged, black- haired child; big enough both to walk and talk:
indeed, its face looked older than Cath erine’s; yet when it was set on
its feet, it only stared round, and repeated over and over again some
gibberish that nobody could under stand. I was frightened, and
Mrs. Earn shaw was ready to fling it out of doors: she did fly up,
asking how he could fashion to bring that gipsy 4 brat into the house,
when they had their own bairns to feed and fend for?
(Brontë 1847, 31)
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The final pages of The Lost Child pick up once again the thread of
Wuthering Heights, showing Mr. Earn shaw returning home on foot
accom panied by a char acter we suppose to be Heath cliff. Within the
frame of this inter tex tual connec tion, Phil lips tells the story of a
woman named Monica who has two sons, Ben and Tommy, with a
man from the West Indies she met at Oxford. The story of Monica’s
divorce, her return to Leeds, her struggle to take care of her two sons
alone, their place ment in foster care, the disap pear ance of Tommy,
and Monica’s gradual mental decline consti tute the main story line. In
the middle of the novel a chapter entitled “Family” approaches the
connec tion to Wuthering Heights from a different angle by focusing
on the Brontë family and the lack of commu nic a tion between Emily’s
brother Bran well and his father, thus extending the theme of lost
chil dren to include the Brontë family. The rewriting of
Wuthering Heights in The Lost Child serves both to specify the link
between the lost chil dren of the novel and the context of the slave
trade, which is not expli citly evoked in Brontë’s novel, and to expand
the idea of lost chil dren to include the long- term consequences of
the slave trade in the social context of twentieth- century Britain.
Inter tex tu ality serves as a means of bringing back the past in a way
that illu min ates its hidden recesses while at the same time exploring
its connec tion to the present.

4

Thinking and feeling: Phil lips’s
multiple narratives
Anyone familiar with the fiction of Caryl Phil lips will imme di ately
recog nize a narrative strategy based on the juxta pos i tion of
appar ently disparate story lines which are made to resonate in the
mind of the reader “through a narrative poetics that weaves together
fiction with the biograph ical and the inter tex tual in a very knowing,
appar ently contrived but ulti mately effective way” (Wondrich 2020,
300). Ledent and O’Callaghan also emphasize the way “Phil lips asks
readers to build bridges between the different narrat ives that
make up this novel and others” (Ledent and O’Callaghan 2017, 240).
The upshot of this approach to Phil lips’s use of inter tex tu ality is an
emphasis on what Wondrich calls “the inter pretive chal lenge of
assem bling and combining them [the narrative strands] into a further

5
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act of reading” (2020, 300). This view of Phil lips’s strategy for
exploring the relev ance of clas sics like Wuthering Heights to the
lasting effects of slavery emphas izes the intel lec tual effort involved.
Terms like “matrix” and “pris matic” present the novel under the guise
of a puzzle to be pieced together by an alert and informed reader. 5

While this view of the novel reflects an important dimen sion of
Phil lips’s artistic strategy, it does not neces sarily take fully into
account the effect of Phil lips’s narrative choices and his atten tion to
the way in which what Wondrich calls “the imme diate form of
read erly exper i ence” (303) contrib utes to the resur gence of the past.
There is a general tend ency in the inter pret a tion of Phil lips’s novels
to pay greater atten tion to the way in which his stories construct
broad patterns of meaning than to the textual exper i ence of reading.
The most explicit example of this approach to the reading of Phil lips’s
fiction can be found in Rebecca Walkowitz’s book Born Trans lated:
The Contem porary Novel in an Age of World Literature (2015).
Walkowitz uses the notion of trans la tion as a meta phor, or model, for
the processes involved in the writing of novels that she sees as being
more concerned with ques tions of recep tion than those of
expres sion. For her the notion of trans la tion makes it possible to
concep tu alise the narrative strategies of novels dealing with issues of
migra tion and circu la tion in a global context, what she calls
“world‐shaped novels” (2015, 125):

Above all, world- shaped novels explore trans la tion by asking how
people, objects, ideas, and even aesthetic styles move across
territ ories, and how that move ment alters the meaning and form of
collectivity. (Walkowitz 2015, 123)

From this perspective, inter tex tu ality is also a form of trans la tion,
since it involves looking at one work in its relev ance and rela tion to
another one (in other words translating Wuthering Heights by
suggesting its relev ance to the effect of the slave trade on families).

Caryl Phil lips is one of the authors discussed by Walkowitz, who
describes Phil lips’s novels as “antho lo gies” “both in their shape and in
their accu mu la tion of circu lated objects” (128). This approach to
Phil lips’s fiction places the reader’s activity of colla tion and
compar ison at the very center of the author’s narrative strategy. As
Walkowitz asserts:

6
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Approaching Phil lips’s novels through the history of the antho logy,
we can see why his work might be more committed to an aesthetic
of arrange ment than to an aesthetic of expressivity. (135)

While Walkowitz’s overall argu ment is convin cing, her insist ence on
arrange ment, on the idea that any narrative “func tions
compar at ively” and “has to be trans lated” (134) minim izes Phil lips’s
use of narrative voice in ways that may appear unjus ti fied and
unbal anced. By returning, precisely, to the idea of “expressivity”, one
can observe the ways in which Phil lips trans forms resur gence into a
“read erly exper i ence” which is not simply an exer cise in “re‐reading”
or colla tion, compar ison, and all of the terms evoked by Walkowitz,
but also an explor a tion of the rela tion between voice and emotion.
While the rela tion between the stories he tells is crucial to their
impact, the narrative voices he creates, including those of his
narrators, play an essen tial role in shaping the reader’s rela tion to the
events being recounted. Walkowitz seems to deplore the absence in
Phil lips’s novels of what she calls “unme di ated voices” (123). Yet
Phil lips, like many other contem porary novel ists, under stands that
the voice as pure pres ence is unat tain able. The gap he makes
percept ible between the desire for self‐expres sion and the capa city
for achieving it allows the reader to perceive the emotions under lying
the complex rela tions between the characters.

In Phil lips’s narrative project of using inter tex tu ality to explore the
after math of slavery, the family plays an important role. One of the
most serious effects of slavery was the dislo ca tion of families, which
in the novel is illus trated by Heath cliff’s separ a tion from his mother at
her death. By evoking Wuthering Heights as an inter text, Phil lips
places the ques tion of slavery at the centre of his repres ent a tion of
several families both past and present. He thus brings the trauma of
separ a tion to the surface through a form of resur gence that suggests
the histor ical roots of the social prob lems affecting
contem porary families.

7

The nine teenth century novel, whatever its cultural or national
asso ci ation, is essen tially a history of families, whether you think of
Balzac, Dickens, Zola, Hawthorne, Dosto evsky or any number of other
examples. The family as the center of social, economic and cultural
rela tions also developed as the essen tial organ izing frame of

8
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fiction, and Wuthering Heights is no excep tion. Phil lips reminds us of
this essen tial dimen sion of the novel by giving titles to the chapters
that suggest, in the words of Tanya Agathocleous, “a bildung s roman
gone wrong” (2015). This comment is inter esting because it
under lines the intimate connec tion between the bildung s roman as a
form of family romance, to the extent that it explores an indi vidual’s
rela tion to the family, and our expect a tions as readers about the
rela tion between family and narrative. Brontë gives even greater
emphasis to the family in its struc turing role by telling the story of an
outsider who is adopted into a family and manages to get revenge for
his outsider status. Phil lips’s attri bu tion to Heath cliff of a specific
parentage related to slavery roots the fictional status of the child in
histor ical reality. However, it also suggests how the notion of family
connec tions can be extended meta phor ic ally to evoke a tension
between rela tions that are organic and imposed and those that are
freely chosen. While the novel encour ages the reader to perceive
paral lels and connec tions between disparate periods, events, and
people, it does this against the back ground of the intract able reality
of family rela tions. Even more, by constructing its narrative of
families and lost chil dren on an inter tex tual rela tion, it places the free
choice of literary ancestors at the center of its exam in a tion of family
links, thus extending the notion of family meta phor ic ally to cover the
idea of literary heritage. In other words, the idea of the family and the
accom pa nying notions of orphan hood, adop tion and belonging are
not present in The Lost Child only as themes; they can be seen as
related to the very struc ture and func tioning of the novel as a form.

This them atic orches tra tion of family connec tions as the under lying
motif linking past and present can be seen as produ cing
a “resonance”, to use the term proposed by Clingman, that is not
purely them atic, but that finds echoes in Phil lips’s use of narrative
voice. As in other novels by Phil lips situ ated in the past, the author
imit ates the style of writing which char ac ter izes the period from
which his inter texts are borrowed, creating a pastiche that rein forces
the feeling of histor ical estrange ment, but that also high lights the
linguistic conven tions of the period and what they may both hide and
reveal. Thus, in the opening pages of The Lost Child, in which
Heath cliff and his mother are presented (without being named), the

9
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narrator expresses himself in a language remin is cent of Brontë’s, with
its seeming form ality and liberal use of metaphor:

She could see that he was nervous, and some crumbs clung
stub bornly to his chin, but he had forsaken drinking while he still
remained in full custody of his sens ib il ities. She looked favor ably
upon him, convinced that integ rity and kind ness were lodged in his
bosom. He removed his satin vest and lace ruffles with impec cable
dexterity, which helped to soothe her own nervous condi tion. (10)

This delib erate adop tion of a language and a narrative stance
consistent with the context being described suggests the relev ance
of paying greater atten tion to the language used by the contem porary
char ac ters and to what it reveals about their rela tion to society. What
clues can be detected in their voices as to their rela tion to the world
in which they live and to the way in which the lasting effects of
slavery and racism may have affected their capa city for
self‐expres sion? As Bénédicte Ledent and Evelyn O’Callaghan explain
in their study of the novel, “The Lost Child is deeply invested in
literary parent hood: the narrative reclam a tion/adop tion of absent
stories, the unvoiced account of orphans and stolen or denied
chil dren of Empire who are missing from, or only shadowy figures
within, offi cial records” (Ledent and O’Callaghan 2017, 231). In spite of
the “denied” chil dren’s absence from offi cial records, their exist ence
can be expected to have left some kind of trace in people’s
rela tion ships with one another and with society in general. In this
perspective Phil lips’s use of narrative voice can be seen as an attempt
to capture in discourse the constraints imposed by the social uses of
language, inher ited from a past marked by slavery and its after math
and to explore the possib ility of a freely- chosen language which
would allow the “absent stories” to which Ledent and O’Callaghan
refer to be heard. From this point of view, language plays an
important role in produ cing a resur gence of painful memories
through the traces of the past that it carries into the present. It can
also be seen as a poten tial terrain on which to combat a negative
resur gence of the past.
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Narrative discourse as a “quota ‐
tional form”
If one looks closely at the narrative voices used in The Lost Child, it is
possible to see a connec tion between Phil lips’s use of an inter tex tual
connec tion to a novel about families and the voices through which he
constructs the broken twentieth- century family around which the
main narrative revolves. This can be done by looking at narrative
discourse as what Richard Aczel calls a “quota tional form”, a term that
suggests a bridge between narrative voice and inter tex tu ality as a
broader form of cultural quota tion. Aczel draws on Bakhtin’s view of
the poly phony of the novel, emphas izing Bakhtin’s “treat ment of
narrative discourse as an essen tially quota tional form where the
quoting instance is not unitary and mono log ical, but a config ur a tion
of different voices or expressive styles organ ized into an “artistic”
whole by means of a set of iden ti fi able rhet or ical prin ciples”
(1998, 483). Although Aczel is here refer ring to the author’s tend ency
to allow a variety of discourses to be heard in his own, the same
poly phony can be iden ti fied in the voices repro duced by that of
the narrator.

10

The Lost Child uses two types of narrative voice—third- person
narra tion by an extra die getic narrator and first‐person narra tion, or
interior mono logue, which is used in two sections narrated by Ben,
one of Monica’s sons, and by Monica herself. If we examine these two
types of voice in a quota tional perspective, we can see, or rather hear
the voice of Monica’s father Ronald, presented through the discourse
of an extra die getic narrator, as marked by a form of quota tion that
reflects the pres sure exerted by society, a form of haunting or
negative resur gence. On the other hand, the mono logue pronounced
by Monica’s son Ben provides the reader with a glimpse of ways in
which narrative discourse can free itself from these constraints,
produ cing a voice that is capable of managing and shaping the
multiple echoes of the past without falling victim to them. It is
through the inter twining of these two narrative modes that Phil lips
explores the limits and possib il ities of any resur gence of a
silenced past.

11
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When one reads the chapter that opens the narrative about Monica,
iron ic ally entitled “First Love”, it is not diffi cult to under stand why
Ledent and O’Callaghan perceive it as a “flattened realist record”
(2017, 242), or why Rebecca Walkowitz in discussing other novels by
Phil lips, laments the absence of “unme di ated voices” (134). There is
little dialogue or direct speech, and the narrator describes the
thoughts of the char ac ters in a way that indeed tends to make it
diffi cult to distin guish between his/her words and the thoughts of
the char ac ters. The effect is a feeling of distance, as if the voices of
the char ac ters were being muffled or coming from a great distance.
This is the effect of what Dorrit Cohn calls “psycho- narration”. 6 The
prepon der ance of verbs intro du cing the char ac ters’ thoughts helps to
explain the effect produced. A para graph from the begin ning of the
section, in which Monica, a student at Oxford, is waiting for her
father to arrive makes this very clear:

12

She [Monica] had thought long and hard about what to wear and
had assumed that her father, who had fixed ideas about how women
should present themselves, might even be expecting her to be decked
out in her tutorial garb […] Although she knew full well that she
wasn’t much to look at, this year men had begun to notice her […]
But she certainly didn’t want scru tiny from this warped man, who
had already bullied his wife into near- mute submis sion. By the time
Monica was a teenager she was fairly sure what type of person she
was dealing with, and it was she who had decided to generate a
distance between them […]. (16, my emphasis)

The verbs describing Monica’s thoughts and expect a tions, which
seem to echo what she imagines to be her father’s thoughts, preclude
any spon taneity in the encounter between the two char ac ters. The
distan cing effect is compounded by the repeated use of modals like
“might” or verbs that imply hesit a tion, puzzle ment and doubt. This
becomes partic u larly obvious in scenes involving Monica’s father
Ronald, a man who seems to be out of touch with his own feel ings
and the feel ings of others:

The mantel piece and side board in the new living room supported a
sequence of expens ively framed photo graphs of his daughter
flowering into a beau tiful girl, and late at night, after everyone had
gone to bed, he liked to sit alone and marvel at the images that
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showed off her poise and self‐belief to best advantage, although
occa sion ally he did find himself irrit ated by the seemingly nonchalant
path that his daughter seemed to be steering between his own
indul gence and his wife’s silent pride. (29, my emphasis)

In this passage, the effect of the “expens ively framed photo graphs”,
which like “the new living room” consti tute a material expres sion of
the family’s achieve ments, is undercut by Ronald’s solitude and his
inab ility to believe in the “poise and self‐belief” radi ating from the
photo graphs. Further more, the narrator’s voice appears to have
replaced that of the char ac ters in an intrusive way that ampli fies the
dismal aspects of a story involving people with few or no
commu nic a tion skills. However, the seeming mono tony of reported
speech and thought is disrupted by the resur gence of words that
betray the thoughts and emotions which have been suppressed in the
char ac ters’ desire for control. This is evident in the passages devoted
to Monica’s father, a man who has attempted to work himself up from
a modest back ground. When he learns that his daughter has been
accepted at Oxford, he can’t help “blurt[ing] it out” to his colleagues
at the school where he teaches:

“Our Monica’s going to Oxford.” He imme di ately felt his face
colouring up, for after all, he spent most of his working day trying to
exhort boys to speak gram mat ic ally correct English and now listen to
him. “Our Monica.” (21)

In using the expres sion “our Monica”, he unex pec tedly slips back into
an orality that betrays his origins. The way in which Ronald quotes
himself to himself makes this slip from his usual middle‐class verbal
perform ance all the more noticeable.

It is in the narrator’s use of free indirect discourse 7 that the struggle
over language becomes most obvious, revealing gaps and
incon sist en cies in his “flattened, realist record”. Free indirect
discourse blurs the border line between the words of the narrator and
those that belong to the char acter. To the extent that a char acter’s
language may be the reflec tion of the pres sure exerted on him or her
by society, free indirect discourse reveals the poly phony, in the
Bakhtinian sense, that lies beneath the seem ingly smooth surface of
indi vidual speech. In the case of Phil lips’s char ac ters, it under cuts

13
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and under mines their attempts to speak a language consistent with
their aspir a tions. The narrator’s descrip tion of Ronald’s reac tion to
his daughter’s birth is a clear example:

Soon after Monica’s birth, his wife had dropped a few broad hints
that she wouldn’t mind having a second child, but Ronald Johnson
had determ ined that one would suffice. After all, there was a war on,
and it was incum bent on all English families to make sacri fices of
some kind. (19)

In this case, the clue to the pres ence of Ronald’s voice is the
“after all”, betraying his impa tience with his wife’s imprac tic ality.
While what follows are most likely also Ronald’s words, the rather
stilted expres sion “it was incum bent” and the refer ence to “sacri fices”
suggest that Ronald is reit er ating what he felt to be neces sary
patri otic senti ments in words that he had heard else where. Another
passage in which Ronald is reflecting on his daughter’s obstinacy in
marrying a man from the West Indies exposes the racist and
colo ni alist discourse he has appro pri ated without real izing it: “Given
all her advant ages and ability, it made abso lutely no sense to him that
Monica should be throwing everything away by getting involved with
a graduate student in history nearly ten years her senior who
origin ated in a part of the world where decent stand ards of beha vior
and respect for people’s families were obviously alien concepts” (22,
my emphasis). In this passage, the traces of Ronald’s impa tience,
expressed in terms marking his emotional pres ence in the narrator’s
discourse, betray the way he has absorbed a racist discourse and
allowed it to affect his rela tions with his own daughter. In terms of
what is happening in The Lost Child, Ronald’s linguistic suscept ib ility
to the language and opin ions of others helps to explain why he is
unable to estab lish positive connec tions to his West Indian
son‐in‐law or with anyone who is different from himself. This
handicap lies at the heart of Phil lips’s concerns in illus trating how
chil dren have become lost through a long history of people’s inab ility
to under stand others.

If we examine Ben’s first- person mono logue in the chapter
entitled “Childhood”, we can see it as reversing, on a styl istic and
narrative level, the negative pattern gener ated by the use of an
extra die getic narrator in the section devoted to Monica. This is not

14
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simply a ques tion of using interior mono logue to express a
char acter’s inner life in a way that shows how he over comes the
social and histor ical constraints to which he has been subjected. Ben’s
mono logue gives emotional form to the abstract ques tions posed by
Phil lips’s “multi- stranded novel”. Ben, unlike his grand father, displays
a growing capa city to place the words of others in a perspective
which makes them manage able. As he recounts his past life, the
disap pear ance of his brother Tommy and his mother’s decline and
death, he develops a capa city not only to quote other people without
allowing their words to drown out his own. He also learns to draw on
culture, partic u larly music and cinema, in ways that consti tute a form
of inter tex tu ality, a type of free‐wheeling quota tion which is the
source and main spring of his resi li ence and ability to survive.

In order to under stand how Phil lips is using Ben’s mono logue to make
the impact of inter tex tu ality relevant at the emotional level of
narrative discourse, it can be helpful to refer to some of the
theor et ical studies devoted to interior mono logue, a form of narrative
discourse that Phil lips often uses. Ben’s mono logue is not what Dorrit
Cohn calls “autonomous monologue”, a form typi fied by Molly Bloom’s
mono logue in Ulysses in which “the use of the present tense
pinpoints the simul tan eity of language and happening” in contrast
with other forms of first‐person narra tion where “language always
follows happening” (1978, 173). It is rather, in Cohn’s terms, an
“auto bi o graph ical mono logue” as Ben is narrating the past. 8 Over
sixteen sections, or chapters, Ben tells the story of his life with his
mother and brother, first of all in London, then in Leeds. His narrative
is shaped by memory as an active process; he is trying both to
remember and to under stand what happened to his brother, who
disap peared and was prob ably murdered by one of his mother’s
boyfriends, Derek Evans. It displays the quest for objectivity often
found in auto bi o graphy; as narrator of his own exper i ence, Ben
clearly distin guishes between his narrated and his narrating self. In
evoking the brothers’ separ a tion when Ben is sent to a different
school he admits “A part of me liked the idea of us both going to the
grammar school in town, but another part of me was ready for a bit of
separ a tion” (146). If one considers Ben’s mono logue from the
perspective of its capa city to express the emotional impact of a
social, cultural and histor ical context, one notices the details that Ben
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uses as sign posts of time past and passing. He begins his story with a
refer ence to the “telly”:

It’s years since I’ve seen one of those tellys. They look like a brown
ice cube, and all the edges are rounded, and the screen’s a bit like a
gold fish bowl. […] The old‐fash ioned tellys are so strange that most
people coming across one might well be inclined to think, bloody
hell, what’s that? That said, were I ever to clap my eyes on one of
them, I’d be fascin ated because of the memories it would
bring up. (137)

The “telly” here fulfills three func tions in terms of time. It situ ates the
moment in histor ical time (tech no logy is a partic u larly useful
sign post for histor ical moments), it allows Ben to measure the
distance between the past and the present of narra tion (“It’s been
years since…) and it serves as a mnemonic marker, focal izing his
memories of his rela tion ship with his mother, since they often
watched tele vi sion together. In terms of cultural history, or cultural
objects as sign posts in time, the most inter esting aspect of his
mono logue is the pres ence of the titles of popular songs as chapter
head ings for each section. In each section Ben comments on the song
and suggests its rela tion to his narrative, but he never makes any
meta tex tual remark suggesting that the titles are chapter head ings in
a written text, diary or journal. Dorrit Cohn reminds us that it makes
sense, in inter preting interior mono logue, to consider the origins of
this narrative tech nique, as a way of under standing its func tioning in
specific contexts:

Its sources have been vari ously iden ti fied as confes sional liter ature;
narrat ives based on memory; diary and epis tolary novels; digressive
narra tion; the essay; the prose poem; the dramatic mono logue; and
the stage mono logue. (1978, 175)

The song titles suggest a written form that is not actu ally present, the
kind of retro spective objectivity, of taking stock, that we asso ciate
with auto bi o graphy. It suggests a histor ical, social and cultural frame
for a narrative in which Ben is seeking to achieve some semb lance of
objectivity in order to under stand his own respons ib ility and that of
other people in the death of his brother. 9 This takes us to the heart of
Phil lips’s preoc cu pa tion with the after math of slavery and its social
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and cultural progeny. As free‐floating mono logue, Ben’s narrative
seems to be chasing an impossible vanishing point at which Tommy’s
disap pear ance would find an explan a tion in indi vidual and collective
terms. It exposes the emotion involved in attempting to reach the
point of inter sec tion of the novel’s many threads. At the same time, it
serves as a coun ter point to the narrat ives of loss that char ac terize
the other sections. While Ben is grieving his brother’s loss, he is also
describing his own initi ation and ulti mately successful attempt to
come to terms with the diffi cult condi tions in which he has been
brought up:

At school I decided to try harder because that’s all there was now.
There was no Tommy, and I didn’t feel like talking to anybody, and so
inev it ably I soon discovered that I had no mates. I’d always been a bit
of a clever clogs when it came to school work, and the teachers often
said if I continued to make an effort, I could do very well. (178)

The term “clever clogs” is clearly a term he has picked up from other
people and uses some what iron ic ally on himself. But unlike his
grand father, he does not feel belittled or threatened by other people’s
language. Throughout the mono logue, Ben proves to be capable of
placing the language of other people, like Mrs. Swinson, in
perspective. When Mrs. Swinson gets angry with Ben and begins
attacking his mother—“fobbing you off on me so she can carry on like
a minx”—Ben simply says, “I watched her face change shape as she
began to laugh. There was some spit at the edge of her mouth” (152).
He also shows that he can adjust his language to other people in
order to obtain what he wants, as when he says, in explaining how he
got a job in a garage, “It wasn’t a summer job, so I had to tell the bloke
who inter viewed me that I had ambi tions in the auto trade and one
day I hope to own a petrol station; other wise he’d never have given
me the time of day” (187). Confronted with clients who were
“corporate accounts types, ill‐mannered buggers who just signed for
their petrol and wanted to be treated as if the sun shone out of their
arses”, Ben finds ways to short change them, a way of both making
money and getting revenge. At the same time, he has noticed that
“[h]alf his [his boss’s) clients were Pakistanis and Indians dressed up
in all the gear, but he tried too hard when they came in, and he was
always putting it on” (188). The fact that Ben is plan ning to go to
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univer sity and become a film director links his growing ability to deal
with others to an artistic capa city that will provide him with a way of
surviving, both emotion ally and financially.

If one looks at Ben’s artistic poten tial from the point of view of the
novel’s overall strategy, it points to the import ance of an ability to
choose one’s family, intel lec tu ally and artist ic ally, thus linking Ben’s
narrative to the inter tex tual echoes by which it is framed. 10

In reima gining the effects of slavery through a rewriting of
Wuthering Heights, Phil lips is choosing his own literary family, his
own heritage. Close atten tion to his use of narrative voice reveals
how the tension between imposed and chosen rela tions plays out not
only on the them atic level of mismatched couples, broken families
and foster care, but also at the level of voice and language. This
rela tion between language, voice and family is expressed by Monica
in the narrator’s descrip tion of her reac tion to the use of the
expres sion “Are you partial?” by Derek Evans in her first encounter
with him:

17

What kind of an anti quated phrase was that? It was like this Derek
Evans was talking to some body twenty years older. She guessed that
he prob ably spent a lot of time with his father, or grand father, down
the allot ments or going to dog races, or engaged in some other
manly pursuit where the vocab u lary of one gener a tion could be
casu ally absorbed by the next without any regard for its relev ance to
the present time. (86)

There is a deep irony in Monica’s inab ility to detect the gap between
Derek’s language and his real inten tions. But her imagining of a world
in which “the vocab u lary of one gener a tion could be casu ally
absorbed by the next” reveals the depth of the fissures that traverse
language in a world defined by differ ences in social class and ethnic
and racial origins. The Lost Child reveals the unhealed wounds of the
past precisely by exposing the social and racial frac tures that lie just
beneath the surface of what appears to be a shared and common
language. That these fissures should some times go unnoticed is just
one sign of the cultural amnesia surrounding the long- term effects
of slavery.
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NOTES

1  Bénédicte Ledent and Evelyn O’Callaghan speak of the
“reclam a tion/adop tion” of absent stories in The Lost Child (Ledent and
O’Callaghan 2017, 231). Peter Widdowson looks at the idea of revising former
texts as a form of re‐vision: “Whether sad or seminal, then, this essay seeks
to define and promote a relat ively recent sub‐genre of contem porary fiction
whose nominal adjective deploys a tactical slip page between the verb to
revise (from the Latin “revisere”: “to look at again”)—“to examine and
correct; to make a new, improved version of; to study anew”; and the verb to
re- vision—to see in another light; to re‐envi sion or perceive differ ently; and
thus poten tially to recast and re‐eval uate (“the original”) (2006, 496).

2  Phil lips is refer ring to what came to be known as the “moors murders”
involving the murdering of at least five chil dren by Ian Brady and Myra
Hindley. The murders were carried out in the 1960s and the chil dren were
found buried on Saddle wood Moor.
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3  Caro lina Sanchez- Palencia has suggested looking at the novel from the
perspective of the “woman- as-zombie coming back from the dead to
disrupt sedi ments of male civil iz a tion”. In this perspective, “Emily Brontë
could be the spectre that haunts Phil lips’s narrative seeking to illu minate
modern Britain’s patri archal and colo nial legacy […]” (2020, 349). Yes, but
the phrase “gipsy brat” does not sound romantic but dismissive of the child.

4  Nelly Dean’s use of the word “gipsy” in refer ring to Heath cliff reflects the
preval ence of the figure of the gypsy in nineteenth- century liter ature.
While Nelly Dean’s use of the term is dismissive, the gypsy also inspired the
“imagin a tion of the romantic writers who sought to distance them selves
from indus tri al iz a tion, burgeoning capit alism, estab lished reli gion, the rigid
morals and customs of English society […]” (Jamin 2021, 676, my translation).

5  It is inter esting to note that Phil lips himself in an inter view with Stephen
Clingman uses the term “orches trator” to describe his way of assem bling
narrat ives, of creating “the overall struc ture”. Clingman picks up on the
word “orches tra tion” and refers to the “the reson ance that carries over from
section to section, from part to part” (2017, 592). The choice of the
meta phor, which is auditory in contrast with Wondrich’s use of the visual
image “pris matic”, suggests the complexity of the reading exper i ence itself,
which is inter preted by the reader in terms of exper i ences that are sensory
rather than intel lec tual. Phil lips himself in another inter view emphas ized
the import ance of voice as the found a tion of fiction and explained that he
tells his students at Yale that “[y]ou don’t have anything until you have the
voice” (Agathocleous 2015).

6  This is the term used by Cohn in Trans parent Minds: Narrative Modes for
Presenting Conscious ness in Fiction to describe “the narrator’s discourse
about a char acter’s conscious ness” (Cohn 1978, 14) as opposed to the other
two modes she iden ti fies: quoted mono logue, “a char acter’s mental
discourse”, and “narrated mono logue”, “a char acter’s mental discourse in the
guise of the narrator’s discourse” (14). Cohn justi fies her choice of the term
“psycho- narration” as opposed to “omni scient descrip tion” on her objec tion
to the term “omni scient” as being too general. She sees the term “psycho- 
narration” as “identif[ying] both the subject matter and the activity it
denotes (on the analogy to psycho logy, psycho ana lysis)” (11).

7  This is the term more commonly used for what Dorrit Cohn desig nates
as “narrated mono logue”: “By leaving the rela tion ship between words and
thoughts latent, the narrated mono logue casts a pecu li arly penumbral light
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on the figural conscious ness, suspending it on the threshold of verb al iz a tion
in a manner that cannot be achieved by direct quota tion” (1978, 103).

8  Dorrit Cohn speaks of works in which “a lone speaker recalls his own
past, and tells it to himself—in chro no lo gical order.
Auto bi o graph ical monologues, as will call texts of this type, create a highly
styl ized rhet or ical effect, since reciting one’s own biography to oneself does
not appear psycho lo gic ally plaus ible. Or rather it appears plaus ible only if
the speaker pursues a definite aim with this recit a tion, an aim of public
confes sion, of self‐justi fic a tion. Despite the absence of listeners, the
auto bi o graph ical mono logue thus retains the meaning of commu nic a tion, or
at least of rehearsal for commu nic a tion” (1978, 181–182, original emphasis).

9  Sara Brophy describes Ben’s use of the records as an example of
“auto to po graphy”, a term she borrows from Jennifer A. Gonzalez: “A material
mani fest a tion of the work of ‘reori ent a tion’ (Ahmed 6), auto to po graphy
involves, as Gonzalez defines it, a set of semi otic, material, and spatial
cultural prac tices, the arran ging of ‘personal objects’ in order to remember
the painful past and possibly invent a new future” (2018, 169).

10  Phil lips himself has drawn atten tion to this aspect of the novel and the
import ance of art as a way of making sense of life: “So art is a way of
organ izing that excessive subjectivity that, if left unchecked, can get out of
control. In that ‘Child hood’ chapter, the pop songs that struc ture it and
anchor Ben’s memory become the only kind of step ping stones by which he
can under stand his growth or his devel op ment. Without those songs, it’s
utter chaos” (Agathocleous 2015).

RÉSUMÉS

English
This article exam ines Caryl Phil lips’s novel The Lost Child (2015) as an
example of rewriting that gener ates a form of resur gence, evoking the
impact of Britain’s past on the present social context. By inserting scenes
imagining Heath cliff as the child of a former slave, Phil lips creates an
inter tex tual rela tion to Wuthering Heights (1847) that suggests a possible
connec tion between the main story line and Brontë’s novel. Critics tend to
high light Phil lips’s use of multiple storylines as a way of connecting past and
present; this approach emphas izes the intel lec tual aspect of the author’s
narrative strategy while failing to take fully into account the emotional
dimen sion of his stories. A closer look at the author’s use of narrative voice
enables one to measure the emotional dimen sion of resur gence. Dorrit
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Cohn’s approach to the expres sion of subjectivity in narrative provides
theor et ical tools for meas uring the ways in which Phil lips uses free indirect
discourse and interior mono logue to explore his char ac ters’ ability
(or inab ility) to cope with the pres sures of society, thus either over coming
or succumbing to the lasting effects of slavery.

Français
Cet article étudie le roman The Lost Child (2015) de Caryl Phil lips comme
exemple de réécri ture qui suscite une forme de résur gence et vient
rappeler l’impact du passé de la Grande‐Bretagne sur la société
d’aujourd’hui. En insé rant dans son texte des scènes du person nage de
Heath cliff comme enfant d’esclave affranchi, Phil lips construit un lien
inter tex tuel avec Wuthe ring Heights (1847) sur le plan de l’intrigue.
De nombreux critiques ont tendance à souli gner l’emploi qu’il fait
d’intrigues multiples comme manière de lier le passé et le présent. Cette
approche met l’accent sur la stra tégie narra tive de l’auteur au détri ment de
la portée émotion nelle de ses récits. Une étude plus appro fondie de la
manière dont l’auteur utilise la voix narra tive permettra d’évaluer la portée
émotion nelle de la résur gence. L’analyse de Dorrit Cohn de l’expres sion de
la subjec ti vité dans le récit nous propose des outils théo riques pour évaluer
les manières dont Phil lips utilise le discours indi rect libre et le mono logue
inté rieur pour mieux explorer la capa cité (ou bien l’inca pa cité) à faire face
aux pres sions sociales et ainsi surmonter ou bien succomber à l’impact
toujours présent de l’histoire de l’esclavage.
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