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            Foreword

            by Jamaica Kincaid

         

         It is true that in the almost seventeen years I spent growing up in Antigua – fourteen and a half of those years going to school – I was never given a book written by a person from that part of the world. Nor did I know that people, who looked more or less like me, had the same education that I had, even the same experiences, had written books in any of the many languages we spoke. In fact, I was led to believe that literature, that grand thing that began with Beowulf and Chaucer, and eventually Shakespeare, and onwards to Wordsworth and Coleridge and specks of others (a bit of Keats, a verse or two of somebody I can’t remember from the same period, but whom I am fully acquainted with now), was so great that there was not enough time to drill its importance into me.

         There was a moment – or some other measurement of time – when I decided to un-memorise ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’ because I felt, not knew, that I was paying homage to something that I had never seen and, life being what it was, I would never see. Daffodils do not like the climate near the equator. Life being wilfully indifferent to set principles of people (me) has made me realise that my quarrel with British imperialism must exclude Wordsworth from the use to which he was put without his agreement and also without the daffodils’ agreement, and so I have now planted just about twenty daffodils on a vast lawn, and when they are all in bloom, I try to recite ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’, that glorious ode to a spring flower that most of the people populating the world in which I lived would never see. But the fact is, when I was taught to memorise that poem and many others that praised such glories of the English landscape (we did not make a distinction for Scotland and Wales; it was all England to us), I did not know that there were people in my part of the thing called ‘the British Empire’ who had imaginations (what were/are those anyway?), who were able to – and in fact had – constructed through the imagination a world that is made up and at the same time made of the world that we in the English-speaking Caribbean experienced as real.

         Sometime early in my adventure as a writer, I met Derek Walcott. He was giving a reading at the New York Public Library, and I was one the many people in the audience. When our publisher introduced us, he was so kind and protective of me, probing delicately to know where in the world I came from, what I knew of my own origins and how I would get anywhere without such knowledge. He then sent me a book, a collection of short stories all by writers who came from our world. Every one of the stories was authored by a man. It wasn’t a statement meant to deter me; I could see that immediately, for not one of the authors was named V. S. Naipaul. I interpreted it, of course not consciously, as a signal to my potential inheritance, as almost all of them were respected but not well known. And then he said, ‘Have you read Wilson Harris?’ I didn’t have to answer or even know how to answer, but he turned away from me with, oh, I don’t know, perhaps disgust, but he wasn’t the kind of person who would make you feel diminished when he was regarding you.

         When I was a child (I designate that time to be until I was fifteen years of age), in the world in which I grew up and was educated, I knew of ‘literature’, that thing called literature, as comprising Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth and his friends and acquaintances, a limited number of the Brontës, no Jane Austen that I can remember, Dickens, and then everything stopped with the abominable Kipling. I was a voracious reader, but when I encountered Kipling I suddenly had opinions. I stopped. But there was nothing at all wrong in introducing us to Chaucer and the rest, and nothing wrong in our committing it to memory and in worshipping things we would never see (daffodils or the White Cliffs of Dover), for those are all great in and of themselves and so worthy of moving the individual heart, wherever each individual heart originates. What was wrong – evil, even – was to let us think and deeply imbibe and embrace the idea that we had nothing to equal it, nothing to come near it, nothing to surpass it. Of course, there is no need to come near, or to equal, or to surpass; there is only the fact that our lives, imagined and real, existed and that we had among us extraordinary individuals, poets, historians, travellers of every kind, sitting at our gates, blind perhaps (or not), but all able to give us an account of our world in its many historical eras, whether it be in geological time or agreed-upon universal time.

         To encounter Palace of the Peacock, the first book/ chapter of the four-part opus The Guyana Quartet, for the first time is an exhilarating experience and the exhilaration includes the despair of the reader (this reader, in any case) that she, having grown up with an overwhelming passion for books, a passion that sometimes culminated in betrayal (I used to steal books from the library) and tragedy (my mother once gathered up all my books, almost all of them stolen, and burned them on her stone heap), did not know of the existence of Wilson Harris and of the unique product of his imagination.

         This imagination belonged uniquely to him of course – but the ways in which he wielded it, deployed it, engaged with it, made visions real and reality visions were so special, the extravagance of it so breathtaking. The beneficiaries of that loathsome entity called the British Empire, now reduced to the brand ‘The Commonwealth’, as if it were a special scent meant to perfume foul air, seem unable to accept the deep evil it left behind. Mostly they cite the Law, as if every group of people who organise themselves into a unit of some sort would not know of such a thing. But in fact, the best of themselves that they threw at us, this curated bundle – as though it were something left over, a by-the-way kind of thing, a treasured relic that we would never really understand – was literature.

         Wilson Harris was born in British Guiana in 1921, making him two years younger than my own mother. I am now seventy-two years of age. Yet, I know him and his world as well as I know everything from which I came, but I also wonder how was he so knowing of everything (colonialism) and yet so able not to dismiss it but to gather from such a debacle the great virtue of Grace.

         In a deeply perceptive and brilliant analysis of his work by Joyce Adler, he prefaced her appreciation with an autobiographical introduction. He wrote:

         
            I knew that my father who had died when I was two was of mixed blood but I lost touch with his relatives, so that my family tree on his side remains obscure. The carven horse in his grave (so it seemed) of a trunk that my mother opened was threaded into Homer’s giant horse when I read the Odyssey as a child but it was also to be resurrected many years later and to be ridden by the character of Donne in my ﬁrst published novel, Palace of the Peacock.

         

         The world of literature was not made up of hybrids and so neither was the world of recorded history. His imagination and his reality had one and the same constituency, and it was the conjunction: ‘and’ especially, and ‘but’, the two words that we are all taught, when writing in English, must never begin a sentence. But the genius of Harris, like Derek Walcott, his only true literary compatriot, is that the world, be it made up of words or anything else, is a series of continuations and the ‘but’ does not negate; it sets to one side a series of events that will be later picked up with an ‘and’.

         The writers who instinctively understand this are not mere writers; they are not prophets either, for that is not their purpose. Nor is their purpose even known to them, but they are rare and blessed and not always understood in their own time. For what is one to make of a writer who finds that the light as it is fading at sunset in the wilds of Essex, England, reminds him of the light in the forests (‘jungle’ is the word used when impenetrable nature occurs in the colonised world) of British Guiana?

         The region of the earth that is called the Caribbean, mainly as its borders geographically come to a pause on the waters of that sea, is now occupied by people mostly from Africa, who for the most part have been influenced by European people who don’t even like each other. But the one thing they do agree on is that they do not like the people from Africa whom they enslaved. These actions, so easy to put in a few words, are also easy to put in many words. The genius of Palace of the Peacock is exactly that: so few, so many, and yet the author is one, a singular being, a singular unique voice, saying many of the most important things. His name is Wilson Harris!
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            It ceases to be history and becomes … fabricated for pleasure, as moderns say, but I say by Inspiration.

            William Blake

             

            
                

            

            And after the earthquake a fire; but the Lord was not in the fire: and after the fire a still small voice.

            I Kings 19 : 12

         

      

   


   
      
         
            book one

            HORSEMAN, PASS BY

         

         
            Cast a cold eye

            On Life, on death.

            Horseman, pass by.

                         w. b. yeats

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I

         

         A horseman appeared on the road coming at a breakneck stride. A shot rang out suddenly, near and yet far as if the wind had been stretched and tom and had started coiling and running in an instant. The horseman stiffened with a devil’s smile, and the horse reared, grinning fiendishly and snapping at the reins. The horseman gave a bow to heaven like a hanging man to his executioner, and rolled from his saddle on to the ground.

         The shot had pulled me up and stifled my own heart in heaven. I started walking suddenly and approached the man on the ground. His hair lay on his forehead. Someone was watching us from the trees and bushes that clustered the side of the road. Watching me as I bent down and looked at the man whose open eyes stared at the sky through his long hanging hair. The sun blinded and ruled my living sight but the dead man’s eye remained open and obstinate and clear.

         
             

         

         I dreamt I awoke with one dead seeing eye and one living closed eye. I put my dreaming feet on the ground in a room that oppressed me as though I stood in an operating theatre, or a maternity ward, or I felt suddenly, the glaring cell of a prisoner who had been sentenced to die. I arose with a violent giddiness and leaned on a huge rocking-chair. I remembered the first time I had entered this bare curious room; the house stood high and alone in the flat brooding countryside. I had felt the wind rocking me with the oldest uncertainty and desire in the world, the desire to govern or be governed, rule or be ruled for ever.

         Someone rapped on the door of my cell and room. I started on seeing the dream-horseman, tall and spare and hard-looking as ever. “Good morning,” he growled slapping a dead leg and limb. I greeted him as one greeting one’s gaoler and ruler. And we looked through the window of the room together as though through his dead seeing material eye, rather than through my living closed spiritual eye, upon the primitive road and the savannahs dotted with sentinel trees and slowly moving animals.

         His name was Donne, and it had always possessed a cruel glory for me. His wild exploits had governed my imagination from childhood. In the end he had been expelled from school.

         He left me a year later to join a team of ranchers near the Brazil frontier and border country. I learnt then to fend for myself and he soon turned into a ghost, a million dreaming miles away from the sea-coast where we had lived.

         “The woman still sleeping,” Donne growled, rapping on the ground hard with his leg again to rouse me from my inner contemplation and slumber.

         “What woman?” I dreamed, roused to a half-waking sense of pleasure mingled with foreboding.

         “Damnation,” Donne said in a fury, surveying a dozen cages in the yard, all open. The chickens spied us and they came half-running, half-flying, pecking still at each other piteously and murderously.

         “Mariella,” Donne shouted. Then in a still more insistent angry voice – “Mariella.”

         I followed his eyes and realized he was addressing a little shack partly hidden in a clump of trees.

         Someone was emerging from the shack and out of the trees. She was barefoot and she bent forward to feed the chickens. I saw the back of her knees and the fine beautiful grain of her flesh. Donne looked at her as at a larger and equally senseless creature whom he governed and ruled like a fowl.

         
             

         

         I half-woke for the second or third time to the sound of insistent thumping and sobbing in the hall outside my door. I awoke and dressed quickly. Mariella stood in the hall, dishevelled as ever, beating her hand on my door.

         “Quiet, quiet,” I said roughly shrinking from her appearance. She shuddered and sobbed. “He beat me,” she burst out at last. She lifted her dress to show me her legs. I stroked the firm beauty of her flesh and touched the ugly marks where she had been whipped. “Look,” she said, and lifted her dress still higher. Her convulsive sobbing stopped when I touched her again.

         
             

         

         A brilliant day. The sun smote me as I descended the steps. We walked to the curious high swinging gate like a waving symbol and warning taller than a hanging man whose toes almost touched the ground; the gate was as curious and arresting as the prison house we had left above and behind, standing on the tallest stilts in the world.

         “Donne cruel and mad,” Mariella cried. She was staring hard at me. I turned away from her black hypnotic eyes as if I had been blinded by the sun, and saw inwardly in the haze of my blind eye a watching muse and phantom whose breath was on my lips.

         She remained close to me and the fury of her voice was in the wind. I turned away and leaned heavily against the frail brilliant gallows-gate of the sky, looking down upon the very road where I had seen the wild horse, and the equally wild demon and horseman fall. Mariella had killed him.

         
             

         

         I awoke in full and in earnest with the sun’s blinding light and muse in my eye. My brother had just entered the room. I felt the enormous relief one experiences after a haze and a dream. “You’re still alive,” I cried involuntarily. “I dreamt Mariella ambushed and shot you.” I started rubbing the vision from my eye. “I’ve been here just a few days,” I spoke guardedly, “and I don’t know all the circumstances” – I raised myself on my elbow – “but you are a devil with that woman. You’re driving her mad.”

         Donne’s face clouded and cleared instantly. “Dreamer,” he warned, giving me a light wooden tap on the shoulder, “life here is tough. One has to be a devil to survive. I’m the last landlord. I tell you I fight everything in nature, flood, drought, chicken hawk, rat, beast and woman. I’m everything. Midwife, yes, doctor, yes, gaoler, judge, hangman, every blasted thing to the labouring people. Look man, look outside again. Primitive. Every boundary line is a myth. No-man’s land, understand?”

         “There are still labouring people about, you admit that.” I was at a loss for words and I stared blindly through the window at an invisible population.

         “It’s an old dream,” I plucked up the courage to express my inner thoughts.

         “What is?”

         “It started when we were at school, I imagine. Then you went away suddenly. It stopped then. I had a curious sense of hard-won freedom when you had gone. Then to my astonishment, long after, it came again. But this time with a new striking menace that flung you from your horse. You fell and died instantly, and yet you were the one who saw, and I was the one who was blind. Did I ever write and tell you” – I shrank from Donne’s supercilious smile, and hastened to justify myself – “that I am actually going blind in one eye?” I was gratified by his sudden startled expression.

         “Blind?” he cried.

         “My left eye has an incurable infection,” I declared. “My right eye – which is actually sound – goes blind in my dream,” I felt foolishly distressed. “Nothing kills your sight,” I added with musing envy. “And your vision becomes,” I hastened to complete my story, “your vision becomes the only remaining window on the world for me.”

         I felt a mounting sense of distress.

         “Mariella?” There was a curious edge of mockery and interest in Donne’s voice.

         “I never saw her before in my dream,” I said. I continued with a forced warmth – “I am glad we are together again after so many years. I may be able to free myself of this – this –” I searched for a word – “this obsession. After all it’s childish.”

         Donne flicked ash and tobacco upon the floor. I could see a certain calculation in his dead seeing eye. “I had almost forgotten I had a brother like you,” he smiled matter-of-factly. “It had passed from my mind – this dreaming twin responsibility you remember.” His voice expanded and a sinister under-current ran through his remarks – “We belong to a short-lived family and people. It’s so easy to succumb and die. It’s the usual thing in this country as you well know.” He was smiling and indifferent. “Our parents died early. They had a hard life. Tried to fight their way up out of an economic nightmare: farmers and hand-to-mouth business folk they were. They gave up the ghost before they had well started to live.” He stared at me significantly. “I looked after you, son.” He gave me one of his ruthless taps. “Father and Mother rolled into one for a while. I was a boy then. I had almost forgotten. Now I’m a man. I’ve learnt,” he waved his hands at the savannahs, “to rule this. This is the ultimate. This is everlasting. One doesn’t have to see deeper than that, does one?” He stared at me hard as death. “Rule the land,” he said, “while you still have a ghost of a chance. And you rule the world. Look at the sun.” His dead eye blinded mine. “Look at the sun,” he cried in a stamping terrible voice.

      

   


   
      
         
            II

         

         The map of the savannahs was a dream. The names Brazil and Guyana were colonial conventions I had known from childhood. I clung to them now as to a curious necessary stone and footing, even in my dream, the ground I knew I must not relinquish. They were an actual stage, a presence, however mythical they seemed to the universal and the spiritual eye. They were as close to me as my ribs, the rivers and the flatland, the mountains and heartland I intimately saw. I could not help cherishing my symbolic map, and my bodily prejudice like a well-known room and house of superstition within which I dwelt. I saw this kingdom of man turned into a colony and battleground of spirit, a priceless tempting jewel I dreamed I possessed.
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