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Foreword



by Ishion Hutchinson


The four years in which the novels of The Guyana Quartet were published, from 1960 to 1963, remain the anni mirabiles of fiction from the English-speaking Caribbean. The title unites their geographic setting, Guyana, a country on the north Atlantic coast of South America, and their prose style, the music of a fantastical baroque language. They are works of compressed turbulence and beauty, each just over a hundred pages. World-wondering as their individual titles – The Palace of the Peacock, The Far Journey of Oudin, The Whole Armour and The Secret Ladder – the omnibus Quartet, issued in 1985, comes to just under five hundred pages.


The length is important for a work usually given the distinction of ‘epic’; it alerts us to Wilson Harris’s gift of crystallisation. His fiction is close to Greek tragedy, and as a superb tragedian novelist, Harris’s central theme is evil, specifically the evil of conquest. This evil resides in the fallen Eden of Guyana, a lost paradise in the Quartet that its various transplanted inhabitants are trying, and failing, to regain. They cannot regain this lost paradise precisely because they are transplanted and they have no claim, in the biblical sense, of first estate.


Written with the human terror of a Euripides, the novels are cinched by a lyrical apocalypticism. Tormented, characters enter into different kinds of expiation. They end up lost on the river or in the rainforest. Most die, and then die again. Their second death brings them into, to use Harris’s wonderful phrase, ‘the inimitable trauma of joy’. The trauma of joy is a mania verging on divine madness. In different registers across the Quartet, this trauma is the final release its characters experience. But often there is just trauma without joy, and the novels cleave to the most undivine madness of all: the brutal post-Edenic struggle for survival.


Expulsion takes the form of expeditions in the novels. Palace is the expedition upriver, led by the monomaniacal Donne in pursuit of the Amerindian ‘folk’ he wishes to re-enslave; one strand of expedition in Oudin is the labourer Oudin’s and Beti’s flight into the rainforest, pursued by Beti’s drunken cousin, Mohammed; Cristo, of Armour, is likewise on the run from the law in the rainforest where, at some point during his forty days and forty nights run, he is joined by his lover Sharon; and in Ladder ‘the foolish lovers’ Bryant and Catalena also escape into the rainforest after an accidental killing, fleeing from vigilante violence of attempted rape and murder.


These expulsion-as-expeditions underscore the fugitive nature of the books. The landscape itself is fugitive. The rainforest, the sea, the river are frontiers on the move from the old, undiminished El Dorado looming into modern Guyana. As these expeditions inevitably end in failure, horror and sadness, just like the quest for El Dorado in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries where the Quartet opens, a new inner adventure of homecoming breaks forth, traumatic, promising and joyful.


Palace of the Peacock is set in the European conquistadorial period of Guyana’s history. The exact time, like its title, remains vague. Upon until the very end, it is a novel cast in extreme chiaroscuro. It operates as a dream in which images rise and fall with their own logics of assurance. One could call it poetic logic. And so it begins, unfolding with such assurance:




A horseman appeared on the road coming at breakneck stride. A shot rang out suddenly, near and yet far as if the wind had been stretched and torn 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 action is montage at breakneck speed. The anonymity of the horseman, and no less the anonymity of the violence in his wake, has overtones of various heroic and antiheroic conventions: the loner hero of the Wild West frontier or Death of Revelation 6:8, seated on his pale horse. ‘Hell followed with him,’ the biblical verse says, and indeed hell follows this horse rider, Donne, shot dead (but not dead) by Mariella, an Amerindian woman he has abused.


When Donne’s name first appears, he is said to have ‘always possessed a cruel glory’. His unspoken motto is ‘Gold, God, and Glory’, the same as his Spanish antecedents, the first Europeans in the Americas to pursue the Amerindian legend of El Dorado and make it into a blood-drenched myth. But the name, in origin, is Anglo-Saxon. Donne is then a composite of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century European conquistadors’ daemonic quest to rule the New World. Europe, the Old World, however, does not figure in Donne’s quest for glory: he is the new New World, a conquistador-settler, frontier man with a plantation, the crop of which is unknown. The unknown is a seal of his cruelty.


Donne’s cruelty is serious and absurd. His desire and pursuit of Mariella and her people is a perversion of the knights in medieval romance. But his brand of absurdity is not tokenised into a chainmail-and-steel-visor conquistador. In fact, Donne is never described, turning his invisibility into his invincibility. The chivalric crusading permits him a sincerity that is neither romantic nor sentimental.


Early in the novel he says to the I-narrator, the ghostly twin he calls Dreamer:




‘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?’





It is the melodrama of the plantocracy full of such maniacal flourishes: ‘Rule the land,’ he said, ‘while you still have a ghost of a chance. And you rule the world.’ With this terrible voice, Donne cries out in the rainforest for his spectral boat-crew, and they arrive to fulfil his daemonic quest to rule the land.


Donne’s men are like the ‘momentous men’ on Ahab’s Pequod, adventure-seeking, ineffectual mercenaries. As Donne is the similitude, a simulacrum, of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century conquistadors, the men too have their basis in history. But that history is personal, Harris’s own. Mixed race and geographically diverse, they are men Harris knew when he led surveying expeditions into the rainforests of Guyana in the 1940s and 1950s, all except the old man, Schomburg, who is based on Robert Hermann Schomburgk, the nineteenth-century German-born explorer of British Guiana. The men arrive to Donne like ‘upright spiders’, the very image of human frailty the novels will repeat. The men, living harrowing lives on the coast of Guyana, are shipwrecked even before leaving land.


They suffer more on the river, sprawled in an undifferentiated mass of the living and the dead. Indeed, the crew is dead. But the men return in a continuous cycle of death and resurrection in the name of the evil of conquest. Once again they arrive in the Amerindian village of Mariella which the old crew, with Donne, had nearly wiped out. On sighting Donne and his resurrected crew, the surviving Amerindians flee into the rainforest.


In a frozen stasis over the next three days, the crew relive, in night and day terrors, the trauma of their earlier exploits. Quickly but in slow, shadowy tableaux, they devolve into madness. The I-narrator’s haunting hallucination is a vivid moment of metamorphic mastery:




A dog rose and stood over me. A horse it was in the uncertain grey light, half-wolf, half-donkey, monstrous, disconsolate; neighing and barking in one breath, its terrible half-hooves raised over me to trample its premature rider. I grew conscious of its closeness as a shadow and as death. I made a frightful gesture to mount, and it shrank a little into half-woman, half-log greying into the dawn. Its teeth shone like a misty rag, and I raised my hand to cajole and stroke its ageing, soulful face.





The same psychic dissolution touches the landscape of Mariella. Though there is an unbroken drought, the leaves dripped like tears: drought, nature’s cosmic sadness, will play out in all the Quartet novels. And in all the novels, torrential rain brings brief reprieve, flashing back the Edenic beauty of the landscape.


At some point Donne captures (or recaptures) an old Amerindian woman. He forces her to lead the crew upriver in their purgatorial journey – their second deaths – in the final search for her elusive people, the ‘folk’. Her presence causes new disturbances and awakenings in the crew. She stirs in Donne the tiniest inkling of conquistadorial regret. He says to Dreamer: ‘Your faith and intuition may be better than mine. I am beginning to lose all my imagination save that sometimes I feel I’m involved in the most frightful material slavery. I hate myself sometimes, hate myself for being the most violent taskmaster – I drive myself with no hope of redemption whatsoever and I lash the folk.’ He is only continuing his earlier monomaniacal sermon to Dreamer. Still, the pity-seeking tone displays something beyond Donne’s ‘exasperated vanity of ignorance’, to use Joseph Conrad’s phrase. Notice his innocuous and nefarious terms, ‘faith and intuition’, two watchwords that the rest of the novel, and the Quartet as a whole, will break and renew.


Out of the mixed-race crew, the black member Carroll is the first to die. His Orphic whistle will resurrect Donne’s men at the end of the novel. They arrive at a waterfall, its motionless water like a spectacular bridal train. Virginal and paradisiacal, its stone escarpment appears untarnished; yet it is not. Rough ladder steps have been cut into it.


Donne begins to ascend this ladder, but it is an abysmal descent into himself. Physically, mentally and spiritually exhausted he presses his head to the escarpment. Inside the waterfall he sees a room, simple, yet magnificent, and in it, he sees a young carpenter. The carpenter has a rectangular face ‘cut from the cedar of Lebanon’. It is the face of Christ, or so we are to imagine. Donne beholds it and beholds his end.


But Donne’s end, when he falls, is in fact the penultimate catharsis of the Palace. The final exodus comes later in the form of the walking tree transformed into the Palace of the Peacock. In its many-windowed edifice, finally free of the accursed blood myth of El Dorado, Donne and his crew are reborn.


We are to hold this massive palace in our minds as a palatial building that in the classical or ancient sense can represent government. Carroll’s whistle, like Orpheus’s lyre, fills the corridors with golden light. We have sailed into an artifice of eternity. No wonder Harris calls the final few pages of this miracle work ‘the Paradiso phase of the novel’. And in miniature, it is not far off from Dante’s timeless, blessed healing light.


In The Far Journey of Oudin, Harris departs the Guyana of the conquistadors. The rest of the Quartet is set in the 1950s, the decade before Guyana gained its independence from Britain, in 1966. The departure is psychic before it is historical. As in Palace, the same intensity of imperial horror prevails. But with the greater specificity of a contemporary moment, greater specificity of Guyana’s new sociopolitical realities rises to the surface. The novel broods on post-World War II disaffections directly impacting a poor East Indian village on the Demerara-Mahaica frontier of Guyana’s east coast.


At a meeting in a rum-shop between the soon-to-bebankrupt estate owner Mohammed, grieving the death of his brothers, and the old Faustian moneylender Ram, Mohammed, himself Faustian, notices ‘people are saying the atom bomb trials had affected and altered the climate and weather in every continent, reducing a large psychic pool and crowd into a crumbling reflective stream’. Their exchange, which comes near the end of the novel, brilliantly compresses the tinderbox politics of Guyana, set to explode in the coming decades and turning Guyana, a nation of just over 300,000 prior to independence, into a major flashpoint of twentieth-century geopolitical rumblings.




‘The world is a powder keg, man. Why the newspapers say communists penetrating this country from Russia and everybody is to be called “comrade”.’ His eyes glinted with satisfaction when he saw Mohammed had begun to show interest and to warm up.


‘What you mean.’


‘I mean you family is not the only one dying out, Mohammed. You is not the only man frighten of being lonely and disinherit in the future. The other day,’ Ram continued, ‘look what happen. We talking international story of “comrades” so let we talk.’ He saw Mohammed was leaning towards him. ‘Korea – a country just like this I would say’ – he waved his hand generously – ‘split in half, man. What a mix-up family story. God know who is killing who. You is not the only one in this new family trouble. And what happening to you is private, plain AND ordinary compared to that.’





Ram’s speech, as monomaniacal as Donne’s, captures the double conflict of Far: inheritance and intimate caste war.


Despite the insistent realism of the passage above, the plot of the novel is an evanescent blur. The novel’s Tolkienesque title helps: it states a quest adventure and names its peripatetic hero, Oudin. In a society made depraved by the narrow conspiracies and superstitions of village life, Oudin lives in a middle earth of his own brokenness. He is a total isolate, the story’s one absolute loner. The abject loneliness is enclosed in his name: closer to Norse myth, another Tolkienesque aspect, it doesn’t appear to have a connection to an East Indian (whether Hindu or Muslim) identity. The makeshift caste system imported from India absorbs him into the category of the subhuman as it does other characters, primarily women. Oudin eventually becomes enslaved to the Brahmin-like Ram, though Ram’s ancestors are likely Kurmi, a low cultivator caste from the Gangetic plain of India. Ram, then in a grotesque rehearsal of the British nineteenth-century system of indenturing East Indians to the colonies, indentures Oudin to Mohammed.


The narrative at various points wishes to make Oudin something other than a double slave: an earth deity. The most startling instance of this is when Beti, the illiterate teenager recently orphaned to Mohammed’s household, sees Oudin in the mud amid a cluster of ‘courida’, the swamp trees of Guyana.




Staring at the apparition of Oudin that seemed to accompany her all the way, like the sun dark on her shoulder, in the hallucinated trees. Oudin’s extremities – hands and feet – had turned to mud. He had crawled and crept far. He had risen to his feet to follow her, but he carried with him rings around his ankles, and islands off the foreshore, and it was with difficulty he still uprooted and extricated himself.





This is her second sighting of Oudin who has arrived at Mohammed’s estate to herd Mohammed’s stray cattle. But Oudin has two ulterior purposes: to put his master’s brand on Mohammed’s cattle and, more far reaching, to abduct Beti for Ram. The abduction is Ram’s last desperate move to marry and not become, in his rum-shop words to Mohammed, ‘disinherit in the future’.


Oudin abducts Beti for himself, thus ‘horning’ Ram’s future. The abduction puts Oudin’s true far journey into motion, his thirteen years of freedom with Beti, beginning through the rainforest, and eventually settling in their hut on the bank of a river, with Ram next door, demoted from his master to his landlord. For Oudin to secure those thirteen years of freedom with Beti, the universally unlucky number is charged, Oudin strikes a bargain with Ram, the Faustian devil.


The bargain, by a signed contract, is that in the event of Oudin’s death, all his children by Beti belong to Ram. Oudin dies, and his death, which opens the novel, reinstates Ram’s future. It is a death that is both a self-betrayal and betrayal, because it leaves Beti worse dispossessed once the contract gets into Ram’s hand. Knowing this intuitively (she is unable to read and Oudin signs the contract in secret), Beti does the most ordinary and radical thing in the novel, she pries the contract from the fingers of her dead husband and eats it.


The rest of Far deals with the drama of Mohammed and his two full blood-brothers, Kaiser and Hassan, and his cousin Rajah (Beti’s father), bonded together in a ‘brotherhood of conspiracy’. Their greed is boundless. It leads them to murder their unnamed half-brother who has an unspecified disability and who is set to inherit their father’s estate. Their greed is hereditary in part; their father, a second-generation indentured estate owner, acquired his land through hard work and saving but also ‘robbed and killed in the process’, according to Rajah who vehemently hates his uncle. Wife-beaters, contentious and shallow, the conspiratorial brothers all die gruesome deaths in a pattern mirroring that of Donne’s men in Palace.


Ever tragic, the moments the brothers are together are also the funniest in the novel. These moments of comic relief fit the Rabelaisian-like folk form of Guyana, called ‘Balgoblin’. One splendid episode regards an early morning conversation between the brothers about their father in the hospital on his deathbed.




‘Is true-to-God story, Kaiser. False alarm after false alarm been ruling, but the doctor mek no bones yesterday. When ah leffing the hospital he gie we daddy two day at the most . . .’


‘He lose consciousness yet?’ Kaiser asked.


‘The old man keeping conscious to the end. But he losing all pain. He lying there like a king. He beard white-white like snow Ah never see Ah tell you. And his face still black-black with the sun . . .’





The half-blind old man placed his will made out to his illegitimate son under his pillow. But Hassan has replaced it with a blank sheet of paper, breaking his father’s glasses in the process. Hassan, who is something of a mock sadhu (which is part of the humour), revels in telling this story, but Kaiser, who is naively more concerned with his father’s broken glasses, responds with the winning punchline: ‘And what ‘bout the spectacle.’


The comedy recedes with the conspiratorial brothers’ deaths – Hassan from a stroke, Kaiser in a rum-shop fire, with Mohammed present, and Rajah, years earlier, from a lightening strike. Mohammed is the last to go. Grieving his brothers, he begins to lose his conspiratorial command, withering deeper and deeper into alcoholism. Finally, he is goaded by Ram, after Oudin’s abduction of Beti, to pursue Oudin in the rainforest. It is his own death he pursues.


Right before he dies, Mohammed encounters a bull. Fleeing from Mohammed’s drunken terror, Beti and Oudin had also earlier encountered the same bull. They did so by a massive ‘tacouba’ tree in which they first made love. Back on the ground, Ariadne-like, Beti charms the bull with a touch.


Perhaps the bull is a stray from Mohammed’s own herd, branded with Ram’s mark by Oudin. What is truer and stranger is that the bull is Mohammed himself, a stunning revelation which comes to Mohammed after his death, when it is too late to matter.


While on the run in the rainforest, Beti and Oudin in The Far Journey of Oudin encounter a bizarre woodsman who is described as ‘a kind of inferior Christian fabulist’. The term perfectly encapsulates the innerworkings of The Whole Armour, the third novel of The Guyana Quartet.


Set in the late 1950s on and around the great Pomeroon river on Guyana’s Atlantic coast, all the central characters’ names come from the New Testament, except one, Abram. The Old Testament-type patriarch, at the beginning of the novel, is contemplating suicide, presumably for consorting with the prostitute Magda. Magda, a woman past her prime but the desired grande dame of the frontier, is the overprotective mother of the protagonist Cristo. On the run for an alleged murder, Cristo hides out in Abram’s rainforest hut deep in the interior of Jigsaw Bay. There is Sharon, Cristo’s virginal lover (paradox abounds), who Cristo symbolically marries towards the end of the novel. Sharon’s father is Peet, a drunk, and a physically as well as spiritually deformed man.


All the characters bear spiritual deformity shown as physical marks, but Peet’s wooden leg, which he drags around in his drunken stupor, is the major sacramental scar of the Pomeroon’s spiritual brokenness. And there is Mattias, Sharon’s rich fiancé, her second, the first allegedly killed by Cristo in a brawl: Sharon’s love triangle amounts to a bloody, chivalric romance as Mattias too will be ‘accidentally’ stabbed to death by Peet at a wake, though really he is killed by the spectral wake crowd, pressing down on him like a Greek chorus.


The wake, staged by Magda for her fugitive son Cristo, is the spectacular centrepiece of the novel. It is like a sort of Circe Island fête, delightful as it is horrible. Fête, the Antillean folklore ritual of masking, is central to the novel. It is most prominent in the novel’s most poignant character, an elusive tiger roaming the rainforest. The tiger’s presence, that remains invisible, comes from out of the mist of myth and history. It is the novel’s frightful symmetry, tying all the others together.


As the characters function within Christian allegory, so does the narrative. But each episode spills outside of this context. The narrative counterpoints highspeed adventure, spliced moments of jungle police-boat chases and late-night rainforest assignations, mostly around Cristo, with dazzling flashbacks and dream sequences of broken lives in the wider settlements of the Pomeroon where the tiger lurks in search of human flesh. Peet’s early manhood experience is harrowed by the ageless tiger. Scarred by pre- and post-Columbian violence, the landscape is a ‘tragical spirit of place’.


With the legacy of such a history, Cristo, paradoxically, represents Guyana’s new fabulation of justice versus injustice in this world. He does not strictly do so because of his alleged crime but the hopelessness for people of his generation – Mattias, Sharon and her first unnamed, murdered fiancé. They are all educated outside of the Pomeroon, in Guyana’s capital, Georgetown, and further afield, Mattias at Cambridge in the UK and Sharon at a Roman Catholic boarding school in Trinidad. Belonging nowhere else, they find themselves back to the Pomeroon, cornered and psychically marooned by the bush and its backwardness.


It is Cristo’s petulance, unhinged about his innocence, which brands his generation as lost colonials, insecure in ways their parents and the shuttered, illiterate villagers of Pomeroon cannot understand. This petulance leads Cristo to play at being an outlaw rebel of the Don Juan ilk. Peet, in a pastoral sense a generation earlier, had played at the role and failed with dire consequence: now at Magda’s age, broken and in love with her, he still clings to ‘an outlaw’s natural dignity’. It makes Peet foolish.


Cristo’s own play at outlaw brings dire results. Hiding in Abram’s hut for months and making the old man an accessory to murder, Cristo causes Abram to suffer a sudden heart attack. Abram drops dead at Cristo’s feet in a most prismatic fall:




He reached out to tell Cristo he believed all was well and his expression wrinkled like an advocate, galvanized into frightful action, in the presence of a shocking devilish judge. It was his last image of himself he saw in the mirroring liquid eye of the accused boy, aghast and still weeping in a paroxysm of murderous rage, as he fell. He put his hand upon his chest, tottering in his chair and falling face forward upon the ground, twisting his head, wanting to say something ghostly and utterly reassuring but the confirmation of innocence froze on his lips in the self-reflection of ancient horror and reluctant fibre and dread of the unknown.





Abandoned by Cristo, two days later the elusive tiger mauls Abram’s body, giving him his second death. Abram will have his resurrection as well in one of the most graphic episodes of the novel, if not the most graphic of the entire Quartet.


Cristo runs back to his mother’s house in the village. Magda gives him a resounding dressing down, but ever the overly compassionate mother, she promises again to help Cristo escape the clutches of the law. As such, they return to Abram’s hut and find his decomposing body covered with carrion crows. Hatching a plan in her head, Magda tells Cristo to strip Abram’s body of its clothing. Cristo refuses, but Magda, now in sadistic humour, forces him at gunpoint to tie a kerchief over his face – a parody of the outlaw figure – and strip, marching him to Abram’s corpse. The picture grows more gruesome: the carrion crows fly off, leaving a last one vomiting a piece of Abram’s flesh and rag. With great revulsion Cristo strips Abram and puts on Abram’s fouled rags, while the same last carrion crow watches the whole spectacle. That accomplished and Cristo’s clothing burned, Magda turns Cristo loose into the tiger-lurking rainforest. Before departing to complete his bizarre initiation, Cristo witnesses a small sign of hope: that last carrion crow flapping to the sun is transfigured into an eagle. Cristo himself vomits like a gouged eagle as if from a grotesque morning sickness.


That small sign of hope manifests itself in the form of Cristo’s and Sharon’s unborn child, conceived while on their forty-day run from the police in the rainforest. Over the course of the journey, Cristo undergoes multiple transformations, including dream visions of fleeing Amerindian runaway slaves and finally killing the invincible tiger. He wears the tiger’s pelt as a prize, like a Greek Jason’s Golden Fleece or a Roman soldier’s ‘Aqualifer’, over Abram’s fouled rags. This form of warrior camouflaging shows manifold imperial corrosion. But simpler and profounder, it belongs to the splendour of Caribbean carnival, the very indestructible armour of tradition Cristo’s child will be born into.


Russell Fenwick, the government surveyor of The Secret Ladder calls his dinghy The Palace of the Peacock. He does so not as a tribute to Donne of Palace, though a Donne-like figure on horseback haunts his dreams. The naming is Fenwick’s fascination with ‘the city of gold set somewhere in the heart of Brazil and Guyana’. But giving his dinghy that name is a belated – and the only – confirmation in The Guyana Quartet of Donne’s quest for El Dorado, a point which makes The Secret Ladder, the last of the tetralogy, an ouroboros of Palace of the Peacock.


But Fenwick is not Donne, and the men of his surveying crew are not the men on Donne’s cargo. Still, there are important convergences: the same number of men of the same racial and geographic mixtures over the same Seven Days of creation period discover their own lostness on the river and in the rainforest of Guyana. Closing the Quartet thus, Harris keeps us marooned in Guyana’s continual post-Edenic struggle with the evil of conquest.


Ladder takes place during a long spell of drought on the Canje river, ‘the blackest river one could imagine’, on account of its almost uncultivable swamp soil. A second factor is its inhabitants, direct descendants of enslaved Africans from the seventeenth century who had escaped to the Canje banks and created free settlements. They see Fenwick’s presence on the Canje as a threat to that ancestral freedom. Their leader, Poseidon, a third generation-born African (said to be a hundred years old), galvanizes his followers to sabotage Fenwick’s surveying work by breaking and setting fire to gauges set on the river.


During their first encounter, Fenwick cannot understand Poseidon’s language. On their second meeting, during which Fenwick is installing a new river gauge, Poseidon does not speak, but his stance, as is Fenwick’s, is starkly clear. Poseidon suddenly appears just as Fenwick turns to his colleague, a young black man name Bryant, who imagines or desires Poseidon to be his grandfather. The moment of revelation, its baffling dichotomy, is done with extraordinary documentary and visionary precision. Fenwick says to Bryant:




‘I wonder whether it’ll be safe to leave this gauge here until tomorrow?’ he thought, his eyes glued to the inverting telescope of his level as he checked his reading on the bench mark. The staff suddenly pitched and vanished, and Fenwick’s astonished sight beheld instead the accusing image of Poseidon, eyes inverted, brow pointing down. Fenwick shot up, and the old man straightened his bent back (upon which the sky revolved). He lifted a load of firewood from his shoulders and deposited it on the ground not far from Fenwick’s feet.





These two ways of seeing, Fenwick’s ‘inverting telescope’ and Poseidon’s ‘eyes inverted’ are at the heart of Secret’s conflict. Their different vantage apprehends the same complex of an imperial politics: the Canje river. Its water can stave off drought, which the rising East Indian rice barons, set to be Guyana’s ruling political class, need for their rice estates to survive. But to build the proper reservoirs would be unaffordable and, as Fenwick alone intuits, the droughts would worsen.


This intuition is part of the reason Fenwick grows increasingly sympathetic towards Poseidon and his followers, so much so that Fenwick tells his frustrated men that Poseidon’s sabotages are more ‘a witness of protest, the spirit of pro test’ than real violence. It is the gross understatement of a liberal romantic, a sentiment Fenwick expands on in a long letter to his mother, a woman obsessed with murder mysteries, back in Georgetown.


The only woman directly present in the narrative is Catalena. She is the Portuguese wife of one of Fenwick’s men, Perez, whose name evokes the conquistador Hernan Perez. Extremely abusive, Perez beats Catalena and stakes her out in card gambling ‘for man to have a short-sleepingtime with in lieu of cash’, says Jordan, Fenwick’s possessive camp cook, memorably and cruelly. This might be why Perez had her brought to the Canje; the men gamble hard, but he claims she has been thrown out by her family. Fenwick fires Perez not long after Catalena arrives on the mail-boat Andromeda, to stay at Poseidon’s house in the rainforest.


Catalena’s arrival is the catalyst for the novel’s two great climatic moments: Poseidon’s death and the jungle justice near-execution of Bryant and Catalena by Poseidon’s rattled followers. Bryant and Catalena are spared. They become lovers, and becoming lovers, they become fugitives in the rainforest. Fenwick’s spirit-level intuition seizes on the deeper mystery of their flight. For him, he believes Catalena and Bryant ‘had put their foot and escaped upon another rung in the secret ladder. The land was the mystery in which he would never chart where they had vanished . . .’


The sad beauty of that sentiment hovers like a thundercloud over The Guyana Quartet, a work which flees into its own stubborn territory in assembling the deranging shocks of conquest, holding to the mystery of Guyana, and providing a stay against confusion for any reader who falls under its spell.


Ishion Hutchinson, 2021





A NOTE ON THE GENESIS OF THE GUYANA QUARTET



Some years ago I attempted to outline the possibility of validating or proving the truths that may occupy certain twentieth century works of fiction that diverge, in peculiar degrees, from canons of realism. I sought such proof or validation by bringing the fictions I had in mind into parallel with profound myth that lies apparently eclipsed in largely forgotten so-called savage cultures.


The nature of such eclipse is a haunting dimension; and now across many years when I find I may read The Guyana Quartet as if it were written by another person, it is possible to conceive how the fiction validates itself through buried or hidden curiously live fossils of another age.


None of this incurs complacency. Far from it. For proof of fiction’s genesis or fiction’s truths, in the spirit I seek, leads one into the enigma of violence and forces resembling yet other than violence. Proof penetrates every mask of complacency we tend to erect. Proof like Doubt must seek the hidden wound in orders of complacency that mask opportunist codes of hollow survival.


A great magical web born of the music of the elements is how one may respond perhaps to a detailed map of Guyana seen rotating in space with its numerous etched rivers, numerous lines and tributaries, interior rivers, coastal rivers, the arteries of God’s spider. Guyana is derived from an Amerindian root word which means “land of waters” The spirit-bone of water that sings in the dense, interior rainforests is as invaluable a resource in the coastal savannahs which have long been subject to drought as to floodwaters that stretched like a sea from coastal river to coastal river yet remained unharnessed and wasted; subject also to the rapacity of moneylenders, miserable loans, inflated interest.


To plunge into the Quartet. Carroll’s music in the last stages of Palace of the Peacock slices through every character-mask, “mixing blind joy and sadness and the sense of being lost with the nearness of being found” (page 114) to intimate distances that cannot be measured in the body of the crew, distances that breed a gateway or intangible architecture when El Dorado, or the city of gold, secretes a resemblance to the city of God. In such resemblances lie profoundest selfjudgements converting music into terrifying vision.


Donne, the master of the El Doradonne crew, hangs upon a scaffolding to which he is secured by “the unflinching clarity with which he looked into himself and saw that all his life he had loved no one but himself. He focused his blind eye . . .” (page 107) in surrender to the folk constellated in the stars he had exploited and the woman Mariella of the moon and the sun, the rapids and the forests, he had abused.


Let me confess that my apprehension of Carroll’s music is peculiar and “primitive”: primitive in that it consumes anthropomorphic objects, marching boots akin to enemy rocks, rainbows and butterflies akin to sails on a wave of savannah: all this to invoke depth in space, oceanic/forested space, sound and sounding. Carroll’s music is not “pure” nor is it engaged in a sophisticated divorce from fictile morsel or construct. Rather the intention is to imbue Caribbean shell and pottery with the metaphor of an organ or vision of substance. Upon each horizon of music that issues from the organ, sound matches an illumination of land and sea to imply a paradise in which the infernal deeds of the El Doradonne crew are so ingrained that nothing has apparently changed since the hanged/shot/drowned horseman appears to fall in the opening phases of Palace and to foreshadow more than one death for the crew, more than one encounter with genesis, a genesis of the imagination. “I dreamt I awoke with one dead seeing eye and one living closed eye” (page 19).


Nothing has changed in Carroll’s paradise save for “the second death” that re-opens or re-visits every blind deed in the past and begins a ceaseless penetration of objects as surrogates of original volume, original sound, original capacity or comprehension of limits, genuine change within and without.


This bitter ground of ecstasy, the second death, change yet changelessness, implies a fiction that seeks to consume its own biases through many resurrections of paradoxical imagination and to generate foundations of care within the vessel of place. That “original vessel” on which Palace rests validates itself, in my judgement, through vestiges of the Carib/cannibal bone-flute in the soil of place though I was unconscious of this when I travelled in the heartland of Guyana and when, after discarding three novels, I struck what I knew at last was the right note with which to commence the Quartet.


I do not wish in this preface to say more than is strictly necessary on the Carib bone-flute. In essence it validates, as I have implied, the intuitive diet and metaphysical consumption of bias in Carroll’s music. I became aware of the boneflute some years after I had written The Guyana Quartet and upon reading an appendix to the Marches of El Dorado by Michael Swan. This led me to research the articles of Walter Roth, an Australian anthropologist, who travelled in British Guyana and whose work began to appear in 1909 from the Bureau of Ethnology, Washington, DC. I had heard of Roth in the 1940s when I began my survey expeditions into the primeval rainforests of Guyana but never read him until long after when I was fortunate in the late 1960s and the 1970s to have the opportunity for research in specialist libraries in Canada and the United States.


The Carib flute was hollowed from the bone of an enemy in time of war. Flesh was plucked and consumed and in the process secrets were digested. Spectres arose from, or reposed in, the flute. Swan identifies this flute of soul with “transubstantiation in reverse”. In parallel with an obvious violation ran therefore, it seems to me, another subtle force resembling yet differing from terror in that the flute became the home or curiously mutual fortress of spirit between enemy and other, an organ of self-knowledge suffused with enemy bias so close to native greed for victory.


Wishrop is curiously sliced in two – webbed enemy-in-other, webbed other-in-enemy – within the shadow of Carroll’s music in which the bone converts into spider cosmos as Wishrop consumes “a diet of nerve and battle to induce him to find his changeless fortress and life”(Palace of the Peacock, page 115).


The spider metamorphosis is Daedalian, I think, but it is also native to Afro-American bridges in space and thus it enhances the mixed blood, the mixed metaphysic, of the crew, the dangers, the potentialities. The “changeless fortress” or bridge arching across worlds is a surrogate of paradise, the bone of spirit turns fine and elongated, halfvisible, half-invisible.


I mention all this in order to stress the convertible imageries in the narrative of the entire Quartet, the paradoxes of emphasis born of necessity as sliced being revolves nevertheless into a new configuration or complex evolution, complex regeneration, sound yet sight woven together.


Now to The Far Journey of Oudin. It is upon the spirit-bone of the river that Beti, an illiterate East Indian woman, vomits web or paper. She is pregnant with her dead husband’s, Oudin’s, child. She must save it from the devil of a moneylender Ram with whom Oudin has signed a mysterious contract that terrifies her since it may give the devil power over her unborn child. When Oudin dies she extracts the paper from his fingers and eats it. How much would Ram – an impotent man despite his hold upon others – give for a son and an heir!


The Far Journey of Oudin subsists in significant part on Oudin’s struggle with Ram. That struggle mirrors a “covenant” or rehearsal of truth. It is a rehearsal in which “doubles” appear to invoke the dead and the living who revisit or re-play the deeds of the past in a new light of presences woven closely into the tapestry of past action. Oudin appears to be the moneylender’s slave and agrees to track down Mohammed’s unmarked calves and put Ram’s brand upon them. When he arrives at Mohammed’s house Muhra – Mohammed’s wife – is overcome by Oudin’s resemblance to her husband’s half-brother whom Mohammed, Hassan, Kaiser and Rajah had murdered when they learnt that their dying father, Rajah’s uncle, had intended to make the “outside child” his heir.


Oudin’s coming as a slave (yet the substance of a dreamcovenant to bind or overthrow Ram), a servant (yet the double of Mohammed’s murdered half-brother) weaves parallel forces backwards and forwards in conspiratorial time through which one sees Mohammed plotting again with his dead brothers in an underworld of “masks and bones of death”.




“Oudin had succeeded in lighting the tall reflective fire at last, which was to illumine the constructive and relative meaning of the time, as if the seed-water in the flood of the river, where Beti . . . had vomited, now rose into a . . . spirit-fire . . . Oudin had risen early and collected . . . the masks and bones of death Mohammed plotted with . . . It was the knowledge one shares with a trembling leaf and phantom from a smouldering heap and fire stinging one’s nostrils as one steps back upon another’s unexpected foot.”


(The Far Journey of Oudin, pages 164-5)





In a peasant, religious society – such as the enigmatic Oudin visits – that seems at times secure, though inwardly ravaged by flood and drought, and by legacies of conquest and indenture, the genesis of fiction may lie in part in one’s intuitive rapport with densities of conspiratorial time that deepen over the generations into potential for, yet deprivation of, sensibility. Family authority, like the rule of law, loses its sacred premium, and as that happens deprivation of the senses of soul becomes a curious rot or seed in the soil of age. The paradox is that a new covenant with fate and freedom – or emergent fiction of truth in “tall reflective fire” – begins to grow from that seed.


In The Secret Ladder the paradoxes of a covenant with Being are nowhere better illumined in The Guyana Quartet than in the averted rape of Catalena Perez, the Portuguese wife of a member of Fenwick’s crew. With the tragic death of great Poseidon, the descendant of seventeenth-century African runaway slaves, the followers of the god go mad and would haul down the stars and bring time to an end if they could. Poseidon is their fortress of soul and his death at the hand of a member of Russell Fenwick’s crew leaves them bereft of hope.


Catalena is suddenly aware, prostrate on the ground and still untouched, of a nameless presence above her who promises to save her. She focuses with all her strength on that presence. When she thinks she sees it nothing is there except the faces of two of her enemies. They are framed in its place. They have run a long way to alert their fellow conspirators to imminent danger from the jungle police who, they believe, are on their trail. They come into the clearing and stand above Catalena at the very moment she is conscious of the nameless, majestic presence overshadowing her. The plot of rape collapses as dead Poseidon’s followers flee. Was she saved by a rot or seed in the soil such as we saw in Oudin’s world, rot or seed growing into “tall reflective fire”? Did that fire blow with multiple faces, the hideous faces of rape withdrawn but in parallel with the spark of a wholly different protective Being? Catalena alone was conscious of what had happened. Such aloneness bears, I believe, upon a capacity for innermost vision within the individual person in times of singular ordeal or singular ecstasy. And I wonder: is such vision an initiation into well-nigh unbearable beauty or saving presence through masks of terror?


The ancient jaguar or tiger of South America – whose flayed hide Cristo wears in The Whole Armour – is another costume and initiation mask. The stripes on Cristo’s carnival body like the stars on the peacock’s tail lend themselves to different interpretations and explications. The tiger comes out of the vastness of a continent and is older than the Carib bone-flute though it is possessed by music nevertheless, by chords or stripes of genesis-drum that are painted sometimes by the moon in the depths of the forest.


The jaguar runs off into the Bush of the Pomeroon “with a neighbour’s child”(The Whole Armour, page 309).


The stress on painted drum sounds the note of “mate of all generations . . . devouring the umbilical chord of a stolen life” (The Whole Armour, page 311).


Umbilical chord and cord sound also between Magda, the terrible mother, and Cristo, her epic son. A simultaneous cord of peril, as of something stolen yet implicitly newly severed, binds them together.


In what degree, one wonders, is epic rooted in the lost infancy of a people and their need to compensate that loss through various trials, complicated jealousy, guilt, passion, innocence?


New research – at Edinburgh University, for instance – claims that the perceptual intelligence is in play much earlier in childhood than we used to think: indeed from within a few days of birth when the infant child may reach out purposefully to show forth an inherent capacity to unravel the masquerade of appearances. By and large that wonderful eye or capacity tends to fade or lose its magic within a few years.


This, I find, throws some light on the intuitive thrust of The Whole Armour. The newly severed/devoured umbilical cord bears upon the universal theft of vision by the artist from the “lost child” within the tapestry of the jaguar. Inimitable play, belonging to the infancy of Mankind, fades into the fixations of later culture but stolen life or umbilicus becomes the navel of recall to breach what is lost. That breach – however apparently terrifying in some of its aspects – may be transformed into a series of initiations/penetrations/visualizations of the roots of play. Cristo, the “dead man”, returns to establish his innocence of a crime for which he is accused.


I surveyed the Pomeroon river – the setting of The Whole Armour – in 1950 and was conscious even then – many years before I commenced The Guyana Quartet – of the uncertain economic fate of the society, its need to deepen its insights into the soil of place in which ancient masquerades exist to validate the risks a community may take if it is to come abreast of its hidden potential.


In the same token, the people of the Canje river – the setting of The Secret Ladder – face the encroachment of new technologies. Fenwick, the engineer/surveyor, clashes with Poseidon who fears that he may lose his long-established home within a projected irrigation reservoir for rice and sugar estate lands.


“This was Poseidon’s asylum and home. It had acquired . . . the stamp of a multiple tradition or heritage . . . Had he not the right to defy all the sciences of the earth in the blessed name of his humanity?”(The Secret Ladder, page 411).


He pays with his life; and his death goads his blind followers to threaten the entire fabric of a society blind itself to innermost ambiguity and to a clash of cultures it needs to transform through the very “multiple heritage” to which Poseidon appeals if it is to bridge the divide between “blessed name of humanity” and the indifferent objects or goals of science.


WILSON HARRIS
August 1984





PALACE OF THE PEACOCK







Dedication



For Margaret, Nigel and Sydney






Epigraphs





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 torn 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 hardlooking 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 hardwon 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.


I pored over the map of the sun my brother had given me. The river of the savannahs wound its way far into the distance until it had forgotten the open land. The dense dreaming jungle and forest emerged. Mariella dwelt above the falls in the forest. I saw the rocks bristling in the legend of the river. On all sides the falling water boiled and hissed and roared. The rocks in the tide flashed their presentiment in the sun, everlasting courage and the other obscure spirits of creation. One’s mind was a chaos of sensation, even pleasure, faced by imminent mortal danger. A white fury and foam churned and raced on the black tide that grew golden every now and then like the crystal memory of sugar. From every quarter a mindless stream came through the ominous rocks whose presence served to pit the mad foaming face. The boat shuddered in an anxious grip and in a living streaming hand that issued from the bowels of earth. We stood on the threshold of a precarious standstill. The outboard engine and propeller still revolved and flashed with mental silent horror now that its roar had been drowned in other wilder unnatural voices whose violent din rose from beneath our feet in the waters. Donne gave a louder cry at last, human and incredible and clear, and the boat-crew sprang to divine attention. They seized every paddle and with immortal effort edged the vessel forward. Our bow pointed to a solid flat stone unbroken and clear, running far into the river’s bank. It looked near and yet was as far from us as the blue sky from the earth. Sharp peaks and broken hillocks grew on its every side, save where we approached, and to lose our course or fail to keep our head signified a crashing stop with a rock boring and gaping open our bottom and side. Every man paddled and sweated and strained toward the stone and heaven in his heart. The bowman sprang upon the hospitable ground at last followed by a nimble pair from the crew. Ropes were extended and we were drawn into a pond and still water between the whirling stream and the river’s stone.


I felt an illogical disappointment and regret that we were temporarily out of danger. Like a shell after an ecstasy of roaring water and of fast rocks appearing to move and swim again, and yet still and bound as ever where the foam forced its way and seethed and curdled and rushed.


The crew swarmed like upright spiders, half-naked, scrambling under a burden of cargo they were carrying ashore. First I picked and counted the daSilva twins of Sorrow Hill, thin, long-legged, fair-skinned, of Portuguese extraction. Then I spotted old Schomburgh, also of Sorrow Hill, agile and swift as a monkey for all his seasoned years. Donne prized Schomburgh as a bowman, the best in all the world his epitaph boasted and read. There was Vigilance, black-haired, Indian, sparkling and shrewd of eye, reading the river’s mysterious book. Vigilance had recommended Carroll, his cousin, a thick-set young Negro boy gifted with his paddle as if it were a violin and a sword together in paradise. My eye fell on Cameron, brick-red face, slow feet, faster than a snake in the forest with his hands; and Jennings, the mechanic, young, solemn-featured, carved out of still wood it seemed, sweating still the dew of his tears, cursing and reproving his whirling engine and toy in the unearthly terrifying grip in the water. Lastly I counted Wishrop, assistant bowman and captain’s understudy. Wishrop resembled Donne, especially when they stood side by side at the captain’s paddle. I felt my heart come into my mouth with a sense of recognition and fear. Apart from this fleeting wishful resemblance it suddenly seemed to me I had never known Donne in the past – his face was a dead blank. I saw him now for the first faceless time as the captain and unnatural soul of heaven’s dream; he was myself standing outside of me while I stood inside of him.


The crew began, all together, tugging and hauling the boat, and their sing-song cry rattled in my throat. They were as clear and matter-of-fact as the stone we had reached. It was the best crew any man could find in these parts to cross the falls towards the Mission where Mariella lived. The odd fact existed of course that their living names matched the names of a famous dead crew that had sunk in the rapids and been drowned to a man, leaving their names inscribed on Sorrow Hill which stood at the foot of the falls. But this in no way interfered with their lifelike appearance and spirit and energy. Such a coincidence we were beginning to learn to take in our stride. Trust Donne to rake up every ghost in his hanging world and house. Mariella was the obsession we must encounter at all costs, and we needed gifted souls in our crew. Donne smiled with a trace of mockery at my rank impatience. His smile suddenly changed. His face grew younger and brutal and impatient too. And innocent like a reflection of everlasting dreaming life.


The sun was high in the heavens. The river burned and flamed. The particular section, where we were, demanded hauling our vessel out of the water and along the bank until we had cleared an impassable fury and obstruction. The bright mist lifted a little from my mind’s eye, and I saw with a thumping impossible heart I was reliving Donne’s first innocent voyage and excursion into the interior country. This was long before he had established himself in his brooding hanging house. Long before he had conquered and crushed the region he ruled, annihilating everyone and devouring himself in turn. I had been struck by a peculiar feeling of absence of living persons in the savannahs where he governed. I knew there were labouring people about but it had seemed that apart from his mistress – the woman Mariella – there was no one anywhere. Now she too had become an enigma; Donne could never hope to regain the affection and loyalty he had mastered in her in the early time when he had first seduced her above the doom of the river and the waterfall. Though he was the last to admit it, he was glad for a chance to return to that first muse and journey when Mariella had existed like a shaft of fantastical shapely dust in the sun, a fleshly shadow in his consciousness. This had vanished. And with his miraculous return to his heart’s image and lust again, I saw – rising out of the grave of my blindness – the nucleus of that bodily crew of labouring men I had looked for in vain in his republic and kingdom. They had all come to me at last in a flash to fulfil one self-same early desire and need in all of us.


I knew I was dreaming no longer in the way I had been blind and dreaming before. My eye was open and clear as in the strength of youth. I stood on my curious stone as upon the reality of an unchanging presence Donne had apprehended in a wild and cruel devouring way which had turned Mariella into a vulgar musing executioner. This vision and end I had dimly guessed at as a child, fascinated and repelled by his company as by the company of my sleeping life. How could I escape the enormous ancestral and twin fantasy of death-in-life and lifein-death? It was impossible to turn back now and leave the crew in the wild inverse stream of beginning to live again in a hot and mad pursuit in the midst of imprisoning land and water and ambushing forest and wood.


The crew – all of us to a man – toiled with the vessel to lift it from still water and whirlpool. At last it stood on the flat stone. We placed round logs of wood beneath it, and halfrolled, half-pushed, until its bow poked the bushy fringe on the bank. This was the signal for reconnoitre. A wild visionary prospect. The sun glowed upon a mass of vegetation that swarmed in crevices of rocky nature until the stone yielded and turned a green spongy carpet out of which emerged enormous trunks and trees from the hidden dark earth beneath and beyond the sun.


The solid wall of trees was filled with ancient blocks of shadow and with gleaming hinges of light. Wind rustled the leafy curtains through which masks of living beard dangled as low as the water and the sun. My living eye was stunned by inversions of the brilliancy and the gloom of the forest in a deception and hollow and socket. We had armed ourselves with prospecting knives and were clearing a line as near to the river as we could.


The voice of roaring water declined a little. We were skirting a high outcrop of rock that forced us into the bush. A sigh swept out of the gloom of the trees, unlike any human sound as a mask is unlike flesh and blood. The unearthly, half-gentle, half-shuddering whisper ran along the tips of graven leaves. Nothing appeared to stir. And then the whole forest quivered and sighed and shook with violent instantaneous relief in a throaty clamour of waters as we approached the river again.


We had finished our connection, and we began retracing our steps in the line to the starting point where our boat stood. I stopped for an instant overwhelmed by a renewed force of consciousness of the hot spirit and moving spell in the tropical undergrowth. Spider’s web dangled in a shaft of sun, clothing my arms with subtle threads as I brushed upon it. The whispering trees spun their leaves to a sudden fall wherein the ground seemed to grow lighter in my mind and to move to meet them in the air. The carpet on which I stood had an uncertain place within splintered and timeless roots whose fibre was stone in the tremulous ground. I lowered my head a little, blind almost, and began forcing a new path into the trees away from the river’s opening and side.


A brittle moss and carpet appeared underfoot, a dry pond and stream whose course and reflection and image had been stamped for ever like the breathless outline of a dreaming skeleton in the earth. The trees rose around me into upward flying limbs when I screwed my eyes to stare from underneath above. At last I lifted my head into a normal position. The heavy undergrowth had lightened. The forest rustled and rippled with a sigh and ubiquitous step. I stopped dead where I was, frightened for no reason whatever. The step near me stopped and stood still. I stared around me wildly, in surprise and terror, and my body grew faint and trembling as a woman’s or a child’s. I gave a loud ambushed cry which was no more than an echo of myself – a breaking and grotesque voice, man and boy, age and youth speaking together. I recovered myself from my dead faint supported by old Schomburgh, on one hand, and Carroll, the young Negro boy, on the other. I was speechless and ashamed that they had had to come searching for me, and had found me in such a state.


Schomburgh spoke in an old man’s querulous, almost fearful voice, older than his fifty-odd seasoned years. Words came to him with grave difficulty. He had schooled himself into a condition of silent stoical fear that passed for rare courage. He had schooled himself to keep his own counsel, to fish in difficult waters, to bow or steer his vessel under the blinding sun and the cunning stars. He spoke now out of necessity, querulous, scratching the white unshaven growth on his chin.


“Is a risk everyman tekking in this bush,” he champed his mouth a little, rasping and coughing out of his lungs the old scarred broken words of his life. I thought of the sound a boat makes grating against a rock. “Is a dead risk,” he said as he supported me. “How you feeling son?” he had turned and was addressing me.


Carroll saw my difficulty and answered. “Fine, fine,” he cried with a laugh. His voice was rich and musical and young. Schomburgh grinned, seasoned, apologetic, a little unhappy, seeing through the rich boyish mask. Carroll trembled a little. I felt his work-hardened hands, so accustomed to abnormal labour they always quivered with a muscular tension beyond their years; accustomed to making a tramp’s bed in the bottom of a boat and upon the hard ground of the world’s night. This toughness and strength and enduring sense of limb were a nervous bundle of longing.


“Fine, fine,” he cried again. And then his lively eyes began darting everywhere, seeking eagerly to forget himself and to distract his own thoughts. He pointed – “You notice them tracks on the ground Uncle? Game plenty-plenty.”


Old Schomburgh scratched his bearded chin. “How you feeling?” he rasped at me again like a man who stood by his duty.


“Fine, fine, right as rain Uncle,” Carroll cried and laughed. Old Schomburgh turned his seasoned apology and grin on Carroll – almost with disapproval I felt – “How come you answer so quick-quick for another man? You think you know what mek a man tick? You can’t even know you own self, Boy. You really think you can know he or me?” It was a long speech he had made. Carroll trembled, I thought, and faltered a little. But seeing the difficulty I still had in replying, he cried impulsively and naively taking words from my lips – “He fine-fine Uncle, I tell you. I know – ”


“Well why he so tongue-tied?”


“He see something,” Carroll laughed good-naturedly and half-musingly, staring once again intently on the ground at the tracks he had discerned.


Schomburgh was a little startled. He rubbed away a bit of grey mucus from the corners of his eyes. His expression grew animal-sharp and strained to attention. Every word froze on his lips with the uncanny silence and patience of a fisherman whose obsession has grown into something more than a normal catch. He glared into my eye as if he peered into a stream and mirror, and he grumbled his oldest need and desire for reassurance and life. He caught himself at last looking secretive and ashamed that he had listened to what Carroll had said. I too started suddenly. I felt I must deny the vague suggestion – given as an excuse to justify my former appearance and stupefaction – that I had seen something. I was about to speak indignantly when I saw the old man’s avid eye fixed shamefully on me, and felt Carroll’s labouring hand tremble with the longing need of the hunter whose vision leads him; even when it turns faint in the sense of death. I stifled my words and leaned over the ground to confirm the musing foot-fall and image I had seen and heard in my mind in the immortal chase of love on the brittle earth.





 



III



It took us three days to take to the river again and launch our boat after hauling it through the open line we had cut. The rapids appeared less dangerous before and after us. It was Vigilance who made us see how treacherous they still were. We had been travelling for several hours when he gave a shrill warning cry, pointing with his finger ten yards ahead of the bow. I detected a pale smooth patch that seemed hardly worth a thought. It was the size of the moon’s reflection in streaming water save that the moment I saw it was broad daylight. The river hastened everywhere around it. Formidable lips breathed in the open running atmosphere to flatter it, many a wreathed countenance to conceal it and halfbreasted body, mysterious and pregnant with creation, armed with every cunning abortion and dream of infancy to claim it. Clear fictions of imperious rock they were in the long rippling water of the river; they condescended to kneel and sit, halfturning away from, half-inclining and bending towards the pale moon patch of death which spun before them calm as a musical disc. Captain and bowman heeded Vigilance’s cry turning to momentary stone like the river’s ruling prayer and rock. They bowed and steered in the nick of time away from the evasive, faintly discernible unconsious head whose meek moon-patch heralded corrugations and thorns and spears we dimly saw in a volcanic and turbulent bosom of water. We swept onward, every eye now peeled and crucified with Vigilance. The silent faces and lips raised out of the heart of the stream glanced at us. They presented no obvious danger and difficulty once we detected them beneath and above and in our own curious distraction and musing reflection in the water.


It was a day of filtered sunshine, half-cloud, half-sun. Wishrop had been bowing for old Schomburgh. He retired to the stern of the vessel to relieve Donne who looked the strangest shadow of himself, falling across the boat into the water, I suddenly thought. The change in Donne I suddenly felt in the quickest flash was in me. It was something in the open air as well, in the strange half-sun, in the river, in the forest, in the mysterious youthful longing which the whole crew possessed for Mariella and for the Mission where she lived above the falls. The murdered horseman of the savannahs, the skeleton footfall on the river bank and in the bush, the moonhead and crucifixion in the waterfall and in the river were over as though a cruel ambush of soul had partly lifted its veil and face to show that death was the shadow of a dream. In this remarkable filtered light it was not men of vain flesh and blood I saw toiling laboriously and meaninglessly, but active ghosts whose labour was indeed a flitting shadow over their shoulders as living men would don raiment and cast it off in turn to fulfil the simplest necessity of being. Wishrop was an excellent steersman. The boat swayed and moved harmoniously with every inclination of his body upon the great paddle. A lull fell upon the crew, transforming them, as it had changed Donne, into the drumming current of the outboard engine and of the rapid swirling water around every shadowy stone. All understanding flowed into Wishrop’s dreaming eternity, all essence and desire and direction, wished-for and longed-for since the beginning of time, or else focused itself in the eye of Vigilance’s spirit.


In this light it was as if the light of all past days and nights on earth had vanished. It was the first breaking dawn of the light of our soul.





 



BOOK TWO



THE MISSION OF MARIELLA




. . . the widow-making unchilding unfathering deeps.


Gerard Manley Hopkins








 



IV



Our arrival at the Mission was a day of curious consternation and belief for the colony. The news flew like lightning across the river and into the bush. It seemed to fall from the sky through the cloudy trees that arched high in the air and barely touched, leaving the narrowest ribbon of space. The stream that reflected the news was inexpressibly smooth and true, and the leaves that sprinkled the news from the heavens of the forest stood on a shell of expectant water as if they floated half on the air, half on a stone.


We drove at a walking pace through the brooding reflecting carpet unable to make up our minds where we actually stood. We had hardly turned into the bank when a fleet of canoes devoured us. Faces pressed upon us from land and water. The news was confirmed like wild-fire. We were the news. It was ourselves who were the news. Everyone remembered that not so long ago this self-same crew had been drowned to a man in the rapids below the Mission. Everyone recalled the visits the crew had paid the Mission from time to time leading to the fatal accident. They recalled the event as one would see a bubble, bright and clear as the sun, bursting unexpectedly and knitting itself together again into a feature of sheer consternation, mingled gladness and fear. Or into a teardrop, sadness and unexpected joy running together, in the eye of a friend or a woman or a child.


They did not know how to trust their own emotion, almost on the verge of doubting the stream in their midst. Old Schomburgh looked as timeless as every member of the crew. Carroll, Vigilance, Wishrop, the daSilva twins. The wooden-faced, solemn-looking Jennings stood under the disc and toy that had spun the grave propeller of the world. Where there had been death was now the reflection of life.


The unexpected image of Donne awoke a quiver of sudden alarm and fright. A heavy shadow fell upon all of us – upon the Mission, the trees, the wind, the water. It was an ominous and disturbing symptom of retiring gloom and darkened understanding under the narrow chink and ribbon of sky. They shrank from us as from a superstition of dead men. Donne had had a bad name in the savannahs, and Mariella, to their dreaming knowledge, had been abused and ill-treated by him, and had ultimately killed him. Their faces turned into a wall around her. She was a living fugitive from the devil’s rule. This was the birth and beginning of a new fantasy and material difficulty and opposition.


We had barely succeeded in tying our boat securely to the bank than they had left us alone. We could see their houses – set down in little clearings – through the trees. The small thatched walls and sloping roofs were made of cocerite palm – a sure sign of goodness and prosperity. The flesh of the cocerite fruit was succulent and dreamy and white, and the tree only appeared where there was promising land.


The young children playing and scrambling near the cocerite houses had vanished with the entire population, and the Mission now looked abandoned.


“We sleeping in a funny-funny place tonight,” Wishrop said wonderingly.


“Them Buck folk scare of dead people bad-bad,” Cameron laughed, chewing a sweet blade of grass. “They done know all-you rise bodily from the grave. Big frauds! that is what all you is.” He spoke with affection.


His face was brick-red as the first day we had set out, his hair close and curling and negroid. His hands moved like a panther boxing and dancing and quick, and in a moment he had slung his hammock between the trees near the river’s edge. He sat in it and tested it, rocking awhile. His brow and expression endorsed the sureness and the life in his hands. They bore an air of patience and experience, a little tired and cynical almost one would imagine when he smiled and his face wrinkled a little: a timeless long-suffering wrinkle of humour and scepticism and native poetry that knew the guts of the world wherein had been invested and planted the toughest breed of sensibility time had ever known.


Cameron’s great-grandfather had been a dour Scot, and his great-grandmother an African slave and mistress. Cameron was related to Schomburgh (whom he addressed as Uncle with the other members of the crew) and it was well-known that Schomburgh’s great-grandfather had come from Germany, and his great-grandmother was an Arawak American Indian. The whole crew was one spiritual family living and dying together in a common grave out of which they had sprung again from the same soul and womb as it were. They were all knotted and bound together in the enormous bruised head of Cameron’s ancestry and nature as in the white unshaven head of Schomburgh’s age and presence.


It was this thread of toughness and guts that Cameron understood and revelled in more than any other man. It gave him his slowness and caution of foot (in contradistinction to the speed in his hands): he stood like a melodramatic rock in mother earth, born from a close fantasy and web of slave and concubine and free, out of one complex womb, from a phantom of voluptuousness whose memory was bitter and rebellious as death and sweet as life; every discipline and endurance and pain he felt he knew. But this boast sprang from a thriftless love of romance and a genuine optimism and self-advertisement and self-ignorance.


Cynicism and ribaldry were the gimmick he adopted. Courage was native and spontaneous. Stoicism and shame played a minor part in fashioning his consciousness of himself and his adopted wrinkle and mask. He was never a cunning fisherman like Schomburgh, straining his attention upon the fish that swam in the river, only to delude himself after a while about the nature of his catch. Cameron knew in as plain and literal terms as hell fire itself what it was he actually wanted and had never been able to gain.


He wanted space and freedom to use his own hands in order to make his own primitive home and kingdom on earth, hands that would rule everything, magical hands dispensing life and death to their subjects as a witch doctor would or a tribal god and judge. This was a gross exaggeration of his desires and intentions, an enormous extension and daydream to which hard and strong and tough men are curiously subject though they fear and seek to reprove themselves for thinking in such a light. In fact it was the only unconscious foreboding (in the midst of his affections and laughter) Cameron ever experienced, the closest he came to Schomburgh’s guilt and imagination he dimly felt to lie beyond his years. So it was, unwitting and ignorant, he had been drawn to his death with the others, and had acquired the extraordinary defensive blindness, ribald as hell and witchcraft, of dying again and again to the world and still bobbing up once more lusting for an ultimate satisfaction and a cynical truth.


There was always the inevitable Woman (he had learnt to capitalize his affairs) – the anchor that tied him down for a while against his will and exercised him into regaining his habitual toughness to break away again for good. Still he could never scrape together enough money – after every grotesque adventure – to buy the place he wanted That was the taste of death and hell: to make do always with another unintelligent and seedy alternative, while the intelligent and fruitful thing remained just beyond his grasp.


“A miss is as good as a mile,” he sang aloud impishly. “I must scrape together some real capital – ” he winked his eye at the company. “The soil here good,” he spoke stoutly. “Right here in this Mission is the start I always seeing in view. Donkey’s years I seeing it I tell you. I never seem to quite make it you know. Maybe I’m silly in the upper mental storey of me house,” – he tapped his head humbly. “Not smart and obliging enough. Fact is we don’t speak the same language that is God’s truth. They speak shy and tricky – the Mission folk. I speak them hard bitter style of words I been picking up all me life. Is the way I make me living.” He scowled and looked at the world for approval, like a man who conceals his dread of his mistress turning into his witch and his widow. “I got to keep making these brutal sounds to live. You realize these Mission folk is the only people who got the real devil of a title to this land?” He opened his hands helplessly. “If only the right understanding missy and mistress would come along sweet and lucky and Bucky and rich, Ah would be in heaven, boys.” He let his foot drag on the ground crunching the soil a little. His head swung suddenly, in spite of himself and against his will, turning an envious reflective eye on the image of Donne – a superstitious eye almost, fearing the evil within himself as the Mission folk had feared Donne within them.
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