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FOREWORD

created in the year 2000 to coordinate the rich and multiple energies

that Italian scholars have employed in investigating and divulging the
new—and by now not so new—~English literatures written in the postcolonial
scenario. The neutral and ecumenical definition of English literatures was
privileged over more controversial designations such as the obsolete
Commonwealth literatures or postcolonial literatures, mainly because, as the
plenary speakers show in their contributions, to draw geographical or theoret-
ical boundaries today might be just another outdated gesture.

This volume brings together the proceedings of the first congress of
AISLI, which was held in Venice (1-3 November 2001) under the sign of
“openness”, as its title suggests. The board of the association decided not to
impose a single theme, but to invite scholars—academics and non academics,
young and experienced—to submit papers on any relevant topic. The result
has been a rich and diverse array of contributions which, without any preten-
sion of exhaustiveness, maps the situation of the research on the new English
literatures in Italy. The need of such mapping also suggested that these con-
tributions should be published as soon as possible. This accounts for the
diverse format of the papers collected in this volume. The editors are happy
to acknowledge that there was general agreement on the decision to favour
celerity—not to the detriment of accuracy, we hope—over a more complex
editorial work of uniformation which would have condemned these proceed-
ings to see the light in a not so near future.

Although it has become a sort of pious ritual, the scope of our subject ren-
ders inevitable to recall that our congress was held less than two months after
the watershed events of September 11. During the conference there was no
direct debate on them, but indubitably the papers offer many ideas to interpret
the international situation in a more complex and articulate way than the polit-
ical and journalistic discourse has lately been doing. Beyond the stereotype of
the ‘clash of civilizations’ or old-fashioned forms of Thirld-Worldism, what
the literatures that we study demonstrates is that geo-political differences cer-
tainly exist—Ilet alone inequalities—, but that civilizations are far less mono-
lithic than facile slogans imply and that fundamentalist phenomena such as
kamikaze terrorists may be the perverse product of cultural contact rather than
the visceral expression of any one civilization. Beyond the equally simplify-
ing, specular slogans “it’s all their fault” and “it’s all our fault” that have been
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volleyed from all sides of the political and cultural spectrum, these literatures
can give a precious contribution to understand the responsibility (as opposed
to the glorification and to the demonization) of globalisation. Also, they can
represent the political and social dilemmas of neglected areas which can be
far (Africa) or close (Ireland) to us, but that are frequently ignored by the
media. At the same time let us not flatten aesthetics to politics: the texts ana-
lyzed here are rich and beatiful texts that testify to the vitality of anglophone
literatures.

The volume opens with the inaugural speech of the President of AISLI
with the four plenary lectures. Then follow the papers presented in the eight
workshops. We regret that the wonderful performances which closed the con-
ference—the reading and talk by the Indian poet Sujata Bhatt, the scintillat-
ing performance of the Canadian playwright Thomson Highway, Armando
Pajalich’s inspired reading of Tito Laviera’s poetry,—could not be captured
on paper. Likewise, it was impossible to record the intense debates that arose
in all sessions, especially the final one devoted to the future perspectives of
our discipline. We can just hope that the papers here can provoke further
debate, coming to bring new members to the association.

Shaul Bassi, Simona Bertacco, Rosanna Bonicelli
Venezia, May 2002

i



“In that village of open doors”. Le Nuove Letterature
crocevia della cultura moderna

Giulio Marra

A
E doveroso in primo luogo da parte mia dare una spiegazione dell’im-

magine scelta per rappresentare questo Congresso. Il paesaggio che si

vede non esiste piu, ritrae il District Six di Cape Town abbattuto negli
anni "80 durante 1’apartheid. Sulle sue rovine si ¢ da alcuni anni costituito un
piccolo museo una saletta del quale € riservata alle espressioni di sgomento,
di nostalgia e di speranza dei sopravvissuti. Si tratta di poesie scritte sulle
piastrelle del pavimento ed ¢ giusto che sia cosi: sono simbolo di diritti umani
e civili calpestati e al tempo stesso stanno alle fondamenta della costituzione
del museo. Da una di quelle piastrelle ¢€ tratto il titolo del convegno, “In That
Village of Open Doors”. E stata la poesia il mezzo a cui gli abitanti del
District Six si sono affidati — alcuni direbbero ingenuamente — nella sua
capacita di farsi principio dinamico nel mondo. Mi viene alla mente un verso
del poemetto Whylah Falls (1997) del canadese George Elliott Clarke — al
quale ¢ stato in questi giorni conferito il Governor General’s Award per la poe-
sia — nel quale ancora, davanti a una brutale ingiustizia, s’invoca 1’intervento
della poesia con le seguenti parole: “No death — or poem — is neutral anymore
[...] Poetry come among us”. In termini pressoché analoghi, ricusando ogni
neutralita, 1’opera teatrale The Cake Man (1978) di Robert Merrit, dram-
maturgo aborigeno australiano, indicava la necessita di interpretare cio che
veniva rappresentato a teatro alla luce di cio che accadeva al di fuori di esso,
facendo dello spazio teatrale non una entita estetica autonoma ma un luogo
che viveva di un processo di osmosi con I’esterno.

Questi vari riferimenti mi offrono 1’opportunita di parlare seppur breve-
mente dell’estetico e del piacere estetico, e di fare alcune considerazioni rile-
vanti, credo, per il Congresso che stiamo celebrando quanto per
I’ Associazione che abbiamo fondato. Che cosa il piacere estetico indichi e
dove si collochi sono questioni sulle quali si soffermo qualche anno addietro,
non senza suscitare un vivace dibattito, F. Jameson (1984; 1986). Distinse tra
letteratura europea e letteratura postcoloniale introducendo una contrappo-
sizione tra I’arte ¢ la politica, tra Freud e Marx, tra il privato e il pubblico, ¢



propose una distinzione, volutamente provocatoria, tra due modi d’essere
della letteratura: la letteratura europea avocherebbe a sé il privilegio d’essere
estetica e di produrre piacere, mentre la letteratura postcoloniale sarebbe con-
sacrata all” impegno politico, alla morale, all’azione, alla verita della bellezza
piuttosto che alla bellezza estetica. Affermazione, quest’ultima, si fa notare,
alquanto discutibile poiché il criterio della verita, risultando troppo locale,
temporaneo, storico perderebbe di validita universale (Karamcheti 1995: 61).
F. Jameson fece una distinzione che di fatto rendeva i testi postcoloniali diver-
si da quelli europei, superati, poco interessanti, collocati tra arte e propagan-
da. Polemicamente richiama quanto scrive in “An Elegy for the Canon”
Harold Bloom in The Western Canon (1994).

Le posizioni di F. Jameson offrono tuttavia lo spunto per fare alcune con-
siderazioni. E indubbio, in primo luogo, che 1’esclusione delle letterature
postcoloniali dall’estetico comporta delle pericolose conseguenze poiché
I’eccellenza estetica nella tradizione occidentale viene fatta coincidere con
I’eccellenza morale e le letterature postcoloniali si pongono, come si ¢ detto,
anche il preciso impegno morale di provocare un cambiamento sociale e
politico.

E opportuno, in secondo luogo, tenere presente le diverse interpretazioni
che si possono dare del termine di “estetico”. Esso viene, come si ¢ detto,
associato al piacere letterario della tradizione occidentale. E dimensione per-
sonale ed individuale, si colloca al di la della capacita del linguaggio di
descriverlo: si pensi al sublime, al je ne sais quoi. Oggi si ribadiscono le stesse
categorie: la proliferazione delle tecnologie, dei beni e dell’informazione
rende il mondo “sublime”, ovvero complicato oltre la comprensione umana.
L’ineffabilita dell’estetico ne cancella pertanto la discorsivita, facendone
qualcosa di trascendentale (de Man 1986). L’estetico risulta conservatore da
un punto di vista ideologico ed epistemologico, non puo essere decostruito,
non pud essere analizzato, non cambia il mondo, lo reinscrive come giusto.
Sono considerazioni che si potrebbero associare al postmoderno nella sua
ambizione neo-conservatrice di esteticizzare il mondo (Birringer 1991: 4-44),
di esteticizzare il politico preferendo la contemplazione a discapito del-
I’azione, favorendo un “prestito” artistico generalizzato senza nessun impeg-
no verso qualcosa di specifico.

Per converso, Terry Eagleton (1976), rifacendosi ad Althusser, osserva
che I’estetica occidentale € un discorso socialmente costruito, una “education
of desire” che crea un soggetto ideologicamente definito. L’estetica ¢ legata
ad aspettative politiche. Il potere e I’estetica vanno assieme (come d’altro
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Introduzione

canto gia Aristotele diceva nella Poetica). Ci si sposta, in questo ambito spec-
ulativo dallo storico e dall’estetico, ovvero da discorsi sul significato e sul
valore, alle modalita di produzione e di ricezione del significato e del valore
(che sono precedenti ad essi).

Infine si puo osservare come il termine estetico venga usato oggi in ter-
mini molto ampi. Si usa per descrivere, ripetendo le parole di V. S. Naipaul,
“a way of being in the world” o, come scrive Rustom Bharucha, si tratta di
capire “where we see ourselves in ‘the world’”’(1990: x): € usato in espres-
sioni come ad esempio “female aesthetics”, “African-American Aesthetics”
(Karamcheti 1995:62), con cio indicando un modo di stare al mondo in
relazione a problematiche relative alla razza, al genere e alla classe. Il con-
cetto di piacere si mostra capace di destrutturare forme sociali obsolete,
sfuggendo al controllo della ragione e della religione. Karen Finley, ad esem-
pio, con il disgusto provocato dall’estremismo delle sue rappresentazioni indi-
vidua nell’estetica una trappola ideologica usata per contenere la posizione
femminile (Forte 1990). E Frantz Fanon si sente lacerato dinanzi ad un con-
cetto di bellezza che non riesce a fare proprio anche perché ¢ consapevole che
essa da significato al mondo:

All around me the white man, above the sky tears at its navel, the earth
rasps under my feet, and there is a white song, a white song. All this white-
ness that burns me... I sit down at the fire and I become aware of my uni-
form. I had not seen it. It is indeed ugly. I stop there, for who can tell me
what beauty is? (“The Fact of Blackness”, in During 1993: 324)

Riprendendo la domanda posta all’inizio riguardo alla definizione e alla
collocazione del piacere estetico, si puo forse rispondere con Augusto Boal il
quale, sostenendo che I’essere nel mondo ¢ collegato alla politica, si chiede se
esistano delle leggi che possano distinguere un’arte puramente contemplativa
da un’arte profondamente politica: “are there certain laws that make art either
a purely contemplative phenomenon or a deeply political one?”’(1979: 9).

Ritengo che quando noi, membri di questa Associazione, ci chiediamo di
che cosa stiamo parlando dovremmo avere domande come queste ben pre-
senti, poiché hanno a che vedere sia con la natura dei testi di cui trattiamo sia
con Dl’atteggiamento che si assume nell’atto del “parlare di” qualcosa. Che
cosa significa parlare di qualcosa? La domanda si pone subito. E una doman-
da che pone a sua volta immediatamente la necessita di distinguere tra modi
diversi di “parlare” (MacDonald 1993: 170ss). Da un lato sta “il parlare di o
il parlare per” che significa (come spiega Said) definire quello che abbiamo
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di fronte in termini di opposizione. Questo di per s¢ dovrebbe indurci ad
essere sospettosi di teorie ombrello come il post-strutturalismo e di approcci
antropologici che tendono a considerare gruppi etnici, minoritari € marginal-
ita tradendo pur sempre la tendenza a distinguere tra il “noi” che parla e
I’oggetto di cui si parla. Come scrive Rey Chow, dinanzi all’esigenza di dare
voce a tutti ci si chiede una serie di domande (““Who speaks?”, oppure “Can
X speak?”, “What does it mean to speak?”, “Who has been silenced?”, “How
to speak?”) essendo ben consapevoli che la capacita di fare una domanda ¢ gia
una forma di privilegio esercitata da chi pud permettersi di vedere il mondo
dall’esterno. E una patente disegualianza quella che si evidenzia tra la sofisti-
cata teoria dell’antropologo o del critico e il silenzio dell’oppresso. Rimane
quindi una questione sempre aperta quella di capire a chi si riferisca il “who”
in “who speaks?” (“Listening otherwise, music miniaturized: a different type
of question about revolution” in During 1993: 383-4).
Come scrive ironicamente David Dabydeen:

The exhalations of the aborigines
Are esoteric notes in a scholar’s curious book. (The New Poetry)

E inevitabile che la posizione dalla quale uno sceglie di parlare e le moti-
vazioni (accademiche o personali) per le quali lo fa influenzano in maniera
determinante il modo di ragionare; mettere quelle ragioni in qualche modo in
evidenza diventa una questione di onesta intellettuale.

Dall’altro lato sta il “parlare con” (in senso non dialettico ma dialogico) e
con cio si indica un progetto letterario e critico che lasci da parte sistemi glob-
ali onnicomprensivi, che dimentichi, come ironicamente si dice, 1’ombrello,
(“T” hope to “forget my umbrella”, espressione usata da J. Derrida il quale a
sua volta la trovo — “I have forgotten my umbrella” — leggendo i manoscritti
di Nietzsche a margine di un foglio). “Parlare con” significa ascoltare e
rispondere nel contesto del singolo testo tenendo presente che ogni contesto
in cui il critico entra ¢ irreparabilmente riconfigurato dalla sua presenza. Non
si tratta di spiegare un testo sostituendosi ad esso, quanto piuttosto di trovare
collegamenti e connessioni avendo in mente che ogni forma di produzione
culturale va vista in relazione ad altre pratiche culturali. Si tratta di sentire la
necessita di usare una lingua che destabilizzi 1’identita del soggetto che scrive
o che parla, un soggetto che, come dicono sia H. Gadamer che M. Bakhtin,
non domina i propri enunciati, si tratta di avvalorare un processo che non per-
metta all’io di procedere senza il non-io, che non permetta una conversazione
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Introduzione

in cui ’interloquito rimanga in silenzio, o in cui il silenzio serva puramente
ad indicare Dalterita e la differenza. Si legga quale esempio di questa
relazione comunicativa deficitaria la poesia “Somewhere in the Dark
Continent” di M. Nourbese Philip:

He — Livingstone — and I copulate like two beasts — he rides me — his word
slipping in and out of the wet moist spaces of my silence — I take his word
— strong and thrusting — that will not rest, will not be denied in its search
to fill every crevice of my silence — I take it into the silence of my mouth-
and in a clearing in a forest he sits and weeps as Stanley comforts him —
[...] =1 groan and grunt like the animal I am, keening and wailing I try to
birth the monstrous product of his word and my silence-conceived in the
silence of my own, my very own womb.

Una necessaria e costante auto-riflessivita deve mantenere viva la
relazione tra il soggetto di cui si scrive e il soggetto che scrive, anche fosse
nella incolmabile differenza indicata dal differend di J-F. Lyotard. E questo
mette immediatamente in crisi termini come“‘molteplicita” e forse anche mul-
ticulturalismo che tradiscono la loro origine platonica. Come scrive Linda
Hutcheon, le colonie possono parlare “unreflectingly”, ma il “post-colonial”
ha a sua disposizione varie strategie, quali I’ironia, 1’allegoria, la riflessivita
per mettere in discussione posizioni culturali dominanti. (“Circling the
Downspout of Empire”, in During 1993: 135).

In genere noi privilegiamo un “master plot” di carattere romantico, che
tende a cio che Frank Kermode definisce “a sense of an ending”, una fine, una
soluzione, per la nostra gratificazione emotiva. Indubbiamente i “master
plots” con il loro inizio, mezzo e fine sono uno strumento di strutturazione del
mondo (Ledbetter 1996: 4ss.). E tutto va nella direzione di definire la propria
identita, anche permettendoci di giocare con i nostri molteplici modi d’essere,
ma va soprattutto a toccare un’altra questione fondamentale che ha rilevanza
diretta con quanto ho appena detto, ovvero la necessita di fissare il canone
entro il quale il soggetto si colloca.

Quando si parla di canone si apre immediatamente un conflitto su quali
siano gli autori rappresentativi. Il canone ha a che vedere con la definizione
del campo letterario nei confronti di altri modi di discorso e ogni modifica
della definizione canonica di un corpus letterario produce reazioni pitt 0 meno
violente. Commenta Paul de Man che in questo campo “the theoreticians of
literature ... do not quite know what it is they are talking about” (1986: 17).
Si avvertono, come nel caso di Harold Bloom, delle forti resistenze di carat-
tere estetico. Come si puo ovviare a queste resistenze? Come si fa a introdurre
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una diversa prospettiva? Con buona pace di Bloom, ¢ inevitabile integrare
I’attivita ermeneutica del lettore all’interno di un progetto puramente formal-
istico. E necessario, di nuovo, porre una serie diversa di domande. Alla
domanda “quale sia la cultura piu importante” si risponde dicendo che tutte
sono importanti; alla domanda “quale voce si debba ascoltare” si risponde
quante voci siamo in grado di ascoltare e con quali metodologie le possiamo
ascoltare. Da un punto di vista metodologico si tratta di insegnare come leg-
gere piuttosto che quanto leggere. Si tratta di entrare in scelte culturali che
riescano a determinare i tratti di una persona colta nella prospettiva di sosti-
tuire 1’idea (elitaria) di una comunita di persone con 1’idea di una comunita
integrata di persone. Questo non per eliminare autori e testi in un conflitto di
potere, ma per vedere i testi in conversazione tra di loro senza preclusioni, per
permettere alla letteratura stessa (e non ai critici) di rispondere a questioni di
canone (Ledbetter 1996: 7ss.).

Emanuel Levinas descrive il modo d’avvicinarsi ad un testo. Non si
definisce “in terms of and in itself, nor by and for itself, but rather through a
forgetting of the self in the ‘fear and trembling’ for the other”(Ledbetter 1996:
86). E con questa sensazione di vicinanza e di compresenza dell’io e del non-
io che oggi ci avviciniamo alle Nuove Letterature, ed € con la disposizione del
“parlare con” che si rilegge la letteratura europea, e allora non ¢ senza una
dose di fatica e di disagio intellettuale che se ne rileggono i testi, uno tra i
molti, ad esempio, Mansfield Park di Jane Austen. In questa “sofferenza” di
lettura si concretizza ’esigenza del “parlare con”, una esigenza che deve
trovare un linguaggio anche in ambito accademico. E dal rispetto per la sof-
ferenza umana in generale che si arriva ad un’etica universale che legittimi
una letteratura che si ispira ad un umanesimo postcoloniale diverso da quello
essenzialista, modernista e postmodernista, radicandosi nella sfida contro la
crudelta e il dolore. In termini letterari si tratta di attuare una “lettura etica”,
che coinvolga I’intera questione della presenza deresponsabilizzata del
soggetto nella civilta occidentale. Una lettura etica non si concilia con le ten-
denze del mondo contemporaneo le quali tendono a sottacere il problema
della responsabilita individuale preponendo ad essa fattori impersonali, nella
storia, nella societa, nella psicologia; significa andare contro I’istinto naturale
teleologico a cui prima si accennava che ci porta a ricercare “a sense of an
ending” per soddisfare 1’ansia metafisica.

Scrive Eavan Boland, poetessa irlandese,

a new language
is a kind of scar
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Introduzione

and heals after a while
into a passable imitation
of what went before. (Mise Eire)

riconoscere le “ferite” non coincide con 1’ossessiva, patologica ricerca del
significato e del fine. Sembrano piu consoni con questa sensibilita di lettura i
suggerimenti dell’estetica della ricezione di Hans Jauss che cerca di integrare
la dimensione individuale e privata con la dimensione sociale ¢ collettiva in
una sequenza di domande e di risposte senza necessaria finalita; ai quali si
aggiunge la prospettiva di Walter Benjamin sull’estetica della redenzione e
sulla problematicita della “traduzione” che si evidenzia nel confronto tra
strutture linguistiche e non tra “foreground” e “background”. E, oltre a questo,
si tratta di considerare lo specifico postcoloniale che esce dagli schemi dia-
logici occidentali e dalla frammentazione poststrutturale dell’io proponendo
una idea diversa di letteratura. Scrive Abena P. A. Busia,

we have seen beyond your lies and disguises,
and we have mastered the language of words,
we have mastered speech. (Exiles)

Il mio auspicio a questo congresso ¢, in definitiva, che si “parli con”, che
ad ogni frase che si pronuncia, ad ogni pensiero che si pensa venga attivata
contestualmente 1’idea di un confronto tra I’io e il non-io, 1’idea di un collo-
quio tra una presenza che siamo noi e un’assenza che ¢ cio di cui parliamo.

Queste mie brevi considerazioni, che costituiscono una presa di posizione
e una scelta tra le varie letture che ognuno di noi fa, non dovrebbero essere
fine a se stesse, ma collegarsi idealmente a quanto ci diremo al termine di
questo Congresso, quando si porra il problema delle definizioni e delle
prospettive di studio riguardo alle Letterature in Lingua Inglese e quindi
anche al destino della nostra Associazione.
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Greco-Roman Classical Aesthetics, Western
Christian Humanism and African Modernism

Kole Omotoso

There is a glossary at the end of Wole Soyinka’s first novel The
Interpreters (1965), the first entries of which list the Gods in Kola’s pantheon.
Kola’s pantheon constitute the Yoruba pantheon of Gods. These Gods are “Esu,
spirit of disorder; Sango, God of Lighning; Orisa-nla, the principal deity;
Esumare, the rainbow; Erinle, the animal spirit; Obaluwaiye, the respective
name for Sopona, the god of smallpox and Ogun, the explorer, warrior, creative
god.” Any casual reference book will provide the names of the six Greek gods
and six Greek goddesses in the following order: Zeus ruler of all divinities;
Apollo, god of music, poetry, and purity; Ares, god of war; Haphaestus, black
smith for the gods; Hermes, messenger of the gods; Poseidon, god of earth-
quakes and the oceans; Athena goddess of wisdom and war; Aphrodite, god-
dess of love; Artemis, twin sister of Apollo and goddess of hunting; Demeter,
goddess of agriculture; Hera, sister and wife of Zeus; and Hestia, goddess of
the hearth. What needs to be taken note of here is the multiplicity of gods and
goddesses in both pantheons as well as the allocation of ‘ministries’ and
responsibilities to each god and each goddess. Is there any particular reason
why Yoruba Gods and Goddesses are more similar to Greek Gods and
Goddesses than to the Gods and Goddesses of other African cultures?

It is important to quote here what I call the Yoruba statement of compro-
mise with Western political and Christian Humanist intentions which occurs
towards the end of the crucial History of the Yoruba by Reverend Samuel
Johnson:

With the establishment of the British Protectorate a new era dawned upon
the country. It marked the close of the fourth and the beginning of the fifth
period (of Yoruba history). What the distinguishing feature of this new era
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will be, and how long it will last, are questions which only the future can
answer. When we have allowed for all the difficulties of a transition stage,
the disadvantages that must of necessity arise by the application of rules
and ideas of a highly civilised people to one of another race, degree of civ-
ilization, and of different ideas, we should hope the net result will be a dis-
tinct gain to the country. But that peace should reign universally, with pros-
perity and advancement, and that the disjointed units should all be once
more welded into one under one head from the Niger (River) to the coast
(Atlantic) as in the happy days of Abiodun, so dear to our fathers, that clan-
nish spirit disappear, and above all that Christianity should be the principal
religion in the land—paganism and Mohammedanism having had their full
trial—should be the wish and prayer of every true son of Yoruba.

Anyone familiar with even just a few of the thousands of poems contained
in the Ifa Divination poetry would realise how these volumes accumulate
material from all and every culture that the Yoruba have been in touch with.
Within these volumes would be found Yoruba explanations of the origins of
Islam, the limited nature of English hospitality and the comparative powers of
various medical practices.

In the 1960s, a Yoruba classical scholar, following on the tracks of those
of the nineteenth century, translated Greek and Roman classics into Yoruba
including Oedipus Rex by Sophocles, Mercator by Plautus and Plato’s Krito.
Olanipekun Esan states in the introduction to Orekelewa, his title for his
Yoruba translation of Mercator the following:

Opolopo igba ti mo ba n ka iwe Latin ati Greek ni mo n s’akiyesi pe ojo
awon ara atijo wonyi 1’0 jina si tiwa, iwa ko fi bee yato si tiwa. Orisirisi
ona ni asa won fi ba ti ile wa mu, paapaa awon asa ti o wa laarin wa ki aye
to d’aye oyinbo.

[Many times while reading Latin and Greek books I notice that the days of
these people might be far from ours of today, their behaviour is not so dif-
ferent from ours. Their customs have many similarities to those of our land
especially so with our customs before the coming of the English.]

Olanipekun Esan’s reasons for doing these renditions from Latin and
Greek to Yoruba have to do with the possibility of Yoruba literature and by
extension Yoruba people benefiting from these ancient books. This is why he
speaks of “itumo ati iyipada” (translation and adaptation) in the producing his
Yoruba versions of these writings.

Two major Yoruba playwrights whose English language plays are better
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known, Wole Soyinka and Ola Rotimi, have adapted two ancient Greek plays
as part of their works. Wole Soyinka’s The Bacchae of Euripides is a re-work-
ing of this play in favour of the slaves of the play. Ola Rotimi’s The Gods are
not to Blame is an adaptation of Oedipus Rex of Sophocles. Why do these
adaptations seat so naturally within the Yoruba cultural environment?

While there have been translations of Shakespeare’s plays into African
languages such as Julius Nyerere’s kiSwabhili translation of Julius Caesar, lit-
tle is known if there are translations from Latin and Greek writers into African
languages exist other than in Yoruba. There are translations and adaptations of
Shakespeare’s plays in Yoruba. The Yoruba translation and adaptation of
Everyman is so popular that it is sometimes difficult to specify who first per-
formed it. Eda, as the Yoruba adaptation is called, is a staple of many travel-
ling theatres in Yorubaland.

It is against this sketchy background that one looks at the issue of global-
isation and culture around the world today and the situation of the Yoruba.
There is no doubt that Yoruba writers, writing in Yoruba or writing through
English use a mix of traditional Yoruba aesthetics and European Christian
Humanism in their works. There is no doubt too that Yoruba writers and artists
do not shy away from eclectic borrowings for the realisation of their works.
Such borrowings honour the source and enhance the work of borrower.
Finally, it is also quite clear that most Yoruba writers do not accept the idea of
a clash of cultures when it comes to the “difficulties of a transition stage” in
the encounter between Africa and Europe.

In his Author’s Note at the beginning of his play Death and the Kings
Horseman Wole Soyinka says:

The bane of themes of this genre is that they are no sooner employed cre-
atively than they acquire the facile tag of ‘clash of cultures’, a prejudicial
label which, quite apart from its frequent misapplication, presupposes a
potential equality in every given situation of the alien culture and the
indigenous, on the actual soil of the latter. It is thanks to this perverse
mentality that I find it necessary to caution the would-be producer of this
play against a sadly familiar reductionist tendency, and to direct his
vision instead to the far more difficult and risky task of eliciting the
play’s threnodic essence.

Ecclecticism implies syncreticsm in the final outcome. This is an area of
inquiry which purists of all types find difficult to investigate. To globalize is
not to be gobbled up. Rather, the Yoruba writers come to the conclusion that
ours is ours but mine is mine. They insist that we can all defend our own with-
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out destroying my own. This is expressed in two significant situations: in
terms of their attitude to the English language and their attitude to their tradi-
tional religion. In terms of the language they say:

A o s’oyinbo, Yes!

A o s’ode wa, Aree!

[We shall speak English yes!

We shall speak our language as well!]

In terms of religion, they would sing:

Igbagbo ko ni k’awa ma s’oro,

Awa o s’oro ile wa o!

[Christianity does not bar us from

Worshipping the Gods and Goddesses of our Land!]

It is possible then to say that the global inheritance has come about by the
contributions of all of us, not just the work of Europe and North America. To
that extent the Yoruba and by extension Africa participates in globalisation as
one that both contributes and benefits. At the same time, what globalisation
contains of Africa’s contribution is not the totality of the wealth and potential
of Africa.

It is appropriate therefore to end this short presentation with the words of
Aime Cesaire (1913 -) from his long narrative poem Return to My Native
Land first published in 1956:

...And the voice declares that for centuries Europe
has stuffed us with lies and crammed us with plague,
for it is not true that:

the work of man is finished

we have nothing to do in the world

we are the parasites of the world

our job is to keep in step with the world.

The work of man is only just beginning

It remains for him to conquer

At the four corners of his fervour

Every rigid prohibition.

No race holds a monopoly of beauty, intelligence and
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Strength there is room for all at the meeting-place of
Conquest

We know now

That the sun revolves round our earth illuminating the plot
Which we alone have selected

That every star falls at our command from the sky to the
Earth without limit or cease.






“Texts Instead”: la narrazione (postcoloniale)
nell’epoca della sua riproducibilita tecnica

Silvia Albertazzi

Nel suo recente lavoro sull’immaginario postcoloniale, David Punter defi-
nisce le opere letterarie provenienti dal Sud del mondo come “testi invece”,
testi che sono stati scritti al posto di altri testi, in un linguaggio ‘altro’, testi
che tradiscono 1’impossibilita di visualizzare realta “altre’, situazioni di dislo-
camento personale e linguistico, tentativi di dare voce al non detto usando
mezzi e materiali spesso pagati a caro prezzo sul mercato occidentale della
cultura e del potere. Scrive Punter:

The texts of the ‘postcolonial’ are, in partial but crucial sense, not there,
they are texts written instead of other texts, unwillingly written under the
sign of an ‘other’ language, they are continuing evidences of the impossi-
bility of visualising the dislocated, they are emblems of all that is unwrit-
ten, all that must now remain unwritten because the very materials for writ-
ing are already co-opted, already displayed in the markets of those who sell
power, of those who charge unaffordable prices for what is not theirs to
sell. (2000: 105)

Non si tratta, dunque, per Punter, soltanto di una forma di silenzio, di una
scrittura che, cercando di dar voce al non detto, risulta circoscritta da un silen-
zio inattaccabile: siamo ormai ben oltre il ‘silenzio postcoloniale’ che, secon-
do Ashcroft, Griffiths e Tiffin caratterizza le produzioni letterarie attraverso
cui “the Empire writes back”, quel silenzio che, circoscrivendo il testo post-
coloniale ne precluderebbe I’interpretazione, “challeng[ing] metropolitan
notions of polysemity, and resist[ing] the absorption of post-colonial literatu-
res into the new universalist paradigms, which emerge in the wake of post-
structuralist accounts of language and texts.” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin 1989:
187). Punter parla di ‘testi invece’, scritture dislocate che impongono al letto-
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re — ¢ al critico — non di tentare 1’interpretazione del silenzio, ma di scoprire
quanto sta dietro le parole, tenendo conto al contempo del non scritto, nella
consapevolezza che gli stessi materiali per scrivere sono nelle mani di chi
vende a prezzi inavvicinabili cio che neppure gli appartiene.

Pertanto, qualsiasi discorso critico sulle letterature postcoloniali
dovra necessariamente affiancare alla disamina estetico-letteraria dei testi una
presa di posizione in senso ideologico, politico e sociale. Quanto lo storico
indiano Dipesh Chakrabarty ha scritto a proposito dell’odierna storiografia
postcoloniale pud agevolmente essere riferito anche allo studio delle lettera-
ture extracuropee ¢ del Terzo Mondo: la colonizzazione, il nazionalismo ter-
zomondista e la politica accademica hanno contribuito a rafforzare la posizio-
ne dell’Europa nel discorso storico, rendendola addirittura universale, “the
sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories, including the ones we call
‘Indian’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Kenyan’, and so on. There is a peculiar way in which all
these other histories tend to become variations on a master narrative that could
be called ‘the history of Europe’ (Chakrabarty 1992: 4). Sostituendo il ter-
mine ‘storia’ con ‘letteratura’, le considerazioni di Chakrabarty risultano per-
fettamente applicabili anche al nostro campo di studi. Di conseguenza, la
soluzione proposta dallo storico indiano si puo adattare senza sforzo all’area
letteraria postcoloniale. Occorre, secondo Chakrabarty, mettere in atto un
grande progetto di ‘provincializzazione dell’Europa’, che si puod realizzare
scrivendo “into the history of modernity the ambivalences, contradictions, the
use of force and the tragedies and the ironies that attend to it.” (4) Si tratta, in
altre parole, di saper leggere la letteratura della modernita (sia essa occiden-
tale o postcoloniale) in senso ‘contrappuntistico’, secondo ’accezione che
Said annette al termine preso a prestito dalla terminologia musicale: “In rea-
ding a text, one must open it out both to what went into it and to what its
author excluded. Each cultural work is a vision of a moment, and we must
juxtapose that vision with the various revisions it later provoked” (Said 1994:
67). Tuttavia, mentre Said applica la sua “contrapuntal analysis” ai grandi testi
canonici dell’occidente, nel tentativo di “draw out, extend, give emphasis and
voice to what is silent or marginally present or ideologically represented”
(66), per il critico delle letterature postcoloniali si trattera anche di esaminare
I’archivio della cultura non occidentale espressa in lingue europee tenendo
conto delle ambiguita, delle ironie, delle contraddizioni che tradiscono il non
scritto, quanto il postcoloniale non ha ancora parole per esprimere, quanto
viene censurato (o autocensurato) in ossequio al predominio occidentale,
quanto non puo essere scritto per I’impossibilita di accedere agli stessi mate-
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riali della scrittura. In questo senso, non solo alla narrativa realistica lo stu-
dioso di letterature postcoloniali applichera la sua personale (e non eurocen-
trica) lettura contrappuntistica, ma anche e soprattutto ai testi fantastici, magi-
ci, dove ambiguita e contraddizioni della modernitda vengono tradotte in
immagini.

A questo proposito, credo che pochi testi come il brevissimo racconto di
Peter Carey “Report on the Shadow Industry”, apparso per la prima volta
nella raccolta The Fat Man in History del 1974, riescano a mettere in eviden-
za, partendo da un canovaccio decisamente irrealistico, le contraddizioni della
societa postcoloniale, fino a tingersi di sfumature inquietantemente premoni-
trici. Nella sua storia Carey racconta di fabbriche che producono scatole con-
tenenti ombre — ombre di tutti 1 colori e le dimensioni, di cui uomini € donne
sembrano non poter fare a meno, al punto da apparirne come intossicati e da
indebitarsi per acquistarle. Scritto nel freddo linguaggio dei rapporti azienda-
li, il brevissimo racconto ipotizza una societa apparentemente distopica, in cui
non solo gli individui sono ossessionati dalle ombre, ma lo stesso panorama
urbano ne ¢ saturo, impregnato com’¢ dai fumi colorati delle fabbriche dove
vengono prodotte. Nel racconto, la base narrativa realistica da cui diparte ogni
autentica storia fantastica ¢ costituita non solo da una ambientazione metro-
politana assolutamente riconoscibile nella sua assenza di elementi peculiari,
ma anche e soprattutto dall’uso di un registro privo di connotazioni letterarie
specifiche come quello delle relazioni aziendali. Nel linguaggio piatto e
impersonale dei rapporti commerciali, Carey descrive in tre pagine scarse,
scandite da brevi paragrafi, una societa non futura, ma gia presente — anche e
soprattutto rispetto al lettore — in cui gli individui sono ossessionati dall’ac-
quisto di ombre, racchiuse in scatole di varie dimensioni, e il panorama urba-
no ¢ contraddistinto dalle ciminiere della fabbriche di ombre, che sputano
fuori ad ogni ora fumi colorati. Si potrebbe, erroneamente, parlare di fantasia
distopica, se non fosse evidente, ad ogni parola dell’asettica relazione, che
della societa occidentale contemporanea si parla, e che ombre e scatole, pro-
babilmente, hanno funzione metaforica, quando non apertamente allegorica.
La trasgressione fantastica dei limiti del reale porta a note profetiche: le sca-
tole di ombre nella cui contemplazione si perdono i personaggi di Carey pos-
sono essere piccoli televisori portatili, oppure contenere, per il lettore in vena
di interpretazioni simboliche, videocassette, videogiochi, software per com-
puter, e anche, ovviamente, droghe di vario genere. E ovvio che le ipotesi
interpretative lasciate al lettore del terzo millennio per le scatole di ombre
sono a dir poco infinite: tuttavia, considerando il periodo di scrittura del rac-
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conto, piu che televisori tascabili, DVD o CDrom, tutti oggetti non ancora
commercializzati in Australia nei primi anni settanta, le scatole di ombre
potrebbero rimandare a droghe psicotrope di vario genere, queste invece lar-
gamente diffuse tra gli studenti e gli intellettuali impegnati anche agli antipo-
di a protestare contro la guerra del Vietnam. In effetti, nel primissimo para-
grafo, il riferimento al fatto che la diffusione delle ombre in scatola costitui-
va gia un fenomeno problematico nell’America del decennio precedente fa
pensare ai trips da LSD cui si abbandonava la generazione dei figli dei fiori,
a Ken Kesey e alla summer of love del 1967. Tuttavia, il fatto che di ombre
nella storia di Carey siano in larga misura ‘drogati’ anche anziani e casalinghe,
e che all’inizio del secondo paragrafo venga riportata una statistica secondo cui
una famiglia media spende in ombre circa il 25% dei propri salari, autorizza a
non limitarsi a una lettura del racconto come parabola psichedelica.

In apertura, la relazione di Carey fa riferimento alla situazione americana
del decennio precedente, mettendo in chiaro che, gia dieci prima, in quel
paese, sorgevano fabbriche di ombre e la gente si aggirava nei supermercati
in piena notte per comperare scatole dal contenuto misterioso: una situazione
che allora sembrava strana al relatore anonimo, ma che ¢ poi diventata comu-
ne anche nel suo paese. Fin dal primo paragrafo, la relazione si sofferma sui
pericoli e sui vantaggi delle ombre, sul loro probabile contenuto chimico e
sull’impatto delle fabbriche di ombre e dei loro residui tossici sull’ambiente.
In tal modo, la narrazione scivola quasi impercettibilmente dal tono piatto e
razionale del dato di fatto dell’indagine merceologica alla descrizione visio-
naria di un fenomeno impalpabile e irrazionale.

There are few who say the smoke is dangerous because of carcinogenic
chemicals used in the manufacture of shadows. Others argue that the shad-
ow is a natural product and by its very nature chemically pure. They point
to the advantages of the smoke: the beautifully coloured patterns in the
clouds which serve as a reminder of the happiness to be obtained from a
fully realized shadow. There may be some merit in this last argument, for
on cloudy days the skies above our city are a wondrous sight, full of blues
and vermillions and brilliant greens which pick out strange patterns and
shapes in the clouds.

Others say that the clouds now contain the dreadful beauty of the apoca-
lypse. (Carey 1995: 138)

A questo primo stadio la situazione narrata appare principalmente spec-
chio dei tempi in cui ¢ concepita, documento fantastico a base storico-socia-
le. Ci troviamo di fronte a visioni psichedeliche, che sarebbe difficile imma-
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ginare in un periodo diverso dagli anni sessanta-settanta, dal periodo cio¢
delle droghe chimiche per allargare le frontiere della conoscenza, dell’LSD e
degli allucinogeni. Lo stesso riferimento alla situazione americana di un
decennio precedente fa pensare ai vari Ginsberg, Burroughs, Leary, Kesey e
ai loro trips, alle visioni descritte nei loro libri o a quelle cantate, per esem-
pio, da Bob Dylan, nello stesso periodo. Si puo ipotizzare con una certa sicu-
rezza che in Australia tali mode siano arrivate con qualche ritardo, mentre ¢
provato che a meta degli anni settanta, nel periodo di reazione anche violenta
alla guerra del Vietnam e alla politica statunitense, anche le giovani genera-
zioni degli antipodi facevano largo uso di sostanze psicotrope. E tuttavia, una
simile interpretazione del racconto, pur accettabile, risulta subito riduttiva:
prima di tutto, gia si ¢ detto come, fin dal primo paragrafo, vengano mostrate
persone anziane, emarginati, poveri che cercano di procurarsi le misteriose
scatole, e come, all’inizio del secondo, venga riportata una statistica secondo
cui una famiglia media spende circa il 25% dei propri salari in ombre, per-
centuale di spesa che, il relatore sottolinea, ¢ inversamente proporzionale alle
entrate familiari complessive. Proprio a partire da questo dato, Carey sugge-
risce altre, e piu complesse, chiavi di lettura del fenomeno.

There are those who say that the shadows are bad for people, promising an
impossible happiness that can never be realized and thus detracting from
the very real beauties of nature and life. But there are others who argue that
the shadows have always been with us in one form or another and that the
packaged shadow is necessary for mental health in an advanced techno-
logical society. There is, however, research to indicate that the high suicide
rate in advanced countries is connected with the popularity of shadows and
that there is a direct statistical correlation between shadow sales and sui-
cides rates. This has been explained by those who hold that the shadows
are merely mirrors to the soul and that the man who stares into a shadow
box sees only himself, and what beauty he finds is his own beauty and what
despair he experiences is born of the poverty of his spirit. (1995: 138)

Da un lato, sembra riemergere qui la possibilita di interpretare le scatole
di ombre come televisori, il cui maggior pericolo risiede nel proporre imma-
gini di felicita materiale impossibile che non potra mai realizzarsi per la gente
comune. Dall’altro, la necessita di inscatolare i sogni (= le ombre) e venderli
suggerisce piuttosto 1’idea di una societa ormai talmente massificata e tanto
povera di contenuti ideali e ideologici da temere il potenziale sovversivo della
fantasia umana, al punto da immetterne sul mercato surrogati fatti in serie.

\

Ancora una volta, il rimando storico-sociale immediato ¢ allo spirito del
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tempo in cui Carey scrive il racconto, gli anni immediatamente successivi la
richiesta di mandare al potere la fantasia da parte degli studenti di tutto il
mondo e immediatamente precedenti la breve ma intensa stagione delle jac-
queries, degli indiani metropolitani e, per quanto riguarda 1’ Australia, delle
comuni di artisti descritte nei romanzi di Helen Garner. Tuttavia, ancora una
volta la visione del fantasista si tinge di involontaria premonizione: il discor-
so sulla negativita delle ombre risuona familiare al lettore di fine millennio,
che ogni giorno si trova a confrontarsi sui media con polemiche relative al
buono e cattivo uso dei mezzi di comunicazione e, last but not least, del com-
puter e della rete informatica, del tutto sconosciuti, questi ultimi, ai tempi in
cui Carey concepisce la sua storia. Non a caso, lo stesso scrittore collaboran-
do in veste di sceneggiatore alla fine degli anni ottanta alla realizzazione del
film di Wim Wenders Fino alla fine del mondo tornera sul tema delle scatole
di ombre, immaginando una macchinetta portatile in grado di mostrare i sogni
di chi la possiede. Questo piccolo computer, estremamente affascinante per
chi lo usa, si rivela ben presto una sorta di tremenda droga virtuale: ossessio-
nato dai propri sogni, che ne fruisce non pud piu farne a meno, e finisce per
isolarsi dalla realta, autoannientandosi nella continua ed esasperata contem-
plazione della propria attivita onirica. Di fronte a questa sequenza, che vuole
soprattutto mettere in evidenza la negativita del sogno dei soggetti bianchi
metropolitani contrapposta alla creativita positiva del dreaming aborigeno
(Cfr. Albertazzi 1998), si manifesta a livello visivo e visionario 1’assunto della
frase che chiude il secondo paragrafo della relazione. Letteralmente, chi guar-
da nella macchina dei sogni vede solo se stesso, e sperimenta dolorosamente
la disperazione che nasce dalla sua stessa poverta di spirito. Del resto, gia nel
paragrafo seguente della relazione, di carattere piu personale, il relatore ano-
nimo ritorna sull’esperienza di desolazione che puo derivare da una insoddi-
sfacente contemplazione delle ombre, ricordando, nelle parole di una cono-
scente, “that awful despair that comes when one has failed to grasp the sha-
dow” (Carey 1995: 139).

Riletto oggi, alla luce, per esempio, delle speculazioni antropologiche di
Arun Appadurai su modemita e globalizzazione, il racconto di Carey puo
acquisire ulteriori — e non meno preoccupanti — significati. Scrive Appadurai:

Negli ultimi venti anni, con la deterritorializzazione delle persone, delle
immagini e delle idee che ha preso nuova forza, il ruolo di immaginazione
e fantasia ¢ mutato senza che ce ne accorgessimo. Piu persone nel mondo
vedono le loro vite attraverso il prisma delle vite possibili messe a dispo-
sizione dai mass-media in tutte le loro forme. La fantasia ¢ adesso cio¢ una
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pratica sociale che, in modi molteplici, entra nell’invenzione delle vite
sociali per molte persone in molte societa. (Appadurai 2001: 78)

Al termine del terzo paragrafo di “Report on the Shadow Industry”,
comunque, il discorso sulle ombre s’¢ fatto ormai alquanto evanescente: non
si tratta piu di cercare un significato alle ombre contenute nelle scatole, ma di
saperle afferrare. E questa un’operazione, inutile notarlo, quasi impossibile;
anzi, si tratta di una vera e propria contraddizione in termini. E se ¢ vero che
“to grasp” in un simile contesto puo significare anche “capire, afferrare il
senso di qualcosa”, ¢ ancor piu vero, pero, che a questo punto non ¢ pit que-
stione tanto di decifrare le ombre quanto di rapportarle al proprio vissuto,
secondo un procedimento irrazionale che va ben oltre 1’esegesi, e che non ha
ancora trovato parole per essere espresso. Mentre la fantasia muta di ruolo
caricandosi della forza di “mitografie estranee alle costruzioni del mito e del
rituale di stampo classico” (20), “I’immaginazione ha frantumato la specifici-
ta dello spazio espressivo dell’arte, del mito e del rituale, e adesso ¢ divenuta
parte del lavoro mentale quotidiano della gente comune in molte societa”
(19). 11 biglietto sgrammaticato che, nel paragrafo successivo, il padre del
relatore di Carey lascia a giustificazione della propria fuga dalla famiglia —
“Words Cannot Express It What I Feel Because of the Things [ Saw In the
Box Of Shadows You Bought Me” — sta a significare tutta la tragedia di un
mondo in cui I’individuo medio non sa piu rapportarsi con la propria imma-
ginazione, anzi finisce col lasciarsi travolgere dalla propria fantasia, costruen-
do “mondi immaginati di tipo chimerico, estetico e addirittura fantastico [...]
misurati in base ai criteri di qualche altra prospettiva, di qualche altro mondo
immaginato” (55). Il padre non ha parole per descrivere quanto ha visto, forse
perché la visione contenuta nella sua scatola di ombre appartiene ad altri e,
privo di strumenti per decodificarla, egli ¢ terrorizzato dalla paura di cid che
ancora non conosce. Mancano le parole per descrivere quanto il padre ha
visto, ma la sua reazione dimostra senza ombra di dubbio che qualcosa di tre-
mendo era contenuto nella sua scatola. Il banale linguaggio quotidiano non ha
parole adeguate per il soprannaturale, la magia, I’irrazionale e forse neppure
per le manifestazioni piu recondite dell’inconscio. Con la storia del padre,
Carey insinua una possibilita di lettura metanarrativa per la sua storia.
Possibilita che verra confermata nell’ultimo, cortissimo paragrafo, con 1’o-
mologazione totale di autore e relatore.

My own feelings about the shadows are ambivalent, to say the least. For
here I have manufactured one more: elusive, unsatisfactory, hinting at
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greater beauties and more profound mysteries that exist somewhere before
the beginning and somewhere after the end. (Carey 1995: 139)

L’atteggiamento di Carey nei confronti delle ombre — multimediali o mec-
caniche, capaci di produrre visioni, di sostituirsi all’atto artigianale della scrit-
tura o di divulgare su vasta scala in immagini precostituite le creazioni fanta-
stiche — ¢ ambivalente. La condanna delle scatole di ombre che attraversa tutta
la “relazione” si stempera in maniera inattesa nei toni dubitativi del finale,
quando il relatore ammette che anche scrivere ¢ creare ombre, ombre insod-
disfacenti che additano altre realta, spesso migliori, e verita piu profonde di
quanto non siano capaci di esprimere. In altre parole, come le ombre in sca-
tola (ma anche come la radio, la televisione, il computer) i libri possono indur-
re il sentimento ““ di perdite che non sono mai avvenute”, suscitare una nostal-
gia senza memoria, una ‘“nostalgia immaginata, per cose mai accadute”
(Appadurai 2001: 106). Chi ha letto, per esempio, un romanzo come Balzac
et la Petite Tailleuse Chinoise di Dai Sijie, riconoscera questo sentimento
nella reazione provata dai giovani protagonisti leggendo i libri occidentali
proibiti dei grandi maestri ottocenteschi. I due ragazzi cinesi in ‘rieducazio-
ne’ sulle montagne ai tempi della rivoluzione culturale riescono a partecipare
della lontanissima e sconosciuta realta francese dell’ottocento, a riconoscersi
in sentimenti mai provati come la passione e la vendetta, a immedesimarsi in
situazioni antitetiche alla loro, fino a provare letteralmente una forma di
nostalgia per quel mondo cosi diverso. E questa, ovviamente, una forma posi-
tiva di ‘nostalgia senza memoria’: attraverso la lettura, il lettore sperimenta
un’altra realta che finira col mutarlo interiormente; egli compie, cio¢, un viag-
gio verso un mondo sconosciuto (e che mai conoscera) calandosi all’interno
di se stesso. Non per caso, al termine del romanzo, la Piccola Sarta del titolo,
di cui i due si sono autoeletti Pigmalioni, fugge verso una nuova vita cittadi-
na, desiderando sperimentare nella realta quanto ha letto sui libri occidentali.

Forse una simile forma positiva di “nostalgia senza memoria” dovrebbe
guidare anche noi critici postcoloniali occidentali nel viaggio alla scoperta di
cio che sta dietro ai ‘texts instead’ di cui ci occupiamo. Invece di mantenere
la prospettiva europea al centro del nostro universo, dovremmo sforzarci di
essere aperti ai mille modi in cui gli scrittori postcoloniali rinnovano la nar-
razione partendo da realta spesso antitetiche alla nostra e noi estranee; dovre-
mo accettare il rischio del provvisorio piuttosto che la sicurezza della con-
venzione e dell’abitudine, 1’innovazione e 1’esperimento piuttosto che lo sta-
tus quo. Ma soprattutto non dovremmo mai studiare i1 nostri autori e le loro
letterature isolati dal proprio contesto. Se ¢ vero, come afferma il grande scrit-
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tore e teorico francofono Edouard Glissant, che “I’écrivain moderne n’est pas
monolingue, méme s’il ne connait qu'une langue, parce qu’il écrit en présen-
ce de toutes les langue du monde” (Glissant 1996: 27), ne consegue che anche
lo studioso e il critico dei testi postcoloniali devono operare “alla presenza di
tutte le lingue del mondo”, nella consapevolezza delle diverse culture e delle
loro relazioni e in dispregio del settarismo, e di quella specializzazione che ¢
sinonimo di chiusura mentale e culturale. Secondo Said, infatti:

Specialization means losing sight of the raw effort of constructing either art
or knowledge, as a result, you cannot view knowledge and art as choices
and decisions, commitments and alignments, but only in terms of imper-
sonal theories and methodologies [...] Specialization also kills your sense
of excitement and discovery...” (Said 1994b: 57)

Non all’accademico super-specializzato deve quindi somigliare lo studio-
so di letterature postcoloniali, ma all’intellettuale delineato da Said nelle sue
Reith Lectures del 1993:

An intellectual is like a shipwrecked person who learns how to live in a
certain sense with the land, not on it, not like Robinson Crusoe whose goal
is to colonise his little island, but more like Marco Polo, whose sense of the
marvelous never fails him, and who is always a traveler, a provisional
guest, not a freeloader, conqueror, or raider. (1994b: 44)

E mi piace chiudere la mia chiacchierata proprio qui, a Venezia, immagi-
nando tutti noi, studiosi, critici, lettori e curiosi del postcoloniale, come tanti
Marco Polo dell’intelletto, costantemente meravigliati del mondo.
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Sul racconto di Carey, si vedano anche i miei saggi “La fabbrica delle ombre e la
macchina per scrivere storie, ovvero la narrazione al tempo del computer”, Fictions,
1, 2001 e “Se se la bevono sei salvo. Limiti del fantastico”, di prossima pubblicazio-
ne negli Atti del Convegno Lo specchio dei mondi possibili (Bologna, febbraio 1999),
a cura di Gabriella Imposti.

Abstract

Starting from David Punters idea that all postcolonial texts, being written
instead of other texts, are “continuing evidences of the impossibility of visualising the
dislocated”, my paper analyses a short story by Peter Carey, “Report on the Shadow
Industry”, both as a ‘text instead’ and as the epitome of a postcolonial tale of the tech-
nological era. Showing how, in 1974, Carey combines fantastic elements, and
metaphors with references to everyday life to reach an almost prophetic view of the
society of the third millennium, I try to demonstrate how the postcolonial critic must
be able to read contrapuntally (to use Said’s terminology) not only the classics, but
also contemporary texts. Finally, this assumption leads to the representation of the
postcolonial intellectual, who avoids the risks of over-specialisation by always keep-
ing his excitement and curiosity for his cultural discoveries
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Andate e ritorni dall’India
(traduttrice per caso)

Anna Nadotti

Nel ringraziare 1’ AISLI per avermi invitata al convegno veneziano, pre-
metto che la mia sara una sorta di storia personale e racconto d’esperienza,
vagamente “fuori luogo” rispetto alle altre relazioni € comunicazioni in pro-
gramma, ma coerente con il mio lavoro di traduttrice, editor, consulente edi-
toriale, critica letteraria. Del resto ¢ in questa veste che sono qui.

11 titolo, letterale e metaforico, che ho dato al mio contributo, allude al
mio personale, fisico, andare e venire dal subcontinente, all’andare e venire di
autori e autrici da un’area all’altra del mondo, all’andare dei testi da una lin-
gua all’altra.

11 sottotitolo si richiama invece al quando e come ho cominciato a tra-
durre. Ho cominciato a tradurre tardi, a meta — plausibilmente — della vita. Il
mio € un percorso non lineare rispetto agli schemi professionali prevalenti nel
nostro paese per la mia generazione, un percorso diverso da quello accademi-
co, con il quale talora si incrocia [penso alla mia partecipazione al dottorato
sulle scritture femminili; alle proposte, in genere difficili da accettare, di col-
laborazione a tesi di laurea; alla mia presenza qui oggi], e anomalo rispetto a
quello di molti traduttori/trici che, iniziando da giovani, in molti casi ne hanno
fatto un lavoro temporaneo o part time, con ¢id che comporta sia in termini di
inesperienza soggettiva sia di oggettive difficolta di riconoscimento profes-
sionale ed economico]. Voglio dire che non ho fatto “gavetta”, non ho fatto il
“negro” — o se preferite la ghost translator, la prestapenna — e non ho ricevu-
to “proposte indecenti” — bella definizione che una mia allieva in un semina-
rio alla “Scuola Holden” diede delle proposte di lavoro che giovani studiosi e
traduttori principianti si sentono fare da case editrici, da riviste e giornali, da
centri studi e, qualche volta, da facolta e dipartimenti universitari.
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Non ¢ forse inutile accennare alla mia formazione, ammesso che ne esista
una per chi fa il mio mestiere [alla Facolta di Lingue di Torino ci sono ora due
corsi di curriculum editoriale, tedesco e inglese, e si avvia in questi giorni il
nuovissimo master bolognese di Umberto Eco. Quanto al tradurre, Lalla
Romano, con la sua implacabile franchezza, diceva che i requisiti sono tre,
nell’ordine: talento, una perfetta conoscenza della lingua d’ingresso — e con-
cedeva che, si, anche una buona conoscenza della lingua di partenza non gua-
sta — e gli amici giusti per confrontarsi, i suoi peraltro erano... Elio Vittorini,
Italo Calvino, Giulio Einaudi...]. Della mia formazione, rispetto a quella con-
siderata curricolare [liceo classico e laurea in Lingue e Letterature Straniere
conseguita secoli fa all’Universita L. Bocconi di Milano], tengo piuttosto a
sottolineare da un lato I’appartenenza di genere — non perché io consideri
femminile il mestiere del traduttore, dissento in questo da quella grandissima
studiosa e traduttrice che ¢ Jaqueline Risset, ma per le implicazioni che la
consapevolezza di genere ha sul tradurre. E dall’altro una pluralita di espe-
rienze — I’insegnamento nella scuola, la politica, il femminismo, il lavoro cri-
tico — che, ognuna a suo modo, hanno fatto del linguaggio una questione cru-
ciale; e dell’altra/o, in questo caso lettrici e lettori, 1’interlocutore privilegiato
e per fortuna non sempre invisibile [come ho avuto modo di verificare nei
corsi della “Libera Universita delle Donne” di Milano, della “Scuola Holden”
di Torino, in scuole ¢ biblioteche].

I viaggi, la poesia, il cinema, il jazz e le arti figurative, soprattutto la pit-
tura, contribuiscono non poco alla mia attivita di traduttrice. E poi... sono una
lettrice appassionata e quasi onnivora. Attivita cruciale per chi traduce, leg-
gere nella propria e nelle altrui lingue.

Il lavoro di consulente editoriale [per la casa editrice Einaudi] ¢ procedu-
to e procede parallelamente a quello di traduttrice e si riassume nella ricerca
il piu possibile esaustiva sulle letterature del subcontinente indiano per un’
equilibrata mappatura delle sue straordinarie risorse.

In questo momento muove sostanzialmente in due direzioni:

a) la ricerca di nuovi autori “non esotici” [faccio due nomi soltanto: Akil
Sharma, Un padre obbediente, e Ardashir Vakil, Beach Boy] di cui ¢ stru-
mento utilissimo, ad esempio, la rivista “Civil Lines”, pubblicata saltuaria-
mente da quello straordinario intellettuale e raffinato editore che ¢ Ravi
Dayal, New Delhi.

b) I’indagine tra le letterature nelle lingue indiane, che per me passa
necessariamente attraverso 1’inglese ma anche, ultimamente forse piu spesso,
attraverso un’altra lingua europea, il francese: con la collana “Lettres
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Indiennes” diretta da Rajesh Sharma per le edizioni Actes Sud, benemerite da
molti punti di vista; o il magnifico numero speciale della rivista “Europe”,
Littératures de 1’Inde, aprile 2001. Vorrei qui attirare 1’attenzione sul fatto che
la rivista, fondata nel lontano 1923 da Romain Rolland, fa in qualche modo
una scelta di campo anti-rushdiana. Anticipo io stessa 1’obiezione che potre-
ste farmi: cid non significa che queste letterature abbiano valore, si tratta del-
I’ovvia, abituale posizione antinglese della Francia. Non escludo questo fat-
tore, ma permettetemi di aggiungere che le letterature nelle lingue indiane
sono un universo che il mercato occidentale ha finora trascurato sia per il dif-
ficile accesso alle lingue, sia per quel peccato di esotismo da cui sembra restio
a fare ammenda, per pigrizia, per mancanza di curiosita... non saprei.

La mia indagine passa infine per i seminari delle scrittrici indiane (stato
per stato, lingua per lingua). Tengo qui ad esprimere il mio debito di ricono-
scenza verso Ritu Menon, fondatrice con Urvashi Butalia delle edizioni Kali
for Women, Delhi, e co-autrice, tra 1’altro, di un magnifico libro sulla
Partizione, Borders and Boundaries, che mi ha indirizzata e invitata a seguir-
la in direzioni che mi sarebbe stato difficile imboccare da sola. Con lei ho dis-
cusso infinite volte ormai di cio che la cultura letteraria del suo paese espri-
me, dentro e fuori dai confini nazionali, ora felicemente meticciata, ibridata,
ora manipolata dagli agenti editoriali occidentali. Sarei felice se prima o poi
anche I’universita italiana volesse ascoltare con |’attenzione che meritano
queste voci femminile intelligenti, discrete e selettive.

Durante un suo seminario a Torino, qualche anno fa, Franco Moretti dice-
va che il romanzo ¢ come 1’araba fenice, che non muore bensi rinasce dalle
proprie ceneri, magari altrove; ed esemplificava la sua affermazione ripercor-
rendone i movimenti dapprima all’interno dell’Europa: la Spagna nel *600,
Francia e Inghilterra nel >700 e 800, cui si aggiunge la Russia tra 800 ¢ *900;
quindi fuori: il romanzo nordamericano negli anni ’30 e *40 del secolo appe-
na concluso, la triade dei grandi giapponesi Tanizaki, Kavabata, Mishima, il
romanzo sudamericano negli anni 60 e primi ’70, fino all’esplosione del
romanzo nei e dai paesi a suo tempo legati dal vincolo coloniale, India,
Canada, paesi africani anglofoni e francofoni.

Rinasce I’araba fenice anche nel subcontinente indiano, ma la ri-esplosio-
ne nella lingua del colonizzatore — “the empire writes back” — non deve farci
dimenticare quanto preesisteva e continua a vivere con estrema vitalita, le let-
terature nelle lingue locali. Forse 1’ultimo continente letterario da scoprire. Un
primo risultato di questo lavoro sara la traduzione, dal bengali, di una raccolta
di racconti di M. Devi, cui spero fara seguito la traduzione di Mother of 1084.
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Poi forse, ma qui varrebbe la pena di fare qualche osservazione sull’an-
damento del mercato, sulla corresponsabilita dei lettori nelle scelte degli edi-
tori, altri seguiranno.

Come editor, mi occupo della cura, oltre che della traduzione di alcuni
autori [Amitav Ghosh, Anita Desai, Antonia S. Byatt, Ruth Ozeki]; della revi-
sione di traduzioni fatte da altri traduttori, soprattutto quando si tratta di libri
proposti da me; e infine della valutazione e selezione delle prove di traduzio-
ne. Ma su questo non intendo soffermarmi, anche perché implicherebbe una
serie di annotazioni tecniche per le quali non credo ci sia tempo. Rispondero
eventualmente alle vostre domande.

Quanto al lavoro critico [per L’Indice, Leggendaria, occasionalmente per
il manifesto e radio 3, e alcune collaborazioni ‘in India’ di cui, lo confesso,
sono particolarmente orgogliosa in quanto mi pare che attestino un apprezza-
mento ‘13’ di quanto vado facendo “qui”] si riassume nel tentativo di far cono-
scere, e possibilmente apprezzare, un punto di vista sbieco rispetto al merca-
to editoriale e al gossip giornalistico, troppo spesso vincolati alle mode o sub-
ordinati ai potenti agenti editoriali anglosassoni; ma anche rispetto a una certa
cultura accademica che talora usa pretestuosamente i testi per ricondurre a
gruppi, movimenti, correnti autori che in realta si sottraggono a tale opera-
zione. Il tradurre — il corpo a corpo con il testo — conduce a un atteggiamento
critico e interpretativo diverso, che non puo sottrarsi a quello che Barthes
chiamava “il piacere del testo”, o talora il dispiacere, aggiungo io. Non puo
prescindere dal testo inteso come somma di forma e contenuto, di scelte lin-
guistiche e personaggi, luoghi reali e fittizi. Insomma un immaginario narra-
tivo che a mio avviso non puo essere forzato dentro schemi critici per quanto
consolidati. Il mio modello, e spero vorrete perdonarmi la presunzione, sono
la Woolf del Common Reader; o I’'indimenticabile Lettore di professsione
Paolo Milano.

Per parlarvi come vorrei del mio lavoro di traduttrice, che del resto credo
che conosciate, avrei bisogno di molto tempo. Mi piacerebbe molto appro-
fondirne le piu riposte pieghe, non i bizzarri segreti, in una lunga discussione
con voi. Ma tant’e.

Anni fa, scrivendo del mestiere di tradurre, lo definivo un viaggio che si
fa in due, con quattro occhi, quattro mani... e una valigia sola. Riflettendoci
oggi mi pare di ritrovarmi piuttosto in un’idea di traduzione come “pellegri-
naggio”, nell’accezione dell’antropologo James Clifford [Strade, Bollati
Boringhieri, 2000]. Un pellegrinaggio con molteplici stazioni, spesso scomo-
de, durante il quale si imparano molte cose su persone, culture e storie diver-
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se dalle nostre, non tutto, certo, ma comunque “abbastanza per cominciare a
capire che cosa ci sfugge”.

Cominciare a capire che cosa ci sfugge, esattamente questo mi pare sia il
tradurre. Soprattutto quando si traducono autrici/tori che da fuori
dell’Occidente, con lingue che sono appartenute all’Occidente, ci impongono
invenzioni linguistiche e una frammentazione dello sguardo di cui traduttri-
ci/tori devono essere i primi interpreti.

“Arte dell’erranza”, dice Edouard Glissant della traduzione [Poetica del
diverso, Meltemi, 1998]. Ha ragione. Un’erranza che ci distoglie dalla rigidi-
ta, ci sottrae sia all’intolleranza sia all’universalismo. E ci mette a confronto
con la possibilita dell’errore. Errare alla ricerca della soluzione [cfr. il mio
contributo al dossier sulla traduzione, “L’Indice” n. 5, maggio 2001].

Tradurre comporta vivere nella lingua con I’occhio e 1’orecchio, inse-
guendo una traccia, un rumore, un silenzio. Sapendo che la traduzione ¢ un
margine spesso esiguo, un confine sottile su un doppio versante, accidentato
su entrambe i fianchi. E” questo un nodo cruciale del lavoro di traduzione, dal
quale spesso dipende il successo di un autore in traduzione. A questo propo-
sito voglio ricordare quanto diceva Italo Calvino: “Il linguaggio ha un’impor-
tanza massima perché per tenere sveglia 1’attenzione del lettore bisogna che
la voce che gli parla abbia un certo tono, un certo timbro, una certa vivacita
[...]. Tradurre ¢ un’arte: il passaggio di un testo letterario, qualsiasi sia il suo
valore, in un’altra lingua richiede ogni volta un qualche tipo di miracolo.
Sappiamo tutti che la poesia ¢ intraducibile per definizione, ma la vera lette-
ratura, anche quella in prosa, lavora proprio sul margine intraducibile di ogni
lingua. Il traduttore letterario ¢ colui che mette in gioco tutto se stesso per tra-
durre I’intraducibile [...]. Tradurre ¢ il vero modo di leggere un testo: credo
sia gia stato detto molte volte; posso aggiungere che per un autore il riflette-
re sulla traduzione di un proprio testo, il discutere col traduttore, ¢ il vero
modo di leggere se stesso, di capire bene cosa ha scritto e perché [ cft.
“Tradurre ¢ il vero modo di leggere un testo”, relazione a un convegno sulla
traduzione (4 giugno 1982, Roma) in Saggi, vol. III, Meridiani Mondadori].

Sorprendente sintonia di Calvino con le parole di Gayatri C. Spivak,
“translation as the most intimate act of reading”, in un saggio che da molti anni
considero un livre de chevet: “Una delle seduzioni del tradurre, allargare i con-
fini della propria identita. Dar forma alla responsabilita che si ¢ assunta nei
confronti della traccia dell’altro/a [...] La traduzione ¢ il piu intenso atto di let-
tura. Mi affido al testo quando traduco. Il traduttore conquista il permesso di
trasgredire alla traccia dell’altro negli angoli pitu remoti del proprio sé [...] Lo
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sforzo del traduttore ¢ facilitare 1’amore tra I’originale ¢ la sua ombra. Non si
tratta solo di sintassi, sinonimi, colore locale. Si tratta di cogliere la retorica dei
silenzi tra e intorno alle parole in modo di vedere cosa funziona e quanto” [The
Politics of Translation, in Michéle Barret and Anne Phillips (eds),
Destabilizing Theory. Contemporary Feminist Debates, 1993, Polity P].

L’ho riletto molte volte e sempre ci trovo nuove suggestioni e la sfida crea-
tiva della prima volta. Avevo gia tradotto Shadow Lines di Amitav Ghosh e
Possession di A. S. Byatt, quando lo lessi, e mi parve di trovare la chiave teo-
rica di certe scelte fatte a orecchio. Oggi piu che mai chi traduce non puo igno-
rare il dolore rimosso di quello che Derek Walcott chiama “middle passage”;
I’amnesia che trapela tra le righe di molti narratori deve trovare una traduzio-
ne silenziosa, data dalle pause, dallo scivolare tra detto e non detto. Da un regi-
stro — in molti casi ¢ questa la difficolta, piu che il testo in sé — che rispetti e
renda piena giustizia all’autore/trice, al suo immaginario, alla sua lingua.

Gran parte della letteratura contemporanea [ma io credo che nelle tradu-
zioni saggistiche si dovrebbe avere la stessa delicatezza e attenzione ]| ¢ lette-
ratura dell’esilio, del viaggio imposto, della fuga, dell’esodo; letteratura della
dissoluzione e della perdita di identita, ma anche del rifiuto di un’identita
imposta, sia essa nazionale, religiosa o di genere. Vi segnalo solo due titoli,
due biografie assai diverse ma ugualmente preziose per chi vuole riflettere sui
molti modi in cui le lingue incidono, o incombono, sulla definizione di iden-
tita: Eva Hoffmann, Lost in Translation, titolo felicissimo che infelicemente
diventa Come si dice nell’edizione italiana, Donzelli 1996, e Marisa Fenoglio,
Vivere altrove, Sellerio 1999. Moltissime parole all’ordine del giorno hanno a
che fare con una qualche forma di riconoscimento, di traduzione, transito, tra-
sferimento o semplice trasloco. Provo a farvene un elenco: migrazione, esilio,
espatrio, migrante, esule, profugo, rifugiato, fuggiasco, partenza/arrivo, origi-
ne, destinazione... destino [sara un caso, ma in spagnolo una sola parola basta
per entrambi questi significati]. Se la destinazione ¢ un destino, la lingua
diventa testimone irrinunciabile.

Giusto allora arrabbiarsi con la lingua, come faceva quel grande e appas-
sionato scrittore e traduttore che fu Beppe Fenoglio [cfr. Quaderno di tradu-
zioni, Einaudi 2000].

Letteratura meticcia, dicevamo, con cui il traduttore italiano si trova spes-
so in difficolta perché la nostra lingua, meno ibridata di altre lingue europee
— francese e inglese, ma anche il tedesco parlato da curdi e turchi, per non dire
dell’americano delle cosiddette minoranze, € o appare piu conservata € con-
servatrice, o0 comunque meno duttile. Non per questo, a mio avviso, ¢ ostile
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alle forzature. Se poi si ha il coraggio sia d’inventare sia di guardarsi indietro,
di frugare con curiosita nel dizionario del Tommaseo, di scavare nella lingua
dei nostri autori — Gadda, Saba, Morante, Calvino e Fenoglio, Ortese,
Consolo, o il critico Emilio Cecchi, che usava I’aggettivo “azzardoso” con lo
stesso significato con cui lo usa Jorge Luis Borges, fino al recentissimo straor-
dinario Starnone di Via Gemito, ma anche ex cannibali quali Scarpa e
Ammanniti — ecco che si ritrova una lingua ricchissima, parole accantonate o
rimosse perfettamente legittime, una ricchezza d’inventiva che costituisce un
patrimonio straordinario cui attingere o ispirarsi per riuscite forzature. Il che
ovviamente presuppone che si accetti I’idea della traduzione come riscrittura.
Ma pud essere qualcosa di diverso, una buona traduzione letteraria? Per me
tradurre ¢ riproposizione rispettosa e coerente dell’immaginario altrui, e
fedelta al suono della lingua. Non mi pongo altri problemi di fedelta. E una
questione cruciale che possiamo riprendere nel dibattito, ma voglio fare due
esempi: in Digiunare, divorare (Fasting, Feasting), ’ultimo romanzo di Anita
Desai, ho forzato ipotassi nella prima parte e paratassi nella seconda per
accompagnare ¢ sottolineare la diversa ambientazione, la diversa psicologia
dei personaggi, il diverso ritmo narrativo. In Carne (My Year of Meats) di
Ruth Ozeki, ho tentato di riprodurre il montaggio narrativo di un’autrice che
viene dal cinema e, nel dialogo tra madre e figlia, ho provato a esprimere una
tenerezza acuta ma stentatamente bilingue in un italiano che non volevo né
sciocco né ridicolmente semplificato. Dovete dirmi voi se c¢i sono riuscita.

Ho piu volte pensato alle felici coincidenze che hanno fatto di me la tra-
duttrice — non solo ma soprattutto — di Amitav Ghosh e Antonia S. Byatt. Un
paradosso, essere la traduttrice di due autori agli antipodi? Non direi, piutto-
sto un ossimoro, un ossimoro terribilmente fecondo.

A Ghosh, voce tra le piu significative e intense di un’India che fu parte
dell’universo coloniale britannico, devo l’interesse e un inimmaginabile
metodo di conoscenza del subcontinente, della sua storia e delle sue connes-
sioni con orienti pit a oriente. Al rifiuto opposto da Ghosh al Commonwealth
Award devo un approfondimento ulteriore della mia riflessione linguistica,
culturale e politica. Spero che la traduzione e la cura del Palazzo degli spec-
chi, a cui ho lavorato per piu di un anno, ne porti positivamente il segno.

A Byatt, autrice di romanzi programmaticamente, direi anzi ostinatamen-
te “europei”, alla sua voce di vittoriano rigore e rutilanza elisabettiana devo
una sorta di permanenza nell’universo letterario inglese, innumerevoli rilettu-
re, un esercizio costante, severo quando non severissimo, nell’arte difficile
della distillazione delle parole. I suoi romanzi e racconti mi hanno fornito
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inoltre un’occasione irripetibile di lavoro a quattro a mani, altro esercizio dif-
ficile che puo diventare molto divertente ed ¢ senza dubbio molto formativo.
Con loro ho sempre la sensazione di trovarmi all’interno di un cerchio che
si apre ¢ si chiude e si riapre e si richiude, con una circolarita degna delle nar-
razioni cui ci hanno abituati i grandi scrittori — di questo e d’altri tempi, di non
importa dove. E un cerchio, si sa, non ha una fine, piuttosto successivi inizi.
E conoscenze che si sommano a conoscenze. Cio non riduce la fatica del tra-
durre, ma ¢ senza dubbio un privilegio.
Vi ringrazio e chiudo con due versi del Paradiso di Dante:
Io in te m’intuisco
come tu in me t’immii
riprova delle straordinarie possibilita della lingua italiana, nonché sintesi ful-
minante del rapporto che si viene a creare tra autore e traduttore.
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The Impact of Postcolonial Hybridisation on the
Britishness of British Literature

Itala Vivan

My name is Karim Amir, and I am an Englishman born and bred, almost.
I am often considered to be a funny kind of Englishman, a new breed as it
were, having emerged from two old histories. But I don’t care—
Englishman I am (though not proud of it), from the South London suburbs
and going somewhere. Perhaps it is the odd mixture of continents and
blood, of here and there, of belonging and not, that makes me restless and
easily bored. Or perhaps it was being brought up in the suburb that did it.
Anyway, why search the inner room when it’s enough to say that I was
looking for trouble, any kind of movement, action or sexual interest I could
find, because things were so gloomy, so slow and heavy, in our family, I
don’t know why. Quite frankly, it was all getting me down and I was ready
for anything. (Kureishi 1990: 3)

In this opening of The Buddha of Suburbia, Hanif Kureishi confronts the
reader with a bold statement that sums up a long history of immigration and
hybridization. The character who utters the statement, Karim Amir, enters the
fictional stage by defining himself in terms that appear both introspective and
challenging at the same time, while being also ironic and humourous.

I would like to stop the projector here, and leave the film still and my
character’s black silhouette on the screen. I intend to allow him to continue
his challenge and pursue his search. His attitude seems to define the position
of the black British writer but goes beyond that, by appropriating the space to
install a new scenography of its own, and put up an altogether new show on
the great London stage.

Karim Amir is a product of the nineties and expresses the proud, and at
the same time problematic, reality of black Britain at the end of the millenni-
um. If we go back in time, to the London of the fifties, when the first big
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waves of immigration hit the centre of an empire already on the verge of dis-
solution, we find a quite different type of black newcomer, like the character
in G.V. Desani’s A/l About H.Hatterr:

All my life I wanted to come: come to the Western shores, to my old man’s
continent, to the Poet-Bard’s adored Eldorado, to England, the God’s own
country, the seat of Mars, the damme paradise, to Rev. The Head’s mother
and motherland, to the Englishman’s Home, his Castle, his garden, fact’s,
the feller’s true alma mammy and apple-orchard.

And, now, I have arrived![...]

And, if I am in your way, in your Street, in this earth of majesty, this other
Eden, this demi-paradise, this precious stone set in the silver sea, this
blessed plot, this earth, this England, among this happy breed of men, and
wouldn’t avaunt, trudge, be gone: and if, by the Bard of Avon, sir, I desire
you to do me right and justice, for I am a most poor man and a stranger, hav-
ing here no judge indifferent, nor no more assurance of equal friendship and
proceeding: it is not because I wish to be in your way, not because this folio
has any piety, poise, or worth: not because I seek a clown’s abandon, nor, I
swear, the rewards of a mountebank, truly: not because I crave the gain of an
unmerited prize, or wealth, or riches, or honour, or more, or less: but, because
by the Lord God of hosts, the Holy, who made you of the happy breed and
me of the stricken, He alone knowing the aught of making mortal things, I
am lonely! (Procter 2000: 51-52) (Richard II, John of Gaunt)

That early migrant, speaking in 1948 following the momentous arrival on
British soil of the s/s “Windrush” carrying the first boatload of West Indian
immigrants accepted under the Nationality Act, experienced the strangeness of
his position but was already fighting against the migrant’s sense of loneliness
with the weapons of inversion and hybridization. Desani’s creolized language
and parodic imagery appropriate the foremost icon of the English tradition—
Shakespeare—and Shakespeare’s famous hymn to England—a literary and cul-
tural topos par excellence—in order to construct a new event: the migrant’s own
arrival. He, the black newcomer, has entered the stage which becomes a space
where a new play can be enacted, a play speaking about immigration, and a new
conquest launched, the conquest of England. He writes, and he becomes his own
subject of discourse. While writing himself, he writes about England transform-
ing England into Britain. This move initiates the process Rushdie referred to
when he said that “the empire writes back”. In those years, in the highly politi-
cised postwar period, England was practising the so-called open door policy on
the inhabitants of her colonies: far from rejecting immigration, she welcomed it.

Yet immigration already meant geographical and cultural loss and dis-
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placement. England, and London, at its heart, had stood at the core of the
immigrant’s dream, who attributed it with all the qualities that the ambiguity
of colonialism had projected on the image of “home”, only to find that once
on English soil, England was no Eden and London no paradise. The bitter
process of adjusting to the impoverished and conflictual reality of postwar
England was certainly hard and unsettling, as the fiction of so many black
writers of that era, mostly West Indians and male, like Sam Selvon and
George Lamming, indicates.

Literature and visual arts—first poetry and fiction, then films and videos,
photography and painting—became the migrant’s territory where the English
language is appropriated and transformed into something rich and strange, a
new medium, a new style. By so doing, the migrant writers took hold of the
power of representation hitherto held by imperial authority. In Salman
Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, the everchanging, tormented hero, Saladdin
Chamcha, is arrested and beaten up by the police, and ends up in a hospital
where he meets a crowd of monsters who are actually immigrants transformed
into monsters by the imperial gaze, as one of them, the Manticore (a strange
and mixed creature, half human and half tiger) explains:

‘There’s a woman over that way [...] who is now mostly water-buffalo.
There are businessmen from Nigeria who have grown sturdy tails. There is
a group of holidaymakers from Senegal who were doing no more than
changing planes when they were turned into slippery snakes. .[...] Every
night I feel a piece of myself beginning to change’ [...]. ‘But how do they
do it?’ ‘They describe us’, the other whispered solemnly. ‘That’s all. They
have the power of description, and we succumb to the pictures they con-
struct.” (Rushdie 1988: 167-8)

In Rushdie’s figuration, the immigrants are classified as hybrids and
therefore monsters and confined to that role by those who hold the power of
representation and use it to enact the process of otherization.

The “power of description” is what the black writer snatches from “them”
in order to construct the picture of himself and reveal not a monstrosity but
another human being in a world of difference, a new variety of British citizen.
Far from allowing himself to be described as an inferior being and treated as
such, this new writer asserts his/her own values and thrusts them on British
society till they are accepted as an integral part of it, as relevant and unavoid-
able as any other brand of Britishness.

If one compares Desani’s Hatterr to Kureishi’s Karim Amir one sees that
the latter results from a complex process that has forced British society to accept

29



Conferenze plenarie

the presence of the black British citizen. This process however was already latent
in the early period of immigration and manifested itself in the writer’s double
voice, an ironic counterdiscourse insinuating doubt through binary oppositions
and introducing confusion in the manichean system of either/or, black/white,
man/woman, first world/third world, civilization/savagery.

The implicitely subversive function of hybridity, crossing such binarisms,
challenges the ‘purity’ of ‘tradition’ and therefore creates a ‘poetic of re-
inscription’, to use Homi Bhabha’s definition, and opens the way to the con-
scious articulation of a new history. Salman Rushdie remarks that

Indian writers in England have access to a second tradition, quite apart
from their own racial history. It is the culture and political history of the
phenomenon of migration, displacement, life in a minority group. We can
quite legitimately claim as our ancestors the Huguenots, the Irish, the Jews;
the past to which we belong is an English past, the history of immigrant
Britain. Swift, Conrad, Marx are as much our literary forbears as Tagore or
Ram Mohan Roy. [...] We are inescapably international writers at a time
when the novel has never been a more international form [...]; and it is per-
haps one of the more pleasant freedoms of the literary migrant to be able
to choose his parents. My own—selected half consciously, half not—
include Gogol, Cervantes, Kafka, Melville, Machado de Assis; a polyglot
family tree, against which I measure myself, and to which I would be hon-
oured to belong. (Rushdie 1991: 20-21)

The writer who can choose his/her parents can also choose his/her lan-
guage and change and manipulate it according to his/her need and pleasure. By
crossing the water, s’he has been transported into a new culture, while his/her
own native culture travelled with him/her. Again Salman Rushdie concludes
that “having been borne across the world, we [postcolonial writers] are trans-
lated men. It is normally supposed that something always gets lost in transla-
tion; I cling, obstinately, to the notion that something can also be gained.”
(Rushdie 1991: 17) By so saying, Rushdie suggests that not only does nothing
get lost in the process of immigration, but—and this is more important—some-
thing new will surely take place: the double nature of the postcolonial writer
who is both an insider and an outsider, his new angle created by distance and
long geographical perspective, loaded with political meaning.

In the late sixties the specific category ‘black’ came into being, “coined as
a way of referencing the common experience of racism and marginalization in
Britain” and providing the organizing frame of “a new politics of resistance”
(Hall 1988, in Baker et alii: 163).
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In the meanwhile, the waves of immigration had developed into several
different streams coming from many areas and cultures; Indians, Pakistani
and West Indians had been joined by many Africans, especially Nigerians. It
was in 1960—the same year George Lamming published The Pleasures of
Exile—that Buchi Emecheta emigrated to London, to increase the ranks of the
‘been-tos’, as those who had been to England were dubbed in Nigeria. Instead
she went to London to stay, and became a writer whose fiction often portrayed
aspects of black Britain with bitter sarcasm.

In 1968, the year marking the beginning of a new era in social history, the
racist leader Enoch Powell made his notorious speech “Rivers of Blood” in
which he threatened the country with the phantasm of conflict and revolt. The
1971 Immigration Act blocked all primary black immigration to Britain, and
in the following decade a growing deterioration of police/black relationships
caused a long string of incidents which continued well into the eighties. The
year 1979 marked the victory of the Tories at the political elections under
Margaret Thatcher’s leadership. The eighties became a real battlefield for
blacks, but also marked new developments in their strategies and self aware-
ness, by widening and deepening the debate on race, ethnicity, and also aes-
thetics, and connecting the discourse of black cultural studies to that of post-
colonialism.

‘Black’, as Stuart Hall observes, is an internally discrepant category, not
only because it is crossed by categories such as African and Asian, but also
because it includes a number of different ethnicities. Yet in spite of its prob-
lematic nature the term continued to be used throughout the nineties. Today it
needs revising, even if it is still useful because of the political struggle it ral-
lies as a site of racial contestation. Paul Gilroy has suggested a reconfigura-
tion of the category which he praises for its “multi-accentuality” (Gilroy,
Small Acts 1993: 112).

By now, speaking in the year 2001, black Britain has acquired an unques-
tionable visibility and asserted its artistic vitality. In the words of Houston
Baker, “There is a feeling of having arrived at a site of intellectual excavation.
Working from within this site called Britain, the scholars [...] convert the very
sign ‘Britain’ into a metonym for international theoretical territories of debate
concerning such matters as hegemony and subjectivity, essentialism and rep-
resentation, diaspora and home.” (Baker 1996:15)

The eighties saw the rise of black theatre and cinema, and the explosion
of (postcolonial, or, perhaps, black British) fiction acknowledged not least by
important literary awards. In 1981 Hanif Kureishi wrote the plays Outskirts
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and Borderline for the Royal Court Theatre, and in 1985 Stephen Frears
directed My Beautiful Laundrette, based on Kureishi’s script which later
obtained an Oscar nomination. The film became immensely popular, and was
hailed as an important manifesto of black British culture. The same decade
also saw the rise of Salman Rushdie’s fame, from Midnight s Children to The
Satanic Verses, the former saluted by the Booker Prize and the latter stigma-
tized by the ayatollah’s fatwa. The classic black British writers of the earlier
generation, such as Wilson Harris or V.S. Naipaul, were joined by a number
of new writers of recent immigration—David Dabydeen, Ben Okri—and by
the offspring of black Britain, young people born and bred in Britain, like
Caryl Phillips, Zadie Smith, Kureishi himself, and others who, “writing from
inside the ‘racial’ dialectic, each give voice to what being ‘British’ has come
to mean, and from an angle no longer of immigrant periphery but of post-
immigrant frontline and beyond”.(Lee 1995: 74)

The nineties brought about a dramatic penetration of the discourse of
black cultural studies and postcolonialism in Great Britain, where both Ireland
and Scotland proclaimed their status of postcolonial entities and redirected
their aims towards a new cultural but also political positioning. The result of
all this was, among other things, the granting of devolution to Scotland and
Wales by the new Labour government under the leadership of Tony Blair.
These events were clear signs of a certain degree of fragmentation in the once
seemingly compact front of the master culture, the Englishness of ‘tradition’,
and a symptom of the relevance of ethnicities within the national landscape.
The appropriation of the former centre of the empire has entered a new phase
and has developed a new concept of centrality, a multiple centrality, to use
Stuart Hall’s definition, offering a better reflection of reality than the concept
of edge culture.

It does not seem possible to attempt to draw even a sketchy history of
black British culture and literature in this short paper. Maybe, though, such a
history cannot yet be written, for it is a process in fieri, a movement towards
rather than a definite phenomenon, insofar as it identifies itself with the ques-
tion of black British identity. Stuart Hall puts the matter well:

Perhaps, instead of thinking of identity as an accomplished fact, which the
new cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity
as a ‘production’ which is never complete, always in process, and always
constituted with, and not outside, representation. (Stuart Hall quoted by
Hebdige, Baker 1996:120)
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It might therefore be more interesting to go back to Karim Amir’s silhou-
ette waiting as a still frame on our imaginary screen and interrogate it about
the artistic and aesthetic assumptions of the discourse of the black British
writer in order to follow and analyze Kureishi’s itinerary from The Buddha of
Suburbia to The Black Album.

In an autobiographical text significantly entitled “The Rainbow Sign”, of
1986, Hanif Kureishi observes that

It is the British, the white British, who have to learn that being British isn’t
what it was. Now it is a more complex thing, involving new elements. So
there must be a fresh way of seeing Britain and the choices it faces: and a
new way of being British after all this time. Much thought, discussion and
self-examination must go into seeing the necessity for this, what this ‘new
way of being British’ involves and how difficult it might be to attain.

The failure to grasp this opportunity for a revitalized and broader self-def-
inition in the face of a failure to be human, will be more insularity, schism,
bitterness and catastrophe. (Kureishi 1996:101-2)

Kureishi’s hero, both in Buddha and Black Album, starts from a disquiet-
ing awareness of his own inadequacy and confusion, his need for a deeper
search. Both novels are organized as bildungsroman and appear carnivalesque
in structure, presenting a main character who seems to be acting many differ-
ent roles, shifting from one to the other, as if he were acrobatically exploring
the many facets of the British context in terms of race, politics and sex.
Kureishi’s hero resembles to some degree the adventurous nature and bur-
lesque manner of Tom Jones, but does not cross fixed social classes, nor runs
the risk of getting lost, because he has nowhere to go. The picaresque quality
of this character derives from a postcolonial necessity and throws light on the
magmatic conditions of an entire society. The architecture of adventure is noth-
ing less than spectacular for Karim Amir in Buddha, while in Black Album the
hero Shahid is a meditative and ironic philosopher rather than an actor playing
acrobatic roles. But even for Shahid there are dramatic shifts in position and
allegiance that lead him to take sides with fanatic islamic fundamentalists,
white British leftwing survivors from the sixties, members of his Pakistani
family, both alive and dead (father, brother, sister-in-law), young drug dealers
heading for catastrophe, and a whole kaleidoscope of minor figures. Both
heroes weave a complex plot of speeches and acts against a background of
multicultural London, a sort of playground, day and night on end (Karim also
makes a trip to glitzy New York, together with his stepbrother Charlie).

Karim and Shahid lead similar quests and speak autobiographically, as
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it were, to evoke the mixed world of an immigrant Pakistani family and the
dilemma facing the male son in such family, haunted by an everpresent
paternal image. From their fathers’ past comes the picture of that very
England that had confronted the Indian immigrant back in the fifties, as is
described in Buddha:

London, the Old Kent Road, was a freezing shock to both of them [Dad and
his friend Anwar]. It was wet and foggy; people called you ‘Sunny Jim’;
there was never enough to eat, and Dad never took to dripping on toast.
‘Nose dripping more like’, he’d say, pushing away the staple diet of the
working class. ‘I thought it would be roast beef and Yorkshire pudding all
the way’. But rationing was still on, and the area was derelict after being
bombed to rubble during the war. Dad was amazed and heartened at the
sight of the British in England, though. He’d never seen the English in
poverty, as roadsweepers, dustmen, shopkeepers and barmen. He’d never
seen an Englishman stuffing bread into his mouth with his fingers, and no
one had told him the English didn’t wash regularly because the water was
so cold—if they had water at all. And when Dad tried to discuss Byron in
local pubs no one warned him that not every Englishman could read or that
they didn’t necessarily want tutoring by an Indian on the poetry of a per-
vert and a madman. (Kureishi 1990: 24-25)

The quest of the hero for a new balance and a new meaning knows no rest
in either novel. In Buddha, Karim is more fervently autobiographical and rest-
less in his search, revealing more of the brutality of experiences that immi-
gration implies and the compressed rage it creates. But it is in Black Album
that the crazy scramble quietens down, flows into an introspective search and
crosses a most fragmented world, with white Britons marginalized in their
political nostalgia, their ineffectual seductiveness (Brownslow and especially
Deedee Osgood) and black friends deeply involved in fundamentalist actions
which split the Asian community dramatically. The novel is set at the time of
the fatwa against Rusdie’s Satanic Verses and the burning of the book in the
London streets and the precincts of the college where Shahid is registered as
a student. The event is central to the story, and contributes to unravelling the
intellectual impasse blocking Shahid’s psyche. In the end, he acknowledges
his position as that of a seeker, a man committed to a quest for an impossible
identity, but without hysteria or fanaticism:

He had to find some sense in his recent experiences; he wanted to know
and to understand. How could anyone confine themselves to one system or
creed? Why should they feel they had to? There was no fixed self; surely
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our several selves melted and mutated daily? There had to be innumerable
ways of being in the world. He would spread himself out, in his work and
in love, following his curiosity. (Kureishi 1995: 274)

Shahid’s final conclusion echoes Stuart Hall’s reflections on identity and
ethnicity by enacting them and turning them into a performance, making a
narration out of them. The hybridity and mutability of the young man do not
affect his balance, for he accepts them as part of his cultural being. But in The
Black Album there is another character—originally called Trevor Buss but
who changed his name into Muhammad Shahabuddin Ali-Sha, shortened to
Chad—who cannot manage to adjust. His unhappiness touches upon the main
themes of an immigrant’s maladjustment, and is even compared to the local-
ized stability expressed in George Orwell’s canonic essay England, Your
England dated 1941.

“He’d see English country cottages and ordinary English people who were
secure, who effortlessly belonged”, comments Deedee. “You know, the
whole Orwellian idea of England. [...] ...the sense of exclusion drove him
mad. He wanted to bomb them. [...] When he got to be a teenager he saw
he had no roots, no connections with Pakistan, couldn’t even speak the lan-
guage. So he went to Urdu classes. But when he tried asking for the salt in
Southall everyone fell about at his accent. In England white people looked
at him as if he were going to steal their car or their handbag [...].” Deedee
continued: “Trevor Buss’s soul got lost in translation, as it were.” [...] “He
said to me once, ‘I am homeless’. I said, ‘You’ve got nowhere to live?’
‘No’, he replied. ‘I have no country.’ I told him, ‘You’re not missing
much.’ ‘But I don’t know what it is to feel like a normal citizen.””” (Kureishi
1995: 107-108)

Chad represents the other side of the postcolonial coin, the type who did
not make it and will perish in the process, destroyed by the conditioning of
immigration. He seems light years away from the Caribbean explosive
hybridity Jo Jo, a white reggae fan, expresses in an interview given in the
eighties in Birmingham’s Balsall Heath, one of the oldest areas of black set-
tlement in Britain:

There’s no such thing as ‘England’ any more... welcome to India brothers!
This is the Caribbean!...Nigeria!... There is no England, man. This is what
is coming. Balsall Heath is the centre of the melting pot, ‘cos all I ever see
when I go out is half-Arab, half-Pakistani, half-Jamaican, half-Scottish,
half-Irish, I know ‘cos I am half-Scottish/half-Irish....who am I? Tell me
who do I belong to? They criticize me, the good old England. Allright,
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where do I belong? You know I was brought up with blacks, Pakistanis,
Africans, Asians, everything, you name it...who do I belong to? ... I'm just
a broad person. The earth is mine. ...You know we was not born in
Jamaica... we was not born in ‘England’. We were born here, man. It’s our
right. That’s the way I see it. That’s the way I deal with it. (S. Jones, White
Youth and Jamaican Popular Culture, 1987, quoted in Baker 1996:142)

Salman Rushdie applies the same principle to the Indian writer, necessar-
ily hybrid, and indicates the special extra value he brought to British culture:

Indian writers in these islands, like others who have migrated into the north
from the south, are capable of writing from a kind of double perspective:
because they, we, are at one and the same time insiders and outsiders in this
society. This stereoscopic vision is perhaps what we can offer in place of a
‘whole sight’. (Rushdie1991: 19)

It seems as if only by playing the hybrid role on the stage of modernity
can the immigrant survive and find his salvation. Kureishi’s heroes, Karim
and Shahid, pursue their quest while playing a thousand roles, rushing from
one place to another, in and out of bars and pubs, night clubs, restaurants, dis-
cos, tube stations and buses, college classrooms—all kinds of places, all sorts
of houses, venues and situations. They are not ‘normal citizens’, but this is
why they survive and find a way out of chaos toward life, although they never
find the self they are searching for, for such a thing does not exist, or, rather,
it can be identified with the movement, the process leading towards the future.

Shahid is on the first foot of the ladder as a writer (like the young
Kureishi) and is forever discussing fiction, art, and aesthetics. He is a great
music fan, and is hooked on the pop singer Prince whose records he collects.
The Black Album is in fact the title of a legendary cult record by Prince, which
he possesses. His library, a hybrid selection, includes Joad, Laski and Popper,
Freud, Maupassant, Henry Miller and the Russians, among others:

He looked ardently at the books piled on his desk. Open one and out would
soar, as if trapped within, once-upon-a-times, open-sesames, marriages like
those of Swann and Odette or Levin and Kitty, even Sheherazade and King
Shahriya. The most fantastic characters, Raskolnikov, Joseph K., Boule de
Suif, Ali Baba, made of ink but living always, were entrapped in the pro-
foundest dilemmas of living. (Kureishi 1995: 20)

If his literary tastes are omnivorous, so are his eating habits. In the multi-
cultural world of London he eats all sorts of food and goes to all sorts of
restaurants. The same thing happens with languages. The novel is woven out
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of thousands of voices and idioms, a cacophony of sounds babbling inside and
outside Shahid’s room and life.

His aim of becoming a writer makes him try all kinds of experiences, but
also induces him to play a trick on the fundamentalist leader Riaz, who has
entrusted him with typing a manuscript text on the computer. Shahid cannot
resist the temptation and while copying the manuscript he gradually trans-
forms it in something entirely different, a long hybrid poem that scandalizes
the whole group of fanatics. The episode, which kindles the wrath of his for-
mer friends, is one more example of necessary hybridity in the novel, signi-
fying that art can only be hybrid in the black British world, the world of
modernity and change, of translation and transmutation. The rigidity of fanati-
cism, the excesses of hysteria, do not allow artistic discourse to bud and blos-
som. Like Rushdie, Kureishi believes in the seriousness of art and craft, but
asserts the necessity for an artist to choose his or her own style in total free-
dom. The debate around the burning of The Satanic Verses is a strong defence
in favour of Rushdie’s right to write as he chooses: yet it is well known that
the events in 1989 created a rift among Asians in Britain, and set them one
against another.

Salman Rusdie’s writing is somehow grafted in The Black Album, almost
intertextually, by adopting characters and situations from The Satanic Verses,
quoting statements from that book, developing a debate around
translation/immigration/hybridisation, and openly questioning the right of a
group of extremists to burn a book. If a book—a work of art and craftman-
ship—requires a stage, it is not up to the audience, or part of it, to silence the
writer’s voice and kidnap it from such stage. The Black Album metaphorical-
ly restores the burnt book to its readers and manages to give it new life by res-
urrecting it in its own pages.

Hanif Kureishi’s voice continues to give life to characters who pursue a
serious quest for individual and different solutions within the cultural grid of
black Britain. As Karim Amir concludes at the end of Buddha, confessing to
his unique way of being British and a Londoner, but speaking from a centre:

And so I sat in the centre of the old city that I loved, which itself sat at the
bottom of a tiny island. I was surrounded by people I loved, and I felt
happy and miserable at the same time. I thought of what a mess everything
had been, but that it wouldn’t always be that way. (Kureishi 1990: 284)

Black Britain—or, rather, Britain tout court—comes up with one more
fictional avatar in the work of the glamourous new hybrid writer Zadie Smith,
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who in the year 2000 surprised the literary scene with her huge novel White
Teeth, written when she was only twenty-one.

White Teeth contains a complex and dazzling plot built around the story
of two families, their children and friends and tunes in to a Babel of voices,
registering the changes wrought in the language and landscape by the unfold-
ing epic of post-war migrations. The backdrop is northwest London, the
English metropolis, where the two families—one, the Joneses, white and
Jamaican, the other, the Igbals, Bangladeshi—act out their existential drama
and keep on debating the question of their Britishness:

This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow, and white. This
has been the century of the great immigrant experiment. It is only this
late in the day that you can walk into a playground and find Isaac Leung
by the fish pond, Danny Rahman in the football cage, Quang O’Rourke
bouncing a basketball, and Irie Jones humming a tune. Children with first
and last names on a direct collision course. Names that secrete within
them mass exodus, cramped boats and planes, cold arrivals, medical
checks. It is only this late in the day, and possibly only in Willesden, that
you can find best friends Sita and Sharon, constantly mistaken for each
other because Sita is white (her mother liked the name) and Sharon is
Pakistani (her mother thought it best—Iess trouble). Yet, despite all the
mixing up, despite the fact that we have finally slipped into each other’s
lives with reasonable comfort (like a man returning to his lover’s bed
after a midnight’s walk), despite all this, it is still hard to admit that there
is no one more English than the Indian, no one more Indian than the
English. There are still young white men who are angry about that; who
will roll out at closing time into the poorly lit streets with a kitchen knife
wrapped in a tight fist.

But it makes an immigrant laugh to hear the fears of the nationalist, scared
of infection, penetration, miscegenation, when this is small fry, peanuts,
compared to what the immigrant fears—dissolution, disappearance.
(Smith: 326-327)

The debate on identity is located in space but also in time, and appear
transversally in history, echoing the developments in the concept of
Englishness which took place in the twentieth century. Smith’s fiction takes
the reader back to 1945, to the end of world war two, when a couple of com-
rades and friends, Alfred Archibald Jones and Samad Miah Igbal, are plotting
the execution of the Nazi Dr Sick in a French village. Archie thinks the man
should be shot, but at the same time shrinks from doing it himself:
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[Archie:] ‘It’s England’s future we’ve been fighting for. For England. You
know [...], democracy and Sunday dinners, and...and... promenades and
piers, and bangers and mash—and the things that are ours. Not yours. ’[...]
[Samad:] *You don’t stand for anything, Jones.[...] Not for a faith, not for
a politics. Not even for your country. How your lot ever conquered my lot
id a bloody mystery. [...] What are you going to tell your children when
they ask who you are, what you are? Will you know? Will you ever know?
[...]T am a Muslim and a Man and a Son and a Believer. I will survive the
last days,” Samad repeated, as if it were a chant. (Smith: 120-121)

Here again George Orwell’s essay England Your England (a seminal text
for the black Briton of today no less than for the native Englishman of the
past) constitutes the intertextual factor in the conversation between the two
men, when the Indian Samad accuses the Briton of being a coward, unable to
‘defend’ his country in a situation of war, an emergency where, as Churchill
said, “without victory, there is no survival. [...] no survival for the British
Empire, no survival for all that the British Empire has stood for”(Churchill
1941:208). It turns out that the immigrant Samad has a stronger sense of iden-
tity than the native Englishman Archie and exhibits it. Problems start much
later for him, when he feels that neither of his twin sons, who grew up one in
Bangladesh (Magid) and the other in England (Millat), are doing well in life.
At that point Samad will curse the long years of his life spent in London, the
hidden blackmail imposed by England on her immigrants, and the irretriev-
able loss of his old identity:

There are no words. The one I sent home [Magid] comes out a pukka
Englishman, white suited, silly wig lawyer. The one I keep here [Millat] is
fully paid-up green bow-tie wearing fundamentalist terrorist. I sometimes
wonder why I bother,” said Samad bitterly, betraying the English inflec-
tions of twenty years in the country, ‘I really do. These days, it feels to me
like you make a devil’s pact when you walk into this country. You hand
over your passport at the check-in, you get stamped, you want to make a
little money, get yourself started... but you mean to go back! Who would
want to stay? Cold, wet, miserable; terrible food, dreadful newspapers—
who would want to stay? In a place where you are never welcomed, only
tolerated. Just tolerated. Like you are an animal finally house-trained. Who
would want to stay? But you have made a devil’s pact... it drags you in and
suddenly you are unsuitable to return, your children are unrecognizable,
you belong nowhere. [...] And then you begin to give up the very idea of
belonging. Suddenly this thing, this belonging, it seems like some long,
dirty lie... and I begin to believe that birthplaces are accidents, that every-
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thing is an accident. But if you believe that, where do you go? What do you
do? What does anything matter?’

As Samad described this dystopia with a look of horror, Iric was ashamed
to find that the land of accidents sounded like paradise to her. Sounded like
freedom

‘Do you understand, child? I know you understand.’

And what he really meant was: do we speak the same language? Are we
from the same place? Are we the same? (Smith: 407-408)

Irie Jones, the young daughter of Archibald and his wife Clara of
Caribbean descent, is a representative of the new generation and feels per-
fectly at ease with her hybridity. A new kind of ethnicity has developed in
Britain, transforming it into black Britain and placing it in the interstice, in the
in-between. She and her contemporaries are happy to be what they are, “a
hybrid thing”:

It was a new breed, just recently joining the ranks of the other street crews:
Becks, B-boys, Indie kids, wide-boys, ravers, rude-boys, Acidheads,
Sjarons, Tracies, Kevs, Nation Brothers, Raggas and Pakis; manifesting
itself as a kind of cultural mongrel of the last three categories. Raggastanis
spoke a strange mix of Jamaican patois, Bengali, Gujarati and English.
Their ethos, their manifesto, if it could be called that, was equally a hybrid
thing: Allah featured, but more as a collective big brother than a supreme
being, a hard-as-fuck geezer who would fight in their corner if necessary;
Kung Fu and the works of Bruce Lee were also central to the philosophy;
added to this was a smattering of Black Power [...]. Ten years earlier, while
the happy acid heads danced through the Summer of Love, Millat’s Crew
were slouching towards Bradford. (Smith: 231)

It seems that Zadie Smith herself shares the feelings and states of mind
of this new generation, a representation of which she offers us in the novel.
There is so much ease and boldness in the plot, speed in rhythm and lan-
guage, skill in handling large numbers of widely different characters, set-
tings and cultural approaches that the reader is dazzled and drawn in by this
surging narrative of dislocation, hybridization, displacement. The various
elements—Ilanguage, style, characterization, setting—are living proof of
the enormous changes undergone in Britain. Time sequences are organized
through chronoschisms splitting the fiction in four parts, where each section
takes a step ahead in contemporaneity and a step backward into the past, so
as to cover a century and a half of history, going back to the Great Mutiny
of 1857 in India and ending in the new millennium. This strategy is similar
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to the one adopted by Don DeLillo in Underworld, also a book where immi-
gration and its consequences and cultural issues play a fundamental role.

Yet one could not say that there are visible ‘influences’ in White Teeth, but
only presences. Another important presence is Salman Rushdie, whose intru-
sive voice echoes here, together with dynamic impetus and fluidity in narrat-
ing the tale. Smith’s novel is a warm homage to the master of black British lit-
erature, but she also pays tribute to such immigrant writers as Sam Selvon,
Hanif Kureishi and Caryl Phillips, including and embracing them all in the
irreverent polyphony of her postcolonial London.

Many critics have however pointed out that there is one influence that
plays an overriding part in this novel, and it is that of Charles Dickens. His
are the crowds of characters and caricaturesque approach to them, and his, of
course, is the endless love and curiosity for London, the metropolis and its
suburbs which in Zadie Smith’s era have become multiethnic and multicul-
tural. Zadie Smith agrees implicitely with Rusdie’s statement quoted above,
and claims as her literary ancestors all the writers she likes, “a polyglot fam-
ily tree” forming her cosmopolitan circle of friends.

The novel’s title alludes to an unpleasant episode when old Mr Hamilton
says to the children who come to his home to help him in his old age, out of
kindness and as an act of charity:

when I was in the Congo, the only way I could identify the nigger was by
the whiteness of his teeth, if you see what I mean. Horrid business. Dark
as buggery, it was. And they died because of it, you see? Poor bastards. [...]
Those are the split decisions you make in a war. See a flash of white and
bang! as it were... Dark as buggery. Terrible times. All those beautiful boys
lying there [...] enlisted by the Krauts, black as the ace of spades; poor
fools didn’t even know why they were there, what people they were fight-
ing for, who they were shooting at. (Smith: 171-172)

Mr Hamilton’s gruesome tale of war and cruelty links Britain’s present to
its imperial past, but for the way it is structured it leads us rather into a film
of war and adventure, Kiplinguesque with a touch of Bollywood. All this
however is couched in irony and made funny by the amusing combinations in
language and style as well as the choice of characters.

Some situations and characters recall Hanif Kureishi’s Black Album, espe-
cially when the Muslim fundamentalists are portrayed and when we enter the
home of a certain type of intellectual and somewhat marginal white family,
the Chalfens, who ‘adopt’ first Magid and then Irie. These endearing charac-
ters are all of one same brand of people and reveal the sarcastic gaze of an
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observer who does not consider herself an outsider, who in fact is not such.

The book is a splendid exercise in identity-making and betrays a thorough
familiarity with the ideas expounded by Stuart Hall, the thoughts of Homi
Bhabha on dislocation and hybridity and the analysis of orientalism by
Edward Said. It shows how close a connection there is between cultural stud-
ies on one side and creative writing literature on the other in contemporary
Britain, where the cultural studies movement first began, in fact, and where it
has by now pervaded so many areas of cultural expression. But it also proves
that the power of representation may be very strong when captured by the
hand of a clever, funny, irreverent young writer for whom hybridity is a beau-
ty to be exhibited and not a sin to be concealed, a plaything to be enjoyed and
not a burden to be exspiated.
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Code-Switching and Other Textual Strategies in the
Fiction of Witi Ihimaera

Eleonora Chiavetta

Witi Thimaera is considered the doyen of Maori writers as he was the first
to publish both a collection of short stories and a novel, and the first to receive
the attention of New Zealand and international critics. He has been defined
“one of the most forceful writers to have emerged in the cultural movement
termed the Maori Renaissance”, (Williams 1990: 111) where Maori
Renaissance refers to the cultural decolonization realized by Maori artists in
New Zealand. Between 1972 and 1977 he published four works: the collec-
tion of short stories, Pounamu, Pounamu (1972), the short novels Tangi
(1973) and Whanau (1974), and another collection of short stories, The New
Net Goes Fishing (1977). This period of great creativity was followed by a
ten-year silence from which the author emerged with the publication of the
novel The Matriarch (1986).

Like Patricia Grace, Ihimaera started publishing under the auspices of Te
Ao Hou, a quarterly produced by the Department of Maori Affairs, which had
promoted Maori creative writing in English since the fifties. The policy of the
magazine was to sponsor the creativity of Maori writers, but according to an
ideology of integration “which saw Maori people inevitably adapting to
Pakeha' life styles”, in the interests of “intercultural adjustment” (Heim 1998:
12). The works produced by these emerging writers were expected to show
lyrical and passionate tones rather than anger or protest against society. They
were expected to conform to an ideology of cultural integration, which denied

Pakeha means ‘Foreigner, White New Zealender’ and is “the name that was given by the Maori
to the white-skinned immigrants who came from the United Kingdom and settled New
Zealand.” in Cleve Barlow, Tikanga Whakaaro, Key concepts in Maori culture, Auckland,
Oxford UP, 2001, p.87.
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the possibility of contrasts between the Maori and Pakeha. The publication of
Thimaera’s and Patricia Grace’s first collections of short stories in 1972 and
1973 respectively confirmed such expectations: “authenticity of feeling, a
predominance of aroha and an absence of violence and anger” (12) are the
main features of their works which, therefore, reassured New Zealand readers
of European descent. The contrasts presented in their short stories were quite
acceptable as they mainly regarded the opposition between the Maori’s sim-
ple, genuine life and the Pakeha’s alienated society.

Thimaera’s second collection, however, was already far removed from
such a reassuring vision, as the alienation of the Maori living in the city of
Wellington is portrayed quite clearly. When the writer realized his short sto-
ries might have created a dangerous cultural stereotype, he decided to with-
draw from the literary scene for a while. The ten years of creative silence were
a consequence of the author’s wish to break a literary model which was
imposed by external alien factors, to oppose the diffusion of the stereotyped
image of ‘the good Maori’ and, finally, to create an authentic Maori literature
which did not have to conform to Pakeha expectations.

The ten years that separate The Matriarch from lhimaera’s previous cre-
ative works represent a watershed in his fiction. During his long apparent
silence, the writer promoted Maori literature, publishing the anthology Into
the World of Light (1982) and developed different objectives for his own fic-
tion which would in turn involve a different use of language. Whereas the
political message of his initial works was implicit and his main aim was to
“establish and describe the emotional landscape of the Maori people”
(Robinson & Wattie 1998: 255), The Matriarch shows a greater interest in the
political and social context of New Zealand and a shift from a horizontal to a
vertical vision of Maori culture: from the idyllic world depicted in the first
works and the exaltation of its lost values to a clear political message
addressed to New Zealand society as a whole. It should be underlined that The
Bone People by Keri Hulme was published the year before The Matriarch,
while Patricia Grace’s Potiki was published in the same year as [himaera’s
novel. All these three novels challenge the Maori/Pakeha relationship and
claim an equal status for Maori literature.

The ten short stories of Pounamu, Pounamu together with the novels
Tangi and Whanau form a trilogy and belong to a stage in Thimaera’s produc-
tion which the author himself defines ‘pastoral’. They are short stories focus-
ing on apparently trivial events in the childhood and adolescence of the nar-
rator. The tone is minimalist, the setting is Waituhi, the country village which

48



The Fiction of Witi Ihimaera

appears in all of [himaera’s writings: it is the only place the narrator belongs
and to which the name of ‘home’ can be given; Waituhi embodies the funda-
mental and imperishable values of Maoritanga such as the whanau (the vil-
lage family), the bond of genealogy and traditions, the relationship between
individuals and nature, respect towards elderly people, the ethics of work,
friendship, the role of the first born son, whose duty it is to safeguard and per-
petuate Maori culture.

Although recounted by a first-person narrator, the stories describe a com-
munity rather than an individual and celebrate a collective identity, exalting
Maori social structure, based on whanau, hapu, iwi, waka in an educative,
moralizing way. There are only a few references to the false values of Pakeha
culture—above all to the mirage of easy money—which contrasts with the
simplicity of family life in the same way as the ‘Emerald City’, that is
Wellington, contrasts with the country village. The metaphor of the emerald,
which derives from The Wizard of Oz by Frank Baum, contrasts with the
image of the traditional pounamu, the green jade, symbol of the values of
Maoritanga (Fitzgerald 1995: 255). The city is a mythical place where every-
body can find work in a factory and may abandon the gipsy life that shear-
ing demands.

This collection does not focus on Pakeha/Maori relationships, on discrim-
inations and prejudices; neither does it focus on the history of Maori people,
on their arrival in New Zealand or on their fights against the whites. At this
stage in his fiction Thimaera concentrates on “slices of life” (Jussawalla &
Dasenbrock 1992: 228) that depict the Maori as separated from the Pakeha,
living in a world of their own, as if they still lived in a pa, that is a fortified
place, where whites enter only if given permission to. The primary aim of
these stories is not to highlight traditional Maori culture for the sake of a white
public, but to remind Maori of their own image, to let them recognize them-
selves, as if in a mirror, and ‘reflect’ on themselves. It is a means of arousing
or increasing Maori awareness of their way of living in the sixties, of an
everyday life that already belongs to the past, even if lhimaera introduces it
as still alive and thriving. The celebration of life within the rural settlements
in New Zealand, however, changes further on in the collection into an elegy,
a lament—as only few old people and the obstinate still remain in the village.

The stories are written in English, in an everyday colloquial language,
which is both descriptive and narrative, and is often a direct transcription of
the characters’ dialogues. In this case, the author reproduces an unrefined,
structurally simple language, with short sentences, a repetitive lexis, where
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slang expressions (i.e. “Just wait your hurry”, Thimaera 1995: 119) are used
together with grammatically incorrect sentences. For instance there may be a
lack of inversion of subject and verb in interrogative sentences as well as the
omission of the auxiliary verb in interrogative clauses (i.e. “Dad, when we
going? [ ask”, 75) and in compound tenses (i.e. “Me and Hine, we been work-
ing all our lives, 76).

The choice of English as predominant language is a consequence of
Thimaera’s belief that English is not a sacred language like Maori. Talking
about his relationship with the English language, Ihimaera says that writing in
English gives him a freedom he enjoys and abuses at the same time: “I abuse
in the sense that sometimes I am extremely arrogant about my contempt for
English as a language. It lacks that talismanic quality that indigenous lan-
guages have. It’s o.k. for me to write in it because it is common.” (Ellis 1999:
175) Thimaera also affirms that

There are certain constrictions when you use your own language and there
are certain things you cannot do with the language, which is why we
always say that Maori language is tapu, or sacred. And why I always there-
fore say that English is profane. With English you can go anywhere with it,
you can do anything you like with it, you know it is common, an ordinary
language. And so what I do is write in a very ordinary language, and I can
do whatever I like with it, I can go wherever it takes me [...] I can’t do that
in Maori. (174)

In a 1992 interview he also adds that “Maori writing in English is able to
portray the condition of being a contemporary Maori person in an English
environment, but when you write in Maori, you are not writing about the same
thing; you are accessing a deeper, more spiritual resource.” (Sharrad 1992: 98)

Even if the predominant code is English, [himaera makes use of code-
switching, that is the combination of language items belonging to the two dif-
ferent linguistic codes. In postcolonial literary texts the use of code-switching
takes on a symbolic function, as it marks cultural boundaries underlined by
the writer which can or cannot be crossed by the readers. According to E.
Gordon and M. Williams, this kind of code-switching

has particular relevance to post-colonial writing, especially that by indige-
nous writers, because it is deeply implicated in the ways in which commu-
nities of speakers within bi- or multilingual societies negotiate the relations
of privilege and exclusion, challenge and subvert entrenched attitudes of
dominance and contest ascriptions of value. [...] In indigenous writing,
code-switching often constitutes a means of contesting the cultural and lin-
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guistic dominance encoded in language, even where the indigenous writer
chooses a language associated with dominance as the primary medium of
expression. (Gordon, Williams 1998: 79)

In this collection, as in all his other works, Ihimaera inserts Maori words
not to create an exotic atmosphere or to provide local colour, but to express a
cultural diversity, the bilingualism he wants to be recognized by New Zealand
society. The lack of a glossary of Maori terms at the end of his works depends
on the author’s belief that, as he prevalently addresses New Zealand readers,
they have to learn these terms to avoid monoculturalism: “[...] if you really
do want to become bicultural, then you have to begin to do some research of
your own and find out these things for yourself. The will to do that is really a
personal choice.”(Jussawalla & Dasenbrock 1992: 238) Moreover, a glossary
would be reductive, because of the polysemantic nature of terms: when trans-
lating a word, essential cultural elements, not nuances are lost. To translate the
word ‘aroha’ with love would be reductive, as ‘aroha’ means love, pity, com-
passion, yearning for an absent relative or friend, and affectionate care:
“Aroha is a sacred power that emanates from the gods. [...] Aroha in a person
is an all-encompassing quality of goodness, expressed by love for people, the
land, birds and animals, fish, and all living things.” (Barlow 2001: 8) Finally,
the sacred character of the language has to be preserved even if this means
excluding foreign readers, preventing them from crossing the threshold into
the world represented.

In Pounamu Pounamu Maori terms are inserted into the English text with-
out italics and they are often repeated. The educational function of the moth-
er tongue is obvious: Thimaera’s aim is to teach or refresh the knowledge of
the deep meaning of Maori words. He addresses his own group which does
not need to have common everyday sentences translated, but needs to ‘repos-
sess’ the value of terms such as iwi or whanau, deeply rooted in pre-European
Maori culture. Thimaera fears that young people may forget the basic elements
of their culture, therefore losing their own identity. Words transmit a cultural
meaning that has to be remembered and assimilated again to preserve an
integrity which has been damaged, but not destroyed by Pakeha culture.

For example, in the passage where the grandfather explains to his mokop-
una [grandchild and descendant] the symbols represented in the building of
the meeting house, he is not listing architectural features, but reminding the
girl of the close link between physical and spiritual components in the house
and between past and present:

51



Strategie testuali

Hera, this is not only a meeting house; it is also the body of a tipuna, an
ancestor. The head is at the top of the meeting house, above the entrance.
That is called the koruru. His arms are the maihi, the boards sloping down
from the koruru to form the roof. See the tahuhu, ridgepole? That long beam
running from the front to the back along the roof? That is the backbone. The
rafters, the heke, they are the ribs. And where we are standing, this is the
heart of the house. Can you hear it beating?” (Thimaera 1995: 126)

Keywords in this collection are words such as whanau, Manawa [the heart
of the whanau], whakapapa [genealogy sheets, family trees], pounamu
[greenstone, jade]— the word which gives the title to the collection—aroha,
marae [enclosed space in front of a house, courtyard, village common], pake-
ha, and mokopuna. Sometimes Thimaera resorts to an organic code-switching
where the translation of the word either precedes or follows the Maori term,
and, once translated the first time, the word is repeated without further expla-
nations, thus implying an effort of memory on the part of the reader. If
addressed to a Maori public, the effect of the limited vocabulary range is to
stress and reinforce the keywords; if addressed to a Pakeha reader, the repeti-
tion of words certainly helps the reader to memorize them. If the term is vital
for the understanding of the story, Ihimaera explains its meaning, as in ‘The
Makutu on Mrs Jones’, where, soon after the introduction of the term, an
explanation is given: “Makutu is what you would call a magic spell” (25);
sometimes an extrinsic code-switching is used, where the term is not translat-
ed or explained, but is easily deduced from the context, as in the sentence
“You think your Nanny Tama is a bit porangi in the head, ay?” (44)

If there are Pakeha characters in the story as in ‘Beginning of a
Tournament’ or in ‘The Other Side of the Fence’, the Maori terms disappear
almost completely, and only a few exclamations are left (i.e. “eeee”, 20) as
well as the term Pakeha (17).

The amount of Maori words and sentences increases whenever the pro-
tagonist of the story is an elderly person (usually a grandmother or grandfa-
ther) who is in charge of the ‘treasures of traditions’, of the memory of the
past, of the genealogies. The fact that old people speak the language under-
lines the loss of this ability in the younger generations and also in the narra-
tive voice. The final stories of Pounamu, Pounamu deal with decay and death:

This old one, he has seen too many of his people come as strangers. The
Maori of this time is different from the Maori of his own time. The whanau,
the family, and the aroha which binds them together as one heart, is break-
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ing, slowly loosening. The children of the whanau seek different ways to
walk in this world. (129)

The rhetorical repetition of the question “No wai te he?”” which appears
towards the end of the story ‘The Whale’, is translated only in the final lines—
as a question, a complaint, an accusation, a warning: ‘No wai te he... Where
lies the blame... the blame. Where lies the blame, the blame...” (132).
Emblematically the collection ends with the story ‘Tangi’, whose title can be
only summarily translated as ‘funeral’ as Tangihanga is a funeral ceremony
which lasts three days and involves not only the family of the deceased, but
his/her whole village. It is one of the most important Maori institutions where
physical and metaphysical concepts are intertwined (Barlow 2001: 122).

Tangi is also the title of the first novel by lhimaera, an ideal sequel to the
themes of the short stories and a metaphor “for the possibility of death of our
culture; however, the tangi is where we also renew our culture” (Ellis 1999:
169). There is a greater presence of Maori language in this novel and it under-
lines the awareness of the narrator who is now responsible, after his father’s
death, for the safety of his own family, and is expected to assume a role he
abandoned, when he left for Wellington. As he has left his roots, he will have
to learn the language again and make the Maoritanga his own again. His mem-
ories of his father are closely linked to the mother tongue: the sentences used
by his father to instruct him on the origins of Maori culture come back to his
mind and only the language of the ancestors is able to tell the myths of the past:

See? Across the great ocean of Kiwa they come: from Hawaiki nui,
Hawaiki roa, Hawaiki pamanao. See how they ride the waves to this shore!
The Tainui, Te Aeawa, Mataatua, Kurahaupo, Tokomaru, Aotea... And
there, Tama, there comes the Takitimu! Look how they come! [...] They
are the Maori, Tama. As long as you remember them you are a Maori.
(Thimaera 1996: 48-49)

The political message is underlined by the lack of translation and antici-
pates the political use of code-switching in The Matriarch. Similarly, only the
ancestors’ language can express the affective world of the whanau as indicated
by sentences such as “To manawa, ¢ taku manawa” [“your heart is my heart’]
(48). The structure of Tangi cannot be compared to that of a novel constructed
according to traditional Western canons. Ihimaera stresses how the genre of the
novel is foreign to Maori culture, which is nearer to songs, waiata, and epic oral
narratives (Ellis 1999: 169). Tangi, is in fact a song of praise and mourning,
whose rhythm is given by vocatives such as “Aue, e pa” [ahim¢, o padre] and
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sentences in Maori that are repeated chapter after chapter as, for example, the
sentence, “Haere mai ki o tatou mate e... Come to our dead, come” (lhimaera
1996: 62) which appears also in longer variants. The very epilogue of the novel
presents a triple repetition of the sentence “Haere ra, Rongo! Haere! Haere!
Haere!” [Farewell, Rongo! Farewell! Farewell! Farewell!], which is considered
by the author as “a cry of aroha, swelling louder and gathering in strength. It is
an acclamation for our father. It is the final farewell, echoed by earth and sky.
It is a roar of pride, before the slow descending of the sun.” (207) The mother
tongue accompanies the death of the chief of the whanau, at the same time cel-
cbrating his greatness; the language is the guardian of a proud memory and of
a rebirth. The repetition of entire verses of funeral songs can be found in the
text; they accompany the grief of the protagonist, but also remind him of the
group he belongs to, and of his role as the heir to such a powerful tradition.
Nearly all the songs are translated as the author wants their powerful messages
to be perfectly understood by any reader.

The focus of Thimaera’s fiction shifts from country to city life in the col-
lection of short stories The New Net Goes Fishing, whose title derives from a
Maori proverb: “ Ka pu te ruha, ka hao te rangataki. The old net is cast aside,
the new net goes fishing.” A new generation takes the place of the old...” The
eighteen stories are set in an urban background, the ‘Emerald City’, “where
the money is” (Ihimaera 1995: 151). Once the idyllic country world is lost, the
author’s tone becomes more political in denouncing the ills of modern New
Zealand society. These short stories are considered by Thimaera, significantly,
his Songs of Experience, whereas Pounamu, Pounamu represents his Songs of
Innocence (Ellis 1999: 170). Thimaera now warns Maori readers about what
they have lost or are losing by living in a Pakeha environment: the end of the
aroha, of friendship, even of affective security within one’s nuclear family;
the discovery of loneliness, of discriminations, of cultural differences which
are not lived with pride, but with a sense of shame. These stories narrate dis-
location, immigration—a theme which is so vitally central in the whole of
postcolonial literature; they describe the loss of a spiritual balance, when vio-
lence and alcoholism are the companions of the ‘fullas’ living on the margins
of a hostile city. These stories also introduce the contrast between white and
native culture, the prejudices and abuses of the old colonists, underlined by
the use of derogatory terms as in ““You Maoris are all the same. Dumb bloody
horis.” (Thimaera 1995: 153) The stories denounce how easily one’s origins
can be forgotten, and cultural pride be lost, in the attempt to reach alien stan-
dards that are considered important for the sake of assimilation.
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Maori language disappears almost completely in this new collection, as it
is not spoken by the gangs of misfit youths who spend their nights in prison,
nor is it spoken by the young man who, encouraged by his parents, tries to rise
above his origins, through university studies. In this race to achieve a better
status, the acquisition of a perfect standard English is more vital than main-
taining the native language as

in the pakeha world they were already losers. They’d no formal education,
could barely write a sentence of English and their sole book was a Bible
they could read only haltingly and with much difficulty. Their language
was composed of broken English and broken gestures. (195-196)

Only at the end of the story, when he has finally reached his degree after a
long struggle, will the protagonist realise he has renounced something funda-
mental in his apparent success: when the old kuia, met by chance, a relic of the
past, tells him words of pride in a language he is no longer able to decode (“Ka
pai e tama. Ka pai. Kua u nei koe ki tena taumata o te matauranga”, 209), he
discovers he is trapped between two worlds, unable to belong to either or both.

The stories of this second collection narrate, then, the search for a disap-
pearing world, before it is completely disintegrated: this is the case of the
whakapapa, the genealogy chart the grandfather tries to complete before
dying, or of the pounamu patu chased by the aunt from one place to another,
ready even to break the aroha towards the others, going to a lawyer, so
important is it for her to regain the symbol of the collective strength and
power of the whanau. The use of code-switching reappears only in the grand-
father and aunt’s words, reminding readers that these are the heroic figures
who are the guardians of the memory of the past and are able to defend and
hand it down to future generations. Few words survive in the eradication—
whakapapa, kai, mokopuna—useless fragments that underline the disinte-
gration even more.

It is with The Matriarch, however, that code-switching has a strongly
political value. The novel focuses on all the themes previously dealt with by
Thimaera—Waituhi, family values, traditions—but it ennobles them, linking
them to Maori history and epics. While intertwining literary genres, the
author mixes historical chronicles, fiction, parliament speeches, and oral
narration of events. The novel is certainly based on Thimaera’s belief that
there is no “difference between what is history, what is reality, and what is
fantasy. The whole world is imbued with and energized by legend, by a
sense of spirituality and other-worldliness” (Sarti 1998: 72).

55



Strategie testuali

The writer also moves from one time dimension to another, from the pres-
ent of the narrator who evokes the disquieting figure of his grandmother to the
time of his childhood and adolescence where he was initiated into Maori spir-
ituality, to the distant past of the Land Wars (1860-1881), and further back to
the mythical arrival of the canoes of the first inhabitants of Aotearoa from
Hawaiki. The protagonists of the novel are also historical figures such as Te
Kooti and Wi Pere, and traditional gods, together with the character of the
matriarch, in such a web that every figure is connected to another by a line of
unbroken genealogy. The main objective of the text is to reclaim the epic
nature of Maori lives, to remind all New Zealanders of both the whites’ abus-
es (the Treaty of Waitangi being a good example) and the by now forgotten
rebellious character of the Maori. Above all The Matriarch aims at reminding
the spiritual strength of the ancestors, in order to change the future, as, accord-
ing to a Maori saying, “we walk backwards into the future.” (Ellis 1999: 173)
To write about the ancestors is for [himaera the way to ‘ancestralize’ his gen-
eration, making an icon of it for the generations to come. The text no longer
offers the tones of the desolate awareness of a loss, but tones of hopes, express-
ing the wish to claim back what has been taken away. [himaera’s quest is to

ensure sovereignty for Maori people and that we have political end eco-
nomic independence, because without that we wouldn’t be able to build the
physical structure for our Maori heart. What we need is Maori people who
have got abilities to set up structures within which Maori values can be
maintained. (Sarti 1998: 72)

The narrative voice becomes less dreamy and nostalgic, more involved,
angrier, in open contrast with the Pakeha, and has the harsh tones of a prophet,
who condemns and foresees. In this political conception of a literary text, the
inserting of Maori words and phrases takes on a political connotation as well
and is in line with Thimaera’s politically angry mood. The presence of Maori
increases, the vocabulary range widens, the sentences become longer, and
whereas language was colloquial in Pounamu, Pounamu, the language of The
Matriarch is solemn, as in a ritual chant or an action song. Lists of names of
historical characters, deities, and places fill the pages, puzzling the readers,
but at the same time expressing a great unknown wealth and vitality. Even if
there are still examples of organic and intrinsic code-switching, most of the
time Thimaera makes use of a political code-switching, when no translation or
explanation is given. Long paragraphs are given in Maori without any com-
ment, to reinforce the fapu character of the language that only the initiates can

56



The Fiction of Witi Ihimaera

understand, a means of separation, of border, limit. Wi Per’s song of Rongopai
is, for example, entirely transcribed (Ihimaera 1999: 193) and the further
absolute lack of Maori words in Wi Pere’s talks in Parliament is even more
striking, as his language entirely adheres, then, to the canons established by
the Pakeha, the powerful masters of politics and language.

Untranslated keywords in this novel are mana [meaning authority, control,
prestige, power, psychic force], iwi [which means bone, but also means
strength, nation], korero [meaning to tell, to say, conversation, story, discus-
sion], pa [meaning both the fortified place and its inhabitants], Aaka [mean-
ing both a dance and the song accompanying a dance], tapu [meaning sacred,
beyond one’s power, under religious or superstitious restrictions]. Palimpsests
of the kind: “E mokopuna, listen. The mana and the tapu still remain, in the
land and in Waituhi and in the iwi of The Whanau A Kai” (110) are to be found
more and more often. Untranslated is also the word taniwha, a term that refers
to the matriarch and can be translated as ‘chief; taniwha however, also means
‘prodigy’ and may indicate ‘a shark’ or a “fabulous monster supposed to
reside in deep water” (Williams 2000: 377). In any case the epithet underlines
the charismatic, dangerous personality of the woman as in the sentence “[...]
she was a taniwha in the Maori world” (IThimaera 1999: 25) or “[...] in that
taniwha line of fearless women™(25) or ““You have to be in that taniwha line
if you’re a woman and you want to break the rules.” (26)

Next to the use of Maori language The Matriarch introduces Italian
words, from the very beginning, in the Prologue, when, talking about his
uncle Alexis, the narrator says that Italians would have called him “un super-
bo uomo, a superb man.” (1) When using Italian, Ihimaera recurs to italics, as,
of course, this is a foreign language, which has nothing to do with the bilin-
gualism of New Zealand. The Italian he uses, however, is not modern and col-
loquial, but rather aulic as it comes from operas and particularly from Verdi’s
Otello, Aida and Nabucodonosor. The quotations in Italian are followed by
translations into English and accompany the gestures of the matriarch and the
Maori fights. Such quotations might be considered to be a sign of Thimaera’s
love for the operatic world (he has even written a number of librettos), but the
motivation that encourages him to insert entire phrases of famous arias are
more historical and political than aesthetic and cultural. As the events
Thimaera narrates take place between 1860 and 1880, the writer connects them
with the years of the Italian Risorgimento, thus stressing how Maori fights to
regain their land and dignity belong to a wider context of injustice and revolt
against it. One of the favourite metaphors used by the matriarch to describe
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the conditions of Maori life under Pakeha domination is the biblical image of
the flight from Egypt under the guidance of Moses. In this sense the quota-
tions from Aida, where Egyptians are the oppressors, reinforce the extended
metaphor. These quotations in Italian, then, have to be read in a socio-politi-
cal light, as they reinforce the writer’s aim, his protest against, and condem-
nation of the Pakeha and the oppressors of the world wherever they are and
whatever colour their skin may be.
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Abstract

Witi Thimaera, considerato il decano degli scrittori maori, si é affermato
sulla scena letteraria nello spazio di appena cinque anni con quattro opere di
narrativa: la raccolta di racconti Pounamu, Pounamu (1972), i romanzi brevi
Tangi (1973) e Whanau (1974), e la raccolta di racconti The New Net Goes
Fishing (1977). Questo periodo di grande creativita e stato seguito da un
apparente silenzio creativo di dieci anni, dal quale lo scrittore ¢ emerso con la
pubblicazione di un’opera ponderosa, densa di significati, il romanzo The
Matriarch (1986). Gli anni che separano The Matriarch dalle opere iniziali
costituiscono uno spartiacque all’interno della narrativa di Thimaera, perché
laddove le prime opere celebrano con tono nostalgico i valori perduti della
Maoritanga e il messaggio politico dell’autore ¢ implicito, The Matriarch
segna un maggior interesse per la realta politica e sociale della Nuova
Zelanda e il passaggio da una visione sincronica ad una diacronica della cul-
tura maori. L’'uso del code-switching, presente in tutta la narrativa di
Thimaera, accompagna tale evoluzione e diventa anch’esso strumento politico.
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Strategies of (Self)Silencing of the Immigrant Subject: a
Linguistic Study of Jean Rhys’s “Let Them Call It Jazz”.

Elisa Lea

Language, like a physical feature, is metacommunicative, that is, it builds
up a frame of expectations. In Jean Rhys’s “Let Them Call It Jazz” the immi-
grant subjects, namely West Indians settling in post-war London, must con-
stantly negotiate their identity and their right to live in a country where recep-
tion is unfriendly and language conveys open and covert prejudice. Apart
from racial discourse, the other is allowed a voice to speak for himself only if
he conforms to codes of respectability such as economic contribution, rising
social position and education. Otherwise, his voice is viewed only in moral
terms, and becomes an expression of disorder, laziness, illiteracy (Urcioli
1996: 26). Linguistic and extralinguistic features involved in communication
are, in Rhys’s short story, silencing and self-silencing strategies. Though
Selina does interact with other characters in the story, her otherness is imme-
diately distancing. This is apparent on two levels: in Selina’s contact with her
neighbours and the alien environment in which she finds herself, and also in
their communication and behaviour towards her.

Although “Let Them Call It Jazz” was published in 1962, we know that
Jean Rhys had been working on it for at least thirteen years. In a letter to
Selma Vas Diaz, she states that she has conceived the idea of a story to be
titled “Black Castle” (Whyndham 1984: 66). It is not until 1960 that she men-
tions the project again, this time under the title of “They thought it was jazz”.
She emphasises that it is “a bit of a crazy story”, written “as a holiday” and
“for fun” (184) and adds that as it is about Holloway Prison it should not be
taken too seriously. Jean Rhys was obsessed with the idea of readers and crit-
ics concentrating solely on an autobiographical reading of her works: “For
them “I” is “I” and not a literary device. Every word is autobiography!” This
meant that readers did not fully appreciate her narrative techniques, nor her
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attack against social injustice. I believe the choice of a black protagonist for
this short story is evidence of Rhys’s willingness to distance herself from the
voice of the narrator, in order to experiment with language techniques and to
express more freely a social critique. That Rhys was conscious of the experi-
mental nature of this writing, a “stylized patois” reconstructed “by ear and
memory” (197) is evident from her letters, where she declares her doubts
about the use of dialect: “It is supposed to be a Creole girl talking but still-"
(186); “I was worried about the story—didn’t think I’d managed it well. The
dialect was a difficulty—I’m not 100 per cent certain of it. So lapses and
guesses. Of course it varies from island to island and in mine is—or was—a
French patois, not much help.” (201) Then she adds she is uneasy about the
sentimentality of the story and about her treatment of the racial problem: “I
do not feel quite like that about the black, coloured, white question either. It’s
more complicated.”(202)

A short summary of the plot will prove that in the story the protagonist’s
ultimate exclusion is operated through linguistic suppression. Selina Davies is
a young West Indian who has emigrated to London hoping to find a job as a
seamstress. One Sunday morning, her Notting Hill landlords throw her out of
the house because she has lost her job and is unable to pay a month in
advance. By chance she meets a man, Mr Sims, who offers her temporary
accommodation in an old house he owns. When she settles there, she meets a
woman who lives on the upper floor and a couple, living in a nearby house,
who deliberately avoids any contact with her. Following a visit by Mr Sims
Selina is abused by her neighbours, but as soon as she reacts verbally they call
the police, who fine her five pounds for disorderly conduct. After two weeks
she is again insulted by the neighbours and as a consequence throws a stone
at their window. This time the police bring her to the magistrate but she is
unable to defend herself through acceptable standard speech and is sent to
prison. In Holloway she feels sick and speaks very little, till the day when she
hears a healing song sung by some other imprisoned women. She starts to feel
better and learns to behave as the authorities wish, so she is released. Soon
after she finds a room, then she finds a good job and a friend too. One night,
during a party, she starts whistling the Holloway song and a man, who over-
hears her, plays it on the piano as if it was jazz. He is a musician and eventu-
ally earns some money by selling the song. As a reward for the inspiration he
had got from her tune, he sends Selina five pounds.

In her study “Modernity, Voice and Window-breaking”, Sue Thomas
explores some important points of Rhys’s short story (Thomas 1994: 187-
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188). Firstly, she relates the various meanings of the title: jazz is not only a
metaphor for the appropriation and commercialization of a precious song
because in the OED it means also “meaningless or empty talk”, “sexual inter-
course”, and “to move in a grotesque or fantastic way; to behave wildly”.
Secondly, she historicizes it in the context of first-wave British feminist nar-
ratives, which essentially consisted of the hardships of the working woman
and the suffragette portrayed as martyr. In addition to that, the story is locat-
ed in the specific context of “racketeering landlords abusing uncontrolled ten-
ancies of black Caribbean tenants in Notting Hill”.

Most of the migration from the Caribbean to England took place in the
1950s and early 1960s, when the passing of the Commonwealth Immigrants
Act forbade further unregulated immigration. While in the USA a high per-
centage of skilled and professional West Indian immigrants enjoyed extraordi-
nary success, in Britain they were recruited for manual jobs and often experi-
enced psychic shock of rejection: high rates of unemployment, poor educa-
tional performance, crime, etc. According to Stuart Hall, racism is always his-
torically specific and in Britain it originated in the postcolonial economic
decline that invested political, ideological and cultural spheres: “Blacks
became the bearers, the signifiers of the crisis of British society in the 1970s...
This is not a crisis of race but race punctuates and periodizes the crisis. Race
is the lens through which people come to perceive that a crisis is developing.
It is the framework through which the crisis is experienced. It is the means by
which the crisis is to be resolved— “send it away”—" (Hall 1978: 8).

Paul Gilroy explains that the other is never overtly addressed in terms of
his/her biological difference, but a typically decadent preoccupation with the
metaphysics of national belonging emerges and law is invoked as a boundary
marker between the rightful national community and the blacks: “English law
is presented as the summit of the national civilization, the pinnacle of
Britain’s historic achievements. An unwritten constitution distills the finest
qualities of the national community and enshrines them in a historic compact
to which blacks are unable to adhere. Black violations of the law supply the
final proof of their incompatibility with Britain. Their “illegal immigration”
and a propensity to street crime confirm their alien status. These specific
forms of lawbreaking [...] are gradually defined as a cultural attribute of the
black population as a whole.” (Gilroy 1996: 355-56) Language and culture are
central to the Caribbean community in Britain and Gilroy emphasizes the eth-
ical and educative function of music, song and dance in the construction of
diasporic identity: “The contemporary musical forms of the African diaspora
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work within an aesthetic and political framework that demands that they
ceaselessly reconstruct their own histories, folding back on themselves time
and again to celebrate and validate the simple, unassailable facts of their sur-
vival. This is particularly evident in jazz, where quotes from earlier styles and
performers make the past actually audible in the present.” (362)

In an interesting study of present-day multi-ethnic American society by
Attinasi we can find some useful categories that can be applied to the post-war
British setting of the short story (Attinasi 1994). Language is an instrument of
control over people and can reflect forms of inequality which range from overt
racism, to covert racism, to the suppression of linguistic varieties. While overt
racism, consisting of hate speech where labels of superiority and inferiority
based on race or ethnicity can easily be detected, a more subtle form of racism
is practised by means of verbal codes, non-verbal communication and other lin-
guistic attitudes. An aseptic and socially acceptable discrimination may be con-
veyed, in fact, through tone of voice, choice of vocabulary, mockery of lan-
guage varieties, facial expression, gesture and posture. As a matter of fact, social
psychologists who have tested reactions to vernacular speakers on scales of
competence (job status, intelligence, etc...) and likeability (friendliness, trust,
etc...), have come to the conclusion that standard speech is preferred, and, at
least in the Anglophone world, there is a monolingual view of prestige.
Vernacular speakers or foreign language speakers are likely to be discriminated
against purely on linguistic grounds, because it is assumed that the inability to
speak in the dominant variety means an inability to speak and to think in gen-
eral, or it is attributed to cognitive and social deficiencies. Non-standard English
languages are thus considered cultural prisons and standard English a way to
liberate minorities and protect their rights. Paradoxically however, “dialect sup-
pression and language prohibition exlude speakers from dialogue with the cul-
ture of power” and we have a “silenced dialogue”, which is doubly devastating
when the speaker is both from a minority group and a woman. (334-335)

In a “communicative apartheid” situation, there is breakdown in commu-
nication, lack of explanations, with both parties unsure about what the other
is saying at verbal and non verbal levels. Conversely, we can use the psy-
cholinguistic concept of synchronicity or communicative mirroring to
describe the situation in which people are having a rewarding conversation,
where verbal and non verbal interaction synchronize: “Linguistic analysts
note congruent body position among interlocutors. Eye-contact conventions,
utterance length, nods, facial gestures, turn-taking cues and intonation pat-
terns further signal mirrored interaction.” (326)
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With reference to Attinasi’s categories, Selina is a victim of all three kinds
of racism or marginalization implemented through language. Prejudiced dis-
courses tend to take place in the neighbourhood, a space controlled by a group
sharing common interests and owning the houses. In this space of well-tend-
ed lawns a long-term tenant like Selina is looked upon with suspicion, both
because she is black and because she does not engage in the progression from
working class to middle class. “At least the other tarts that crook installed here
were white girls.” It is her racial origin that disqualifies her from ever becom-
ing a desirable neighbour. Ironically, she is definitely not a prostitute, but to
the eyes of prejudiced middle-class British people, Mr Sims visiting her the
day before (with a male friend) is evidence enough for it. Racist prejudices
superimpose moral stigma on the other and reject verbal confrontation.

Covert racial prejudice is conveyed in a number of passages. The first
example of non-verbal communication is Selina’s encounter with the woman
living on the top floor of the house: “[...] she give me a very inquisitive look.
But next time she smile a bit and I smile back—once she talk to me.” Here we
have a progressive increase in synchronicity, but the communicative interac-
tion is still very tentative and formal. Later on, in the story, the same woman
does not answer Selina, who is knocking at her door hoping to get some
advice from her: “I can hear her moving about and talking, but she don’t
answer and I never try again.” Here no verbal communication has taken place
at all but the answer is clear: the woman is not willing to interact and all her
body and lingustic activity addressed to some other interlocutor are an indi-
rect, but in a sense also very direct, communicative act.

Similar episodes occur with the neighbours. When Selina greets her, the
woman turns her head away and this of course deters the protagonist from
speaking. Again interaction is refused because Selina’s marks of otherness are
in themselves a communicative act, though not considered legitimate. It is not
so much her words that people dislike (she is in fact always very polite and
her vernacular is consistent and grammatically correct), but her body as a
potent, almost provocative signifier of otherness. Ironically, the position of
the two women during this first encounter suggests a mirror image (they are
standing looking at each other across the garden hedge and, later on, the
woman watches from the window, just as Selina so often does), as if to imply
that it is only conventions that discriminate between the moral value of the
two. This woman’s hostility, as in other Rhys’s short stories, is grounded not
only on generic racial prejudices. Being a single woman, Selina has, poten-
tially at least, an unbalancing role towards married couples. The woman sens-
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es the fragile equilibrium on which her status of respectability stands and fears
Selina’s disruptive force. As a confirmation of this last point, the husband’s
attitude conveys the stereotyped sexual associations that white males are
expected to have as regards black women, as Franz Fanon observes in Peau
noir masques blancs: “[...] he stare at me worse than his wife—he stare as if
I’m a wild animal let loose.”

Some quotations will show that Selina has a completely different
approach to communication: “Once I laugh in his face”; “my arm moves of
itself [...] I start to laugh, louder and louder—I laugh like my grandmother,
with my hands on my hips and my head back”; “I catch hold of her hand”. All
these reactions to other people’s intrusive behaviour are not linguistically
articulated because Selina is more direct and passionate than English people
who, she notes, “take long time to decide”. Indeed, she responds to verbal and
non verbal communicative abuses with action. Or, alternatively, she chooses
silence to defend herself, that is she refuses any further communicative mir-
roring (eye-contact, congruent body position, etc...): “I don’t even give them
one single glance.” Creole language, however, seems to go hand in hand with
gestures and high voice pitch, which the British misinterpret.

Her communication with Mr Sims, on the other hand, is accompanied by
closeness and body contact: “I start talking to a man at my table”; “I feel
somebody’s hand on my shoulder”; “he puts his hand over my eyes”; “he
[...] kisses me like you kiss a baby.” Unlike Mr Sim’s friend Maurice, who
is distant, brisk and professionally looking, Mr Sims seems to be emotional-
ly involved. But after buying her food and sounding concerned about her
physical well being, his sudden change of mood when she declares she is not
interested in money signals his original bad intentions. His verbal attack and
susequent scornful treatment of Selina here is reminescent of Julian’s speech
to Petronella’s in “Till September Petronella”, where the protagonist very
feebly avoids becoming a prostitute: “[...] you poor devil of a female,
female, female, in a country where females are only tolerated at best! What’s
going to become of you, Miss Petronella Gray, living in a bed-sitting room
in Torrington Square, with no money, no background, and no nous?” (Rhys
1968: 17) In fact, both women are afflicted by accommodation and money
problems. Being alone and in need of protection means having a dubious sta-
tus and that gives licence to men (and women) to despise them. Here, as in
other parts of the story, the repetition of the word “money” has negative
implications. Another peculiar way Mr Sims communicates with Selina is by
means of telephone calls and written messages, especially after his disap-
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pearance. This could symbolise his fundamentally financial and impersonal
interest in her.

After experiencing the clashing of two cultures and two communicative
habits, Selina manages to fit into British highly conventional language “as a
clock works” and imposes on her body and language strict rules of behaviour:
“I speak bold and smooth faced”. Her life now literally proceeds mechanical-
ly and in the last lines she finds a house, a job, a friend and money. When
Selina makes friends with another West Indian, “Clarice—very light
coloured”, they constitute a small ethnic community. The word “friend” till
this moment has been associated only to the ambiguous Mr Sims. Clarice is
also the only other representative of Caribbean origin that the protagonist
meets; somehow their friendship seems very easily estabilished, presumably
because they share similar problems: for both, life in London is a question of
strictly practical problems (accommodation, job, money, appearance) and
their language reflects this. Working in a shop, Clarice is always in contact
with customers who are representatives of the white elite, and the fact that she
keenly laughs “behind their backs” means that she masters standard English
very well, but also that she has retained some elements of her culture, like the
mocking and the linguistic antagonism typical of Calypso. Selina and Clarice
really learn to be in between two cultures: “it is take in, or let out all the time”,
where the phrasal verb “to take in” means both to make an item of clothing
smaller and to deceive somebody, often by pretending that your feelings are
different from what they really are. The misinterpretation of her Holloway
tune is a final ironic comment on the irreconcilable distance between the inner
truth felt by the individual and the conventional truth required by daily super-
ficial social relationships, and it also mirrors the misinterpretation of her work
that Rhys herself feared.
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Abstract

“Let Them Call It Jazz”, unico racconto di Jean Rhys condotto intera-
mente in dialetto caraibico, rivela alcuni meccanismi di emarginazione raz-
ziale e sociale della Londra degli anni °50. L’immigrato vede negato il suo
diritto ad occupare perfino luoghi interstiziali della societa britannica a meno
che non si conformi alle pratiche linguistiche convenzionali. Le contese
avvengono a livello verbale e non verbale ma [’isolamento si attua in modo
particolare attraverso il silenzio. Silenzio che infine diventa, per la protago-
nista, anche una strategia di difesa della propria specificita.
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The Polysemous Meaning of the Sketches in
Roughing It in the Bush

Stella Giovannini

In order to deepen the knowledge of Susanna Moodie’s masterpiece—
Roughing It in the Bush—it is necessary to focus on the structure and signifi-
cance of the sketches in this work, which have seldom received the credit they
merit. For a long time the book was considered, in fact, either as a lively and
appreciable chronicle of life in early Canada or as an archetypal production,
in which the author revealed herself as an isolated monad confronted by an
undifferentiated environment of bush and barbarianism. In this last reading
what mattered was Moodie’s personality and any other element in the text had
the mere task of objectifying her inner world. For this reason, the sketches
were judged as irrelevant parts, to be absolutely detached from the narrative
of the book as a whole.

It was not until years later that scholars paid attention to the fictional
nature of the sketches in Roughing It, especially after Carl Klinck had empha-
sized the book’s importance within the realm of fiction (Klinck 1962). He was
the first to recognize that the masterpiece has a closer approach to fictional
form than the usual travel literature, but, then, did not deepen this notion.
Notwithstanding this important observation, the conception of design inside
Roughing It connected with its sketches was left over again in some other
interpretations. David Jackel, for instance, asserted that the text is structured,
exclusively, upon Moodie’s sentimental self (Jackel 1979). Michael A.
Peterman, himself, stated that there is no particular narrative unity inside
Roughing It, since the sketch form provided the author with a freedom, “not
only to range widely in mood and subject but to present material in a person-
al and informal way.” (Peterman 1983: 81)

This essay intends to demonstrate the importance of the sketches in
Roughing It by pointing out that they are the most appropriate means to
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describe and to dramatize Moodie’s setting and characters. In this sense the
sketches are really an integral part, not only of the main theme contained in
the text—the emigrant’s difficulty in adapting herself to Canada and all the
inconsistencies related—but of the pioneer reality and of the writer’s life, and
of the structure in the book.

With reference to the sketch as a literary genre, Carl Ballstadt had already
emphasized Susanna’s early admiration of Mary Mitford’s works, which were
based on a popular and lively study of the quaintly rural. The main elements
characterizing this production were quiet contemplation, regional traditions,
country walks and several portraits of eccentric and colourful characters. If,
on the one hand, a study on Moodie’s sketches in Roughing It necessarily calls
for the connection with Mitford’s texts, on the other hand, a deep analysis on
this genre, can not be exhausted by focusing, exclusively, on the above-men-
tioned mentor’s pastoral tradition. As Walter Graham demonstrates, the short
story genre can be associated to Richard Steels’s Jenny Distaff domestic
sketches, bringing, thus, the origins of the short story and the periodical press
together (Graham 1930: 42). This affiliation of the periodical press with the
sketch became particularly meaningful in the colonies, since both these
expressions were adequate means to render a new reality with its foreign land-
scape and society. In order to highlight the significance of the sketches in
colonial literatures, Gillian Whitlock also examines their characteristics and
adds that “the very openness and heterogeneity of the sketch need not move
towards the reconciliation or process of enlightenment which we associate
with the short story.” (Whitlock 1985: 37) The genre was, therefore, used pre-
cisely to represent a peculiar limited microcosm by incorporating local idiom,
characters and folk traditions, but in a freer way.

Moodie’s sketches in Roughing It reflect in their structure the quoted fea-
tures of openness and heterogeneity and, for this reason, they reveal them-
selves to be the most relevant channels to describe the backwoods realistical-
ly. Susanna’s sketches are, in fact, a remarkable compound of caricature,
anecdote and essay together with an outstanding mixture of different charac-
ters, philosophies, thoughts and styles ranging from comic and tragic to sen-
timental and didactic expressions.

Given the ambiguous and controversial nature of the Canadian setting,
Moodie could but resort to the genre of the sketch to represent a strange uni-
verse which, otherwise, she was unable to recognize and to illustrate by uti-
lizing, for instance, the conventions of the sentimental novel. In this sense, the
genre is closely connected with the narrative of the book as a whole, being the
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particular form which allowed the author to portray her reactions to North
American landscape and people. Many of the sketches in Roughing It had
been published previously in The Literary Garland and The Victoria
Magazine in a different order from that of the text and this rearrangement
itself demonstrates that these elements had always been an integral part of the
book, both on the level of the form and on that of the content.

In general Roughing It provides us with some of its major tensions—the Old
World nature and society versus the New World scenery and culture—by intro-
ducing sketches involving the representation of human beings, firstly, in socie-
ty, with reference to linguistic issues as well, and in nature and, then, as indi-
viduals (Lucas 1990: 149). In this way Susanna could delineate the Canadian
world in all its physical and cultural aspects, linking these features, at the same
time, with her own personal comments and response to the new soil.

Moodie devoted a wide range of sketches in Roughing It to the definition
of human beings in society and nature going from chapter one to chapter
eleven. The first sections, in particular, offer us the clearest images of the
writer’s inability to transplant the structure of her English establishment and
a Wordsworthian ideal of nature in the reality of the Canadian wilderness. As
a matter of fact, the opening chapter in the book, “A Visit to Grosse Isle”, is
an extended satire upon the middle-class settler’s pretensions and illusions. In
this way Susanna introduced a pattern, typical of her narrative, which involves
an ironic representation of her own persona and of her inadequacy to perceive
the New World, being still concentrated on an Eurocentric apprehension of the
universe. The figures of the captain and of some passengers, who travelled on
Susanna’s ship when she arrived in Canada in 1832, embody the author’s ten-
sion arising out of her inward conflict opposing the structure of English insti-
tutions and the particular foundations in North America.

In the second chapter, “Quebec”, Moodie reiterates the conflicting por-
trayal of persons in society, establishing again a place of contradiction, where-
in her self is subverted. To Susanna’s eyes the present landscape is not only
bewildering because of its sinister and menacing appearance, but it also intro-
duces a setting deprived of any social hierarchy and, therefore, of any order.
The distant paradise of Quebec itself turns out to be, thus, a plague-ridden
hell, in which newcomers are judged unworthy of immigrating.

In the fifth chapter, “Our First Settlement, and The Borrowing System”,
and in the eleventh one, “The Charivari”, the outline of the typical forms
inside North American establishment shows the major tensions running
through the book, which arise, unequivocally, since Canada, with its physical
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and institutional features, diverged from the British model. Moodie reveals, in
fact, a deep sense of cultural shock when she is obliged to live in the colony
and to get used to new practices such as a very peculiar way of borrowing
things and “Charivari”.

In Roughing It one of the most definite examples of social conflict is offered,
again, when Moodie introduces the congregation of the Yankees in contrast with
some genteel pioneers belonging to the Englishfolk such as Tom Wilson and
Brian (Moodie 1989: 63-86, 173-192). The main difference is to be observed,
especially, in the fact that North American inhabitants are considered as a group,
while their English counterparts are individualized. In general, Yankees are a
synonym for low-class, characterized by a very vulgar language. Their way of
expression is used to document what the author considered to be the crudity and
barbarism of her neighbours. In this sense, the text’s linguistic remarks turn out
to be couched in a broader social critique, which is typical of the Victorian age.

The English gentlemen represented by Tom and Brian are totally anti-
thetical to the Yankees and Indians. Firstly, their life-story is fully related,
since a whole chapter is devoted to each (63-86, 173-192, 365-387).
Secondly, their refined expressions, typical of the English Gentlefolk, belie
good manners, politeness and an attitude towards life which is very similar to
Moodie’s one. Their education and environment acquaint them with the arts
and letters and give them a degree of cultivation, which is the only means to
affirm and preserve class distinction within the colonial space (68-69). The
author’s depiction of the backwoods can be traced not only in the description
of the New World society and of its peculiar language, but also in the roman-
ticized presentation of nature and the wilderness. The whole text is run
through by a remarkable juxtaposition of judgements about the Canadian ter-
ritory, many of which reveal the author’s tendency to apply classifications,
typical of the Old World aesthetics, to nature (Stanzel 1991: 97-109).
Following the Romantic movement, the famous pioneer describes the bewil-
dering nature in front of her as sublime and beautiful, in order to make this
unmalleable reality tractable for the human gaze. As a matter of fact, Moodie
takes advantage of these categories to represent a new territory which is
sometimes to be appreciated for its wonderful features, while other times
intrudes itself powerfully on human perception, becoming dangerous and
shocking. The Grosse Isle scene at the beginning of Roughing It is an out-
standing illustration of this. After an initial presentation of a beautiful envi-
ronment, disquieting elements such as the clouds, seen as “mighty giants”,
interfere to produce the sublime moment.
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Unfortunately such a romanticized vision is suddenly dispelled in the
encounter with the wilderness only some moments later, when Susanna looks
around the St. Lawrence and feels depressed and suffering. In this last inter-
pretation of the Canadian landscape, what is interesting is the fact that Moodie
puts the accent on the character of novelty linked to the setting. As she enters
deep into the surrounding reality this is a quality considered negative by
Susanna, who is no longer capable of judging the phenomenal world by focus-
ing on well-known elements, such as the notion of the sublime and beautiful.
On the other hand, the chapter opens with an assertion emphasizing the prop-
agation of cholera which was depopulating Quebec and Montreal when the
Moodies landed at Grosse Isle in 1832 (Moodie 1989: 21). The spectre of
death circulates, thus, within the worrying North American society, right from
the beginning, contributing to nullify the view of this space as a second Eden.

After having examined persons in society and nature in Canada, from
chapter 13 to chapter 28, Moodie analyzes, mainly, her own reactions to the
New World. In particular, from “The Wilderness and Our Indian Friends” to
“Disappointed Hopes”, she delineates her existence by highlighting her
practice in the clearing. From “The Little Stumpy Man” on the writer exam-
ines closely her inner self in order to stress her development and all the
ambiguities related and closes her masterpiece in “Canadian Sketches”
returning to the representation of the local modern society. This second half
of the book distinguishes itself, essentially, for a pattern which alternates
rejection versus adaptation through experience. The image resulting from
this literary design is that of a genteel English emigrant, who, after several
hard trials, also involving the loss of some children, manages to survive in
the colonial space. Susanna is able to transform, herself, thus, into a
Canadian pioneer, whose main features are physical and moral strength,
flexibility and manual dexterity.

In the chapter “Burning the Fallow” Susanna demonstrates that she is still
too passive and weak to solve serious problems such as the deflagration of her
own home, because, as she herself confesses: “It was long, very long before |
could discipline my mind to learn and practise all the menial employments
which are necessary in a good settler’s wife.” (306) Consequently, the
woman’s only reaction consists in sitting down upon the step of the door and
watching the awful scene in silence (308). The emigrant’s maturity is shown,
on the contrary, in the chapter “The Fire”, in which the protagonist turns out
to be a very active person, who is now definitely successful in reducing the
damage caused by the flames in 1837.
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The Chapter “The Wilderness and Our Friends” and “Disappointed
Hopes™ are specular, again, in presenting the conflicting portrait of the writer
seen, in the former, as a weak creature, unable to cope with the world and, in
the latter, on the contrary, as a rational being who shows a remarkable manu-
al dexterity.

In the chapter “The Outbreak” Susanna’s redemption comes when she is so
good at taking an active role in her own affairs to help her husband financially
also by writing. She began, in fact, to work for some periodicals such as The
Literary Garland, just started in Montreal, and also contributed to the publica-
tion of The North American Review. Thanks to this work the author freed, in part,
her family from the burden of economic urgent need so that they managed to rub
along and a “spirit of peace and harmony pervaded” their little dwelling.” (425)

As I demonstrated, the second half of Roughing It is run through by the
pattern alternating rejection versus adaptation of the Canadian wilderness
through experience. The representation resulting from this design alternates,
therefore, negative and positive descriptions of the colonial world, which
appears as a complex entity, made up of heterogeneous antithetical elements.
The inconsistencies related to such a representation are linked to the typical-
ly European system of values that Susanna utilizes in interpreting the New
World, which, unfortunately, being a different society, can not be apprehend-
ed or judged with reference to England. This tension never abandons the text
and is particularly significant because it highlights the protagonist’s transfor-
mation, consisting in her shift from the figure of the British emigrant to that
of the Canadian pioneer. The meaning to be associated to her experience in
the wood should be connected, consequently, to the predominance either of
her identity as an English lady or as a Canadian settler.

At the conclusion of Roughing It, the narrator faithfully reproduces the
gradual change in Susanna, due to her contact with an adverse territory, show-
ing its positive and negative characteristics. In her representation of Canada,
inside the sketches, what is really essential is the fusion and crossing of differ-
ent features, which are, another time, undeniable when Moodie indicates the
class which should be more suitable to survive in the wilderness. In “Adieu to
the Woods” and in the introductory chapter to the 1871 edition, she addresses to
a particular rank, that of the working class. In the former, Susanna emphasizes
that the colony is the most appropriate dominion for the poor, working man,
while the gentleman is not cut out for this reality: “To the poor, industrious
working man, it (Canada) presents many advantages; to the poor gentleman,
none!” (489) On the other hand, in the above-mentioned introductory chapter,

74



Sketches in Roughing It in the Bush

the writer confirms this thought by explaining the meaning of her life in North
America in the following terms: “What the backwoods of Canada are to the
industrious and ever-to-be-honoured sons of honest poverty, and what they are
to the refined and polished gentleman, these sketches have endeavoured to
show. The poor man is in his native element: the poor gentleman totally unfit-
ted, by his previous habits and education, to be a hewer of the forest, and a tiller
of the so0il.” (527) In “A Walk to Dummer”, the perspective changes, as is typi-
cal in Roughing It, in that the author recognizes activity and moral principles as
the distinguishing physical and ethical features necessary to live in the bush,
leaving out the above-mentioned social issues:

...and if this book is regarded not as a work of amusement but one of prac-
tical experience, written for the benefit of others, it will not fail to convey
some useful hints to those who have contemplated emigration to Canada:
the best country in the world for the industrious and well-principled man,
who really comes out to work, and to better his condition by the labour of
his hands; but a gulf of ruin to the vain and idle, who only set foot upon
these shores to accelerate their ruin. (444)
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Abstract

1l presente contributo analizza la struttura e il significato degli sketches in
Roughing It in the Bush di Susanna Moodie al fine di approfondire la conoscenza in
merito a questo argomento, ampiamente tralasciato dalla critica, in particolare, in
Italia. L autrice dimostra, al contrario, la notevole importanza di tali sketches sotto-
lineando che essi sono il mezzo piu appropriato per descrivere e drammatizzare i luo-
ghi e i personaggi del testo.
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Finding Mr Madini: Memory and Story-Telling in
Post-Apartheid South Africa

Maria Paola Guarducci

This is a screwed-up, wounded city, bruised

By the abusing of its past,

Stoop-shouldered, hard-talking, vulgar,

Gauteng’s (you have to hawk to say that) epicentre,
One of the one hundred big cities of the globe.
Jeremy Cronin

No individual owns any story. The community is the owner
of the story, and it can tell it the way it deems it fit.
Zakes Mda

The hearings of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(1995-1998) constituted a huge event involving an entire population—both as
participants and spectators—in the search for truth regarding its recent past,
and, at the same time, demonstrating a willingness to rewrite its official his-
tory and find a way to deal with the pain and loss that the past brought with
it. Whether the ambitious targets of the TRC were achieved or not, whether
the process managed to create the basis for reconciliation or not, is highly dis-
putable (James & van de Vijver 2000). Nonetheless, I am interested in seeing
how the TRC succeeded in “breaking the culture of silence” (Dowdall 1996:
34) and acted as a model for the new narratives that brought to the surface
submerged memories, marginalized stories and new points of view.

Published in 1999, Finding Mr Madini is a somewhat unusual text, both
for critics and readers, because of its composite authorship: ten homeless peo-
ple and a psychologist. The book pursues, albeit on a different ground, one of
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the objectives of the TRC. If the TRC allowed apartheid’s voiceless, anony-
mous and marginalized victims to gain a central position through the public
telling of their stories, Finding Mr Madini offers a similar chance to a group
of apartheid’s voiceless, anonymous and marginalized survivors. Made of 55
autobiographical stories, 6 interviews, 5 poems, 3 photographs, the fragment
of a manuscript, a few letters, and 11 drawings (all the stories are introduced
by the sketched portraits of their narrators), the book can be read as historical
document, novel, diary, autobiography, collection of short stories, or thriller,
even though it does not fully comply with the formal requirements of any of
them. I believe that the structural peculiarity of this text is particularly rele-
vant to the post-apartheid literary context, a context which still shows signs of
the recently discarded historical past (Boehmer, Chrisman & Parker 1994).
Trying to cope with the legacy of their segregated past, which, without excep-
tion, kept their human experience within precise boundaries, South African
writers are still dealing with the problems relating to the question of the point
of view. Indeed, one of the main characteristics of South African past and
present literature is its fragmentation. A fragmentation which on the one hand
purposely testifies the effects of apartheid politics on the creative mind, while
on the other inevitably embodies a frustration that needs to be overcome. The
“Rainbow Nation”, so often evoked in South African political discourse, is
still missing in most of the literary works of South African authors. The ‘great
South African novel’, depicting the actual heterogeneity of South African sto-
ries and perspectives, still waits to be written (de Waal 2000). Finding Mr
Madini does not aspire to playing such an ambitious role, nonetheless, the
book does seem to point to a new direction, and raises an interesting reflec-
tion on how to shape a collective memory through writing in contemporary
South Africa.

The book begins in a conventional way. Jonathan Morgan, the coordina-
tor on the cover of the book, who initially acts as first-person narrator, tells us
of his difficulties about a thriller he is trying to write: “This novel does not
know what it wants to be.” (Morgan 1999: 6) Later on, we read: “More than
anything else I want it to be a description of Jo’burg-Africa, from the margins,
just before the end of the millennium.” (Ibid.) In order to achieve such a
description, Morgan thinks he needs real people who could inspire him with
some of the fictional characters of his thriller, and therefore he visits the office
of Homeless Talk, the newspaper of Johannesburg’s homeless. There, he ends
up being involved in a creative writing workshop. At this point, the original
literary project starts dissolving and the idea of a new one is born, the collec-
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tive record of the workshop itself: “‘I’ve been thinking,’ I say, ‘how about we
try to give this group and this project some structure and purpose, and we aim
for a book. A bloody bestseller.”” (26) A number of homeless people join in,
Virginia Maubane, Robert Buys, Valentine Cascarino, Sipho Madini, David
Majoka, Steven Kannetjie, Gert, Patrick Nemahunguni, Pinky Siphamele,
Fresew Feleke and start working together. Later on, Morgan tells his wife that
his thriller no longer exists: “‘I am serious,’ I say, ‘I think I’'m going to give
up my novel.” ‘But you’ve put in hundreds of hours,” she said. ‘This project
has more value and the book will be better literature,’ I say, ‘I know what, I’ll
call it The Great African Spider Project. GASP. All the story lines from all the
different places in Africa can be the legs of the spider.” (50)

Two pages only remain of the original thriller set amongst the North
African immigrants of Johannesburg, which the book includes in italics. They
seem to have been left as the epitaph of a form which is clearly unable to offer
a credible presentation of Johannesburg-Africa captured “from the margins”.
Jonathan Morgan—an educated, white, Jewish, South African male of
Lithuanian origins—can only represent a very small fragment of those mar-
gins: a fragment which cannot act either as a fair point of view or as an inter-
preter for the rest of them. For that reason, he soon abandons also the unique-
ness of his perspective: “Over huge plates of spongy fermented bread, spicy
food and sweetened avocado drinks, I tell the group that I want to take time
out as the main point of view character.” (106) The new framework will give
voice and point of view first to Valentine Cascarino, and then to Virginia
Maubane. The new book, which does not follow the rules of a specific liter-
ary genre, succeeds in meeting the objective of the failed thriller: “to describe
a whole lot of marginalised Gauteng geography, characters and conversa-
tions.” (277) Drawing upon the private and submerged memories by eleven
authors, Finding Mr Madini, thus, offers a new picture of a South Africa in
transition: a crossroads of cultures that apartheid kept apart, and that literature
has so far also failed to reunite in a single text.

The progressive shifting of perspective as well as the alleged rejection of
fiction (the workshop is about “documenting” all of their “life stories”, 26) in
Finding Mr Madini aim at expressing a certain uneasiness about individual
points of view and conventional literary genres as a means of describing end-
of-the-century Johannesburg-Africa. The interesting aspect, which, even if it
does not openly aim at starting a new tradition at least challenges the existing
one, is that the plurality of points of view in Finding Mr Madini actually
reflects the plurality of authors. The result is a kind of narrative in which all
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the parts maintain their stylistic peculiarities and are connected to each other
by virtue of their pluralistic, varied and heterogeneous nature. It is not a coin-
cidence that the name chosen—The Great African Spider Writers—evokes the
image of a spider (and, by association, that of a structured and branching out
cobweb). Nor is the reference to the whole of Africa, indicating a further need
to broaden the perspective, a coincidence. Indeed, Finding Mr Madini’s
Johannesburg (and South Africa) does not solely belong to those who come
from Soweto and Ciskei, like Eddie and Steven, and those who are venda or
coloured, like Virginia and Robert, but also to those who come from
Cameroon, like Valentine, and from Ethiopia, like Fresew, and to those who
can trace their roots back to Mozambique, like Pinky. It also belongs to
Jonathan Misha Morgan, who is of European origins, and to Gert, an
Afrikaner whose mother came to South Africa from Argentina at the time of
the Boer War.

“Since we were exhorted by our enabling legislation to rehabilitate the
human and civil dignity of victims, we allowed those who testify mainly to
tell their stories in their own words” (Tutu 1999) wrote Desmond Tutu about
the TRC. Similarly Morgan, who could have written a sort of modern South
African Decameron, puts together a heterogeneous collection of short stories
told by different people, however imperfect their storytelling could be, leav-
ing their individual voices to speak. “I soon found that the stories I found
myself hearing were better left unfictionalised, uninterfered with, and that
they belonged to those who had lived them”(A. Donaldson 1999) he said in
an interview. Finding Mr Madini aims at erasing the figure of the mediator
between writing and reality, and tries to create a collective narrative based on
truth so as to undermine the idea of an individual author, and the power that
characterizes it. When marginalized people start telling their stories, they
manage to map out a new history and they discover new roles, reclaiming a
space of their own.

The need for such a rewriting has a long history. The critic and writer
Njabulo Ndebele wrote: “There is popular culture on the one hand, and on
the other, the formal culture which attempts to explain and to give ideolog-
ical credence to popular culture at the highest conceptual level. It is this
relationship between lived life and ideological conceptualisations of it that
is fraught with problems.” (Ndebele 1984a: 83) This applies also to creative
works. If the TRC has put ‘human flesh’ on the rhetoric that interpreted
apartheid and South Africa, we can say that Finding Mr Madini puts ‘human
flesh’ on the South African literary discourse. The value of this text, there-
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fore, lies in the fact that its polyphony does not only describe the geography
of margins, it also—Iliterally—embodies it. The coincidence between sub-
ject, interpreter and object is achieved using different literary genres, with-
out giving up some aspects of its oral nature (before being read by us, the
stories are designed to be read fo the group during their meetings), and with
the awareness of the textual strategies being used. For example, when the
point of view shifts, we read: “It is 17 January 1999. This is the voice of
Valentine. No need introducing myself to you because Jonathan has written
about me and I have told you my stories beginning with the mermaid in the
village in Cameroon. [...] It is my job to move things on. Jonathan is no
longer the chairman” (Morgan and the Great African Spider Writers 1999:
120, 125), and then again: “Hello, my name is Virginia. [...] You’ve heard
about my immunisation scars, my white friend Boetie, and my Venda-ness.
I’m not used to ordering people around but I look forward for this new role
of mine.” (191) Finding Mr Madini eludes the problem of literary apartheid,
a legacy from the past, and declares, with the words of Valentine Cascarino,
one of its author/narrator/character, that “power in literature rests in many
angles.” (187)

If the autobiographical tales aim at rewriting individual stories composing
a new, collective memory, at the same time they are part of a wider, ‘post-
modern’ structure that all of a sudden goes back to its discarded origins: that
of the thriller. Halfway through the book, Sipho Madini, the young and tal-
ented poet of Homeless Talk and a powerful figure of this text, vanishes and
the plot will be subsequently focused on his distressing disappearance. The
search for Sipho takes us to prisons and obituaries, and to those ‘marginal-
ized’ areas of Johannesburg that today coincide with the very centre of the
city. The search yields no results and the detective story, unhappily this time,
dies again. Sipho does not come back even though his stories and poems sur-
vive in the text, read by others to the rest of the group. The reader is given
advance warning of his disappearance in the first page of the book, which
reproduces, as a disturbing epigraph, the leaflet with Sipho’s picture placed
under the word MISSING, followed by the details of his last whereabouts and
the numbers to contact to report any news. Finding Mr Madini, thus, places
readers in a somehow vague space between text and reality. The title of the
book reminds readers of the detective-story nature of the text and also sug-
gests the idea of an ongoing process; an unfruitful search for a missing person
which ends up revealing aspects of Johannesburg few books succeeded in por-
traying so vividly.
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The relationship between story-telling, fiction, and reality on one side,
and the intersection between individual memory and collective history on the
other, create a complex grid of narratives in this text. The loss of a single
author-narrator leads to paradoxical extremes, but the plurality of Finding Mr
Madini perhaps suggests a further critique and, at the same time, a need
already expressed in South African post-apartheid literature. The lonely first-
person narrator, whom Zakes Mda also discards in his 1995 novel Ways of
Dying in favour of a plural point of view, seems inadequate. Often patroniz-
ing, often class/race/gender related, that voice is by now inappropriate for
telling the truth about contemporary South Africa and its complicated transi-
tion from apartheid to a democratic society.

Finding Mr Madini accomplishes, on a literary ground, something similar
to what TRC achieved historically, that is making possible for ordinary peo-
ple to enter the public discourse and shape the passage of history (Krog 1999:
x). Through Finding Mr Madini the voices of ordinary people have entered
the literary discourse in order to reproduce and, at the same time, shape the
passage of a new culture. After the TRC and the narratives of victims—who,
as victims, cease to be ordinary people—Finding Mr Madini creates a new
space for the survivors’ narratives producing for the first time an example of
the ‘rediscovery of the ordinary’ through literature. A rediscovery in which
Ndebele identified the first objective of new literature, a rediscovery which
means being able to produce, through a literary work, a “significant growth of
consciousness” (Ndebele 1984b: 53).
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Abstract

Ispirato ad uno dei principi-cardine della Truth and Reconciliation Commission
— restituire centralita alle vittime dell apartheid attraverso il racconto pubblico della
loro storia — Finding Mr Madini é un’opera collettiva i cui autori/narratori/perso-
naggi sono un giornalista-scrittore e dieci senzatetto di Johannnesburg, impegnati in
un corso di scrittura creativa. Attraverso la sua struttura frammentaria, prevalente-
mente composta da racconti autobiografici, e il continuo slittamento di prospettiva,
Finding Mr Madini riproduce un ritratto efficace e inedito del Sud Africa in trans-
izione, suggerendo inoltre una nuova riflessione sulle modalita del narrare.
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Specchi come doni: You Can’t Get Lost in Cape Town

Manuela Coppola

La politica degli spazi, uno dei principali strumenti di controllo attuati nel
Sudafrica dell’apartheid, aveva sviluppato un sistema di espropriazione per-
manente di territori e di divisione di lingue e culture per cui, ad un delirio tas-
sonomico che classificava ogni individuo secondo criteri pseudo-scientifici,
faceva seguito la sua collocazione in spazi appositi. La creazione di luoghi
differenti per i diversi gruppi etnici ricorda la regola delle ubicazioni funzio-
nali — descritta da Michel Foucault — che, nelle istituzioni disciplinari, defini-
vano luoghi che rispondevano alla “necessita di sorvegliare, di interrompere
le comunicazioni pericolose.” (Foucault 1996: 156). In questo modo, la
minacciosa differenza strutturale dell’altro veniva esorcizzata attraverso la
sua frammentazione e il suo relegamento in spazi funzionali, creando la situa-
zione alienante dell’essere a casa propria a casa dell’altro che ha ribaltato cosi
il mito della casa come luogo di sicurezza e protezione.

Frieda Shenton, la protagonista di You Can't Get Lost in Cape Town di
Zoé Wicomb, vive una condizione di costante ‘ospitalita’; costretta a spo-
starsi con la sua famiglia in una “coloureds’ location”, ospitata in una lingua
che non ¢ la sua, Frieda scoprira la difficolta di definire la propria identita in
relazione ad una appartenenza ad un luogo, costretta ad occupare spazi pre-
definiti e ‘concessi’.

Il senso di inautenticita di Frieda Shenton viene rafforzato dall’imposi-
zione dell’inglese, considerato dai suoi genitori la lingua della cultura e del-
I’opportunita, ma che si rivelera un ulteriore motivo di alienazione. Quello
degli Shenton ¢ infatti un sogno effimero: assimilando la lingua, acquisisco-
no anche la cultura, i valori, I’ideologia portati da quella lingua per cui, para-
dossalmente, la scelta dell’inglese non fara che rafforzare la loro posizione di
inbetweeners, né davvero africani né davvero europei. Il tentativo di possede-
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re di questa lingua comporta una sensazione di inappropriatezza, come se que-
sta fosse stata usurpata ai legittimi proprietari; Héléne Cixous ha cosi com-
mentato la sua scelta di scrivere in francese: “Ho detto ‘scrivere francese’. Si
scrive in. Penetrazione. Porta. Bussare prima di entrare. Severamente proibi-
to. ‘Non sei di qui. Non sei a casa a casa qui. Usurpatrice!”” (Cixous 1991: 13,
traduzione mia).

Per non deludere le aspettative dei suoi genitori che, attraverso la loro
unica figlia, cercano di soddisfare i propri sogni di rivalsa sociale, Frieda
lascia il suo villaggio per frequentare una scuola di Cape Town in precedenza
riservata solo ai bianchi. Ancora una volta si sentira nel posto sbagliato, chez-
soi-chez-l’autre, ospite mal sopportato, elemento di disturbo, ‘straniera’ che
occupa spazi non consentiti, condannata all’invisibilita perché usurpatrice di
spazi che non le appartengono. Il sistema scolastico, principale strumento di
imposizione coloniale, si presenta inoltre come efficace veicolo del processo
di assimilazione culturale. Nel caso di Frieda, il suo approccio con la cultura
inglese avviene attraverso 7Tess of the D’ Urbervilles. Nonostante “Wessex
spreads like a well-used map before [her]” (Wicomb 1987: 41), Frieda avver-
te un senso di estraniante familiarita nei confronti di questo testo, percepito
come ostile e lontano dalla sua realta, specchio del suo stesso atteggiamento
nei confronti della cultura inglese, in una problematica prossimita di familia-
re e sconosciuto.

Fornire un nuovo sistema di identificazioni, cancellando le identita e le
appartenenze precedenti, si presenta come uno degli obiettivi principali del-
I’educazione coloniale. Lo scrittore keniota Ngugi wa Thiong’o ha cosi
descritto questo processo di ‘cancellazione dell’altro’ ad opera del sistema
scolastico coloniale: “Those inducted into the school system [...] were fur-
nished with new mirrors in which to see themselves and their people as well
as those who had provided the new mirrors” (Ngugi 1993: 32).

Il gioco degli specchi diventa cosi uno strumento per la costruzione dell’i-
dentita che, perseguendo I’‘antico sogno di simmetria’, annulla e appiattisce
nell’imitazione ogni differenza attraverso il necessario rispecchiamento nel
simile. Gli specchi in questo caso sono costituiti dalla lingua, dalla scuola, dal-
I’educazione; nonostante la pluralita di tali specchi si risolva in realta in un’il-
lusoria identificazione, in una impossibile simmetria di identita: “Mirrors mul-
tiplied and differently disposed are bound to yield fallacious, fairy-like visions,
thus constituting a theater of illusions within which countless combinations of
reflecting reflections operate” (Minh-ha 1989: 23). Non a caso, nelle culture
asiatiche lo specchio ¢ “symbol of the very void of symbols” (ibid.).
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Se si accetta la teoria di Jacques Derrida per cui il dono ¢ cio che sfida la
reciprocita e la simmetria dello scambio, un ‘aneconomico’ dare senza rice-
vere (Derrida 1991), si puo allora ipotizzare che il dono che il colonizzatore
offre sotto forma della lingua e della cultura, si riveli un esercizio di potere
che, rifiutando la reciprocita tipica dello scambio, si definisca invece come
imposizione della soggettivita che dona e che rifiuta il contro-dono dell’altro.
Si tratta quindi di un finto scambio che piuttosto che arricchirsi della recipro-
cita, si esaurisce sterilmente nella narcisistica affermazione della soggettivita
assoluta insita nell’ “io dono”.

Particolarmente significativa, a questo proposito, ¢ la rilettura che Luce
Irigaray fa del platonico mito della caverna, in cui uomini incatenati sul fondo
di una caverna-ventre vivono nell’illusione delle ombre create dal fuoco:

Per questo essi restano tutti fermi dentro il recinto, irrigiditi nell’atteggia-
mento di prigionieri che figurano essere, raggelati dagli effetti di simme-
tria che comandano, a loro insaputa, questo teatro della rimembranza, ali-
mentando 1’illusione, costrittiva, di un’adeguatezza dell’evocazione e della
ripetizione (dell’origine). E tesi nel fascino di cio che hanno di fronte.
(Irigaray 1998: 237)

E ugualmente affascinato ¢ il padre di Frieda nei confronti delle ombre
della cultura inglese che si agitano davanti a lui, miraggi di benessere e riscat-
to sociale. Affascinato, ansioso di possederla e di ribaltare la situazione, rive-
lando cio che per Derrida ¢ la follia del possesso della lingua, poiché tale pos-
sesso si traduce inevitabilmente in una situazione di dominio e potere: “non
¢’¢ proprieta naturale della lingua, cio da luogo soltanto alla rabbia appro-
priatrice, alla gelosia senza appropriazione” (Derrida 1996: 47, traduzione
mia). Poiché chi ‘ha’ una lingua, possiede di conseguenza il mondo espresso
e implicato in quella lingua, il padre di Frieda cerca con tutte le sue forze di
adeguarsi ai modelli offerti dalla cultura inglese e ne ambisce il possesso, ten-
tando allo stesso tempo di soddisfare la sua volonta di rivalsa e riscatto socia-
le nei confronti di quella cultura. Iscrivere Frieda ad una scuola riservata in
precedenza solo ai bianchi ¢ il primo passo verso 1’affrancamento che tanto
desidera: “We’ll show them, Frieda, we will. You’ll go to high school next
year [...]. We’ve saved enough for that. Brains are for making money and
when you come home with your Senior Certificate, you won’t come back to
a pack of Hottentots crouching into straight lines on the edge of the village.”
(Wicomb 1987: 30). La stessa possibilita di poter frequentare una scuola per
bianchi rappresenta, per Mr. Shenton, un’opportunita per elevarsi al di sopra
dei tanto disprezzati ‘Hottentots’ in nome degli antenati scozzesi degli
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Shenton nel tentativo di avvicinarsi, in una immaginaria gerarchia razziale,
alla ‘rispettabilita’ dei bianchi.

La lingua, I’educazione, 1’appartenenza ad un gruppo considerato ‘miglio-
re’ appaiono paradossalmente come regali, concessioni elargite in cambio
della fedelta al sistema e della totale identificazione con esso, al punto di fare
propria la volonta di distinguersi dagli ‘ottentotti’, dai nativi, dagli africani. Il
distacco dalla propria terra e dalla propria cultura ¢ tale che il processo di
renaming ¢& stato ormai totalmente assimilato dai genitori di Frieda. E signifi-
cativo, ad esempio, lo scambio di battute tra la ragazza e sua madre circa il
nome degli ‘ottentotti’: a Frieda che corregge la madre che usa questo termi-
ne dispregiativo, invitandola a usare piuttosto ‘Khoi Khoi’, questa risponde
stupita: “Really, is that the educated name for it? It sounds right, doesn’t it?”.
1l renaming si presenta cosi come espressione di una strategia di potere che,
attraverso il possesso della parola, esercita anche il potere sul territorio e sulle
popolazioni ‘rinominate’. L’altro viene cosi appropriato in primo luogo attra-
verso la lingua, e il naming/renaming — negazione del diritto di auto-definirsi
— resta come traccia di sconvolgimenti personali, linguistici e territoriali.

La convivenza delle due lingue ‘coloniali’, I’inglese e I’afrikaans, rende
particolarmente complesso il problema linguistico in Sudafrica. Nel testo
sopravvivono infatti tracce dell’afrikaans, luogo linguistico condiviso dal
colonizzato e dal colonizzatore, nonostante da bambina a Frieda fosse proibi-
to parlarlo a causa della politica monolinguistica dei suoi genitori, impegnati
ad appropriarsi perfettamente della lingua inglese come strumento di eleva-
zione sociale: “‘And I’ve warned you not to speak Afrikaans with the chil-
dren. They ought to understand English and it won’t hurt them to try. Your
father and I managed and we all have to put up with things we don’t under-
stand.” (Wicomb 1987: 4)

L’impossibilita di possedere una lingua ¢ particolarmente sentita da
Frieda: privata del possesso della lingua della madre, di etnia griqua, non
conosce lingue africane; ed ¢ ‘ospitata’ nell’inglese cosi come si sente ospita-
ta a casa sua. A questa privazione di una appartenenza in una lingua ¢ stretta-
mente connesso il desiderio di definire cosa sia ‘casa’: appena tornata dalla
scuola e gia in procinto di partire per I’Inghilterra, I’anziano Oom Dawid la
saluta ricordandole dove sia il suo posto: “’Still, ¢ the old man persists, “you’-
re home now with your own people: it can’t be very nice roaming across the
cold water where you don’t belong.”” (Wicomb 1987: 94). L’uomo le ricorda
ancora quale sia il suo ruolo, il suo destino in quanto giovane meticcia scola-
rizzata: “It’s leaders we need. You young people with the learning must come
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and lead us.” (Wicomb 1987: 95) Tuttavia, Frieda non riesce a stabilire nes-
suna comunicazione con la sua gente: la bocca diventa secca, le parole non
trovano la loro strada: “My tongue struggles like a stranded fish in the dry
cavity of my mouth. Why do I find it so hard to speak to those who claim me
as their own?” (94). La lingua — intesa sia come tongue che come mouth —
non trova un rifugio sicuro e accogliente nella casa-bocca-ventre, un luogo
che si suppone liquido e caldo, fetale (“The speaking muscle in our bodies is
permanently immersed in liquid, like the foetus, in the womb”, Ward Jouve
1997: 159), ma che per Frieda diventa invece una ‘secca cavita’ inospitale.
La casa — intesa anche come luogo linguistico — appare ancora come una
trappola di definizioni o luoghi in cui € costantemente ospite mal sopportata,
dal momento che I’ospitalita nella lingua e nella cultura inglese si rivelera
parte di un’economia di scambio non paritario tesa a stabilire rapporti di
dipendenza e subordinazione in cui lo ‘specchio’ della lingua fornisce uno
strumento di auto-rappresentazione che continua ad avere il master come
sistema di riferimento, allontanando Frieda dalla sua comunita, dalla sua lin-
gua, dal suo mondo, pur non assicurandole un’appartenenza alla cultura e
alla societa inglese.

Il pozzo nelle cui acque si specchiava da bambina sembra essere 1’unico
specchio che le restituisca un’immagine di sé rassicurante. E Frieda stessa a
ricomporre il suo volto, convinta che sia la sua cantilena magica a fermare le
acque traballanti del pozzo: “I sang my song of supplication until the water
spirits gurgled with pleasure and the face framed in the circle of water grew
whole once more.” (Wicomb 1987: 97) Anche in questa occasione un luogo
che si presumeva liquido e portatore di vita adesso si presenta invece secco e
arido: al suo ritorno a casa dopo gli anni trascorsi a Cape Town, il suo perso-
nalissimo specchio € scomparso, il pozzo completamente prosciugato.

Le numerose immagini di liquidi — acqua, sangue, lacrime — rimandano ad
un’identita che vuole essere fluida, attraversando confini, straripando sulle
rigide linee di demarcazione delle gerarchie razziali; eppure I’acqua apparira
una illusoria via di fuga nel momento in cui Frieda decidera di attraversare le
fredde acque degli oceani per raggiungere I’ Inghilterra, spinta dal desiderio di
identificazione con il sistema culturale trasmessole dalla sua educazione.
Ancora una volta Frieda ¢ ospite, in transito, con la sensazione di essere “in
the wrong bloody hemisphere” (Wicomb 1987: 112).

L’acqua ¢ ancora una volta una speranza di salvezza quando si sentira
intrappolata dagli sguardi della gente, chiusa nell’ostilita degli inglesi e dei
sudafricani, per i quali ¢ ugualmente estranea: “I do not, dear God, wish to
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lengthen my days. I wish to be turned into a drop of water now, before these
very mirror eyes.” (113, enfasi aggiunta) Sara ancora uno specchio a riman-
darle il riflesso della sua identita, restituendole I’immagine di un viso che
porta i segni della deludente esperienza inglese e il cui pallore ¢ un rimando
alla sua condizione interiore, sempre piu vicina agli standard occidentali...
“In the round mirror glass I see my face bleached by an English autumn, the
face of a startled rabbit, and I drop my eyes” (111). Il motivo di tanta irre-
quietezza, del suo essere a disagio in ogni luogo, risiede probabilmente nel
fatto di non aver mai accettato la propria identita: come le fa notare un’amica
dei tempi dell’universita che rivede dopo diversi anni, “in our teens we wan-
ted to be white, now we want to be full-blooded Africans. We’ve never wan-
ted to be ourselves and that’s why we stray... across the continent, across the
oceans, and even here” (156).

Silenzio e obbedienza sembrano essere le uniche azioni concesse a Frieda,
costretta ad ascoltare i consigli di suo padre, i precetti religiosi e i suggeri-
menti di Michael, il fidanzato bianco, senza mai ottenere ascolto a sua volta:
“God is not a good listener. Like Father, he expects obedience and withdraws
peevishly if his demands are not met” (75). Costretta al silenzio, Frieda si con-
danna anche all’invisibilita sotto gli sguardi di corpi femminili biondi e magri,
nel tentativo di nascondere il proprio corpo bulimico e meticcio, mai amato e
accettato, rifiutando anche il bambino — dono inaccettabile — che aspetta da
Michael.

Divisa tra le sue origini e la sua educazione, Frieda approdera alla scrittu-
ra contro la volonta della madre, secondo la quale sua figlia rivolta la lingua
e la cultura che le sono state offerte contro la sua stessa famiglia, contro la sua
comunita. La madre I’accusa di scrivere libri basati su storie che riguardano
la sua famiglia, nonostante non conosca la sua gente ¢ i suoi luoghi perché ¢
andata via: “What do you know about things, about people, this place where
you were born? About your ancestors who roamed these hills? You left.
Remember?” (172) In realta si sente lei stessa responsabile della educazione
sprecata di sua figlia, colpevole innanzitutto di averla cresciuta nella lingua
inglese: “*“My mother said it was a mistake when I brought you up to speak
English. Said people speak English just to be disrespectful to their elders ...
And this is precisely what you do. Now you use the very language against me
that I’ve stubbed my tongue on trying to teach you it. No respect! Use your
English as a catapult!”” (171)

Durante una gita ‘riappacificatrice’ in montagna in cui la madre non per-
dera occasione di farla sentire estranea a quei luoghi, affioreranno pregiudizi
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e rancori nei confronti della sua terra. Alla madre che le chiede di raccogliere
alcuni fiori di protea, simbolo del nazionalismo boero, Frieda risponde fred-
da: “If you must... And then you can hoist the South African flag and sing
‘Die Stem’”. La madre, pero, le ricorda che la protea non ¢ un altro dono da
ricambiare con la fedelta alla nazione boera, e le insegna a rifiutare le appro-
priazioni nazionalistiche dei boeri attraverso la conoscenza della vera storia
della sua terra e della sua gente:

“You who’re so clever ought to know that proteas belong to the veld. Only
fools and cowards would hand them over to the Boers. Those who put
their stamp on things may see in it their own stories and hopes. But a bush
is a bush; it doesn’t become what people think they inject into it. We know
who lived in these countries when the Europeans were still shivering in
their own country. What they think of the veld and its flowers is of no
interest to me.” (181)

Il recupero dell’eredita griqua materna, precedentemente rinnegata per
soddisfare le aspettative di rivalsa sociale del padre, aiutera Frieda ad accet-
tare e a comprendere il suo passato, mettendo in discussione la sua educazio-
ne fatta di storie ambientate in fredde brughiere, nella speranza di giungere
alla consapevolezza che né 1’identita né la lingua possono essere dei doni,
spazi elargiti generosamente e in cui sentirsi ospitati, ma piuttosto un proces-
so, un rapporto perturbante eppure conquistato con le proprie forze. La sen-
sazione di estraneita forse non potra mai essere cancellata del tutto, ma la resi-
stenza ad ogni forma di appropriazione e assimilazione potra trasformarsi in
un tentativo di nutrire la creativita della scrittura attraverso il costante senso
di perdita e alienazione.
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Abstract

The gift of culture and language proves a powerful tool of submission in Zoe
Wicomb's 1987 novel, in which apartheid South Africa traps the individual's identity
into ephemeral identifications with the colonizers culture. Instead of providing a
sense of belonging and a better future, colonial education and the acquisition of the
English language produces alienated and schizophrenic selves seeking to be at home.
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“A cycle of longing and loss”: Venice by Caterina
Edwards

Sabrina Francesconi

I knew the city,
not as a tourist does, as a series of “sights”;
I knew its daily rhythms, its hidden life. (Edwards 1999: 28)

At the moment of arrival, the city vanished.
And I was suspended in a cycle of longing and loss. (29)

In this paper I plan to encompass the narrative retrieval of the city of
Venice throughout the work of the contemporary Italian Canadian writer
Caterina Edwards. [ will restrict the focus to the novel The Lions Mouth, pub-
lished in 1982, to the short story “Multiculturalism” —first published in 1998
with the title “Loving Italian” in The Toronto Review of Contemporary
Writing Abroad and later collected in Island of the Nightingales (Edwards
2000)— and to her essay “Where the Heart is”. This selection allows me to pro-
vide evidence that Venice has offered a recurrent setting in Edwards’ writing.
The significance of this operation, transcending a mere geographically
descriptive location of events, is to be traced within a biographical, cultural,
discursive multilayered framework. I intend to highlight the strategies of rep-
resentation which shape Venice to the eyes and the memories of the Italian-
Canadian characters of Caterina Edwards.

A first approach to the texts immediately reveals Edwards’ passionate link
to Venice, which is to be found first of all in her personal family history: her
mother, Rosa Pagan, was born and lived in Venice, where she met her future
husband, Frank Edwards, a soldier of the British Army who had stationed
there after World War Two. The family then moved to England and definitely
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to Canada in 1956. Caterina maintains a strong emotional relationship to
Venice through several summer trips, first as a young girl and later as a
grown-up with her own family. She herself explains this deep connection in
her essay “Where the Heart is”:

I was happy, comfortable, connected to the city by history and family. Two
elderly aunts, a multitude of first and second cousins lived here: the con-
ductor of the vaporetto, the girl behind the bar, the manager of a leather
store, the seamstress, the fish farmer, the bank clerk, sprinkled from one
end of the lagoon to the other. (Edwards 1999: 29)

This deep “connection”, while being instrumental in suggesting the priv-
ileged place Venice has within Edwards’ narrative, provides only a partial per-
spective. The emotional closeness functions as a useless element since it pre-
vents the writer to reach an objective analytical position.

The second layer of the analysis of Venice discloses a deeper cultural and
historical system of reference. The Italian city entails the fascination of splen-
did art, of sophisticated tradition, of ancient history, that Maggie, the female
protagonist of the short story “Multiculturalism”, perceives during her
Venetian honeymoon. She observes: “the eighteenth-century chandelier, ...the
seventeenth-century  silverware, ...the anonymous Renaissance
painting”(Edwards 2000: 78). Venice spreads its charm all around, affecting
what and who is temporarily involved with it: “Even the shape of Massimo’s
head, the set of his face, his sloe eyes carried an insistent echo of history”.
(78). Symmetrically, Bianca Mazzin, the main character of the novel The
Lion's Mouth, defines herself “a Canadian girl with a Venetian background”
(Edwards 1982: 217), stressing her double identity where the past can be
defined only within a Venetian legacy. The use of the term background under-
lines the influence of the past on the present, as that unavoidable element,
which the subject builds his/her life on and cannot abolish anymore.

However, this vertical/diachronic movement into the past does not allow to
grasp a systematic and complete picture of the city of the lagoon. Edwards high-
lights the need for a contemporary horizontal/ synchronic crossing of geo-
graphical, contingent borders: “I will be travelling back and forth, Canada and
Italy, if only in my imagination, forever” (Edwards 1986: 64). Not casually, the
economic and cultural development of the city finds its roots into the flourish-
ing of international trade and cultural exchanges with foreign countries. The
cogent figure of Marco Polo—one of the best known symbols of Venice—pro-
vides evidence of this traditional historical and cultural dynamic tension.

96



“A cycle of longing and loss”

Following a symmetrical discourse while moving in the opposite direction,
the Italian Canadian writer proposes a constant shift between a Canadian and
an Italian location, as if the Venetian identity could not be achieved in itself, as
a monolithic and closed structure, but only through a recurring relationship
with otherness, represented by the Canadian pole—and expressed through
metropolises such as Toronto and Edmonton. The immediate consequence of
the geographical dislocation is a positive cultural acknowledgement of diver-
sity: while Venice embodies history, art, culture, Canadian cities represent
nature, unpolluted environment, dynamic and effective social and political sys-
tems. This splitting perspective is suggested through the intrusion within the
English narrative thread of some key terms written in Italian, such as
carnevale, chiesa dei Gesuiti, maschera, vaporetto, gentiluomo. Not casually,
all these terms refer to the semantic field of art, history and traditional Italian
culture and help to fix the representation of Venice into the symbolic order.

The cultural gap is depicted in the short story “Multiculturalism” in the
double Canadian/Italian wedding, which Maggie and Massimo decide to
organize. Literary poems and spontaneous vows are opposed to a traditional
and conservative service—not casually held in the baroque Jesuits’ church-
while informal refreshments substitute a sophisticated wedding dinner:

First, in Toronto at Knox United in a service which featured poems by
Petrarch and Shakespeare and personally written vows and was followed
by champagne punch, munchies and cake in her uncle’s garden. Then, in
Venice in la Chiesa dei Gesuiti, a more traditional rite, after which they
were borne away in a gondola to a seven course dinner on Torcello.
(Edwards 2000: 77-78)

Furthermore, Venice itself is the setting of outright social and cultural con-
tradictions. Beside the artistic, cultural and historical ones, other aspects of
the city come to light. Venice is lost as the mere artistic stereotype, as that uni-
vocal image for tourists. This charming setting for events is haunted by the
negative aspects of political corruption, subversive activity, terrorism, decay
of family and social values. The bridge between these two semantic poles is
the concept of decadence, which Venice has embodied for centuries: “Since
Venice’s decline in the eighteenth century, the city has been a symbol of deca-
dence, death, and dissolution” (Edwards 2000: 30). It is interesting to notice
that the Canadian writer Jane Urquhart also chooses Venice as the setting of
her short story “The Death of Robert Browing”. The incipit of Urquhart’s
short story is very eloquent in the interwinding of the narrative threads of art
and death: “In December of 1889, as he was returning by gondola from the
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general vicinity of the Palazzo Manzoni, it occurred to Robert Browing that
he was more than likely going to die soon.” (Urquhart 2000: 3)

The disruptive operation of the mere Venetian artistic stereotype within
the discursive framework is enacted by the figure of the mask. As a symbol of
the Venetian carnevale, it carries a twofold connotative signification: it repre-
sents a traditional and ancient practice while hiding a revolutionary, subver-
sive meaning, of change and renewal-—which has been extensively analysed
by Bakhtin in his essays The Dialogic Imagination (1975).

In the short story “Multiculturalism” the female Canadian painter Maggie
chooses the mask as the subject, and the form of her artistic production.
Maggie’s shows are titled Mascara, a name which indicates a cosmetic, a
product for the make-up, employed to conceal, to better one’s real skin. But
Mascara is also the ancient and dialectical word indicating the mask. The first
level of ambiguity of the mask relies on terminology. Furthermore, it itself
draws back to a double anthropological tradition, since Maggie melts within
her imagination the native Canadian masks with the “traditional masks of the
carnivale”—an operation she usually enacts to tease the critics:

In Venice, in the catalogue of her first show, Mascara, she was quoted as
saying “I found the way in a Canadian Museum. Before a Cree Horse
mask. It had a lightening, almost Picassolike design on a sky blue back-
ground...” She told the owners of the tiny gallery off White Avenue that
exhibited Mascara II that she’d been inspired by the traditional masks of
the carnivale. (Edwards 2000: 87)

Instead of functioning as the synthesis of this urban space, the mask plays
a self-consciously enacted destabilizing role. It is at the same time a conser-
vative and a revolutionary icon, both a Canadian and an Italian symbol; thus,
it creates a conceptual short circuit. In order to accomplish this operation, the
work of art—the mask, the literary work and even Venice itself—needs to be
deconstructed, repeatedly dislocated and relocated, played with. According to
Benjamin, this process can be read as the logical and inevitable consequence
of the loss of the aurea, of the hic et nunc, of the authenticity and authority of
the work of art in the contemporary age, due to its technical reproducibility.

Thus, the mask avoids the stereotyping representation of Venice—the still
surviving place for tourist attraction, which is to be perceived as a “series of
sights”—since it allows the coexistence of irreducible multiple contrastive
dimensions. The historical, cultural, artistic Venice is superimposed on the
decadent, dying, dissolving city—to repeat Edwards effective alliteration. In
The Lions Mouth a masked carnival crowd provides the setting for terrorist
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actions, for Marco’s family, work and identity problems. In the short story
“Multiculturalism” Maggie’s exhibition Mascara 11 opens immediately after
a “gigantic bank scandal of international proportion...in Italy” (Edwards
2000: 87). Authenticity—those Venetian “daily rhythms”, that “hidden life”-,
can only be achieved through the acknowledgement of these simultaneous
contrasts, of these apparent incongruities.

Multiple contrasts, oppositional stances do not solve the complexity of
Edwards’ aesthetic; they function as first strategies enabling the fracture of
clichés. If the analysis of Venice started from a descriptive level concerning
Edwards’ personal experiences, and proceeded secondly to highlight a cultur-
al and semantic representation, the third and final analytical moment relies on
a broader theoretical and conceptual level. This last essential operation tran-
scends the deconstructive stance—employed to unveil the fallacity of a uni-
vocal representation of the city- and goes further towards a dismantlement, a
loss of its object. In order to explain this procedure, I would like to borrow the
definition Palusci employs in an analysis of the representation of Vancouver
in Margaret Laurence’s writing,—even though Vancouver has a problem of
identity being a newly built city. The Western-Canadian city is defined as a
postmodern space in its lack of a mythic structure, in its fluidity and fragility
of social certitudes. Venice can be located within this precise framework:
Edwards takes its picture while the light is declining, when the city is losing
its power, its traditional force, its reality, when its mythical historical strength
falls into pieces. The Venetian literary trope, losing its traditional “auratic”
representation, entails a constant and fluid shift from one image to the other
and becomes ungraspable.

The gnoseological approach to the city relies on the contact with what is
hidden, with its loss. When the city fades away as a contingent space, the
semiotic dimension takes shape. Edwards explains the approach: “At the
moment of arrival, the city vanished. And I was suspended in a cycle of long-
ing and loss” (Edwards 1999: 28). All attempts of picturing the Venetian
microcosm are possible only while lacking the contact with its contingency.
The need for “longing”, every step to capture the essence entails the impossi-
bility to achieve its exact drawing. No single or true Venice is to be achieved
or captured. The quest for meaning, for definitions, after being deconstructed
in its fictitious premises, is dismantled: “I found I could not write myself into
belonging. My split was only emphasized” (Edwards 1986: 67).

After this premise, Venice is ready to assume a narrative shape, to find a
privileged location among Edwards’ pages. The city itself becomes the pro-
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tagonist of a textual discourse, whose deeper significance relies on its sym-
bolic irreducibility.

In conclusion, walking through the calle of Venice does not mean follow-
ing linear and mapped lanes. Every time tourists walk through the
labyrinthine structure of the floating city, they discover new corners, new
architectural patterns, new perspectives. Furthermore, they often forget the
calles they have just walked through, and need to look for new alternative
paths. Far from being a limit, this challenge provides evidence of the infinite
richness of the city of the lagoon. The tourist is invited to a continuous re-
walking of the calles, the reader is invited to a continuous re-reading of pages.

Edwards’ lesson is to be read at a broader level, as a battle against every
kind of stereotyping process of interpretation, and its inevitably terrible con-
sequences, such as pretences of national secessione, as September 11th’s acts
of terrorism and violent answers.
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Abstract

Attraverso la lettura di alcune opere della scrittrice italo-canadese
Caterina Edwards ¢ possibile articolare una cartografia della memoria della
citta di Venezia, a cui e sempre riservata una posizione rilevante, a partire dal
romanzo The Lion’s Mouth (1982), al racconto “Multiculturalism”(1998) e
al saggio “Where the Heart is” (1999). La trasposizione narrativa della real-
ta geografico-spaziale, consente il superamento della dimensione sia contin-
gente che simbolica, per I’assunzione di una valenza discorsiva ed infine epi-
stemica. 1l tentativo di recuperare il profilo seppure sfuggente della citta si
risolve nella decostruzione di alcuni stereotipi che I’hanno riduttivamente
rappresentata.
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Enchanted Forests, Darkening Cities. Temporal and
Spatial Perspectives in African Migrant Literature

Cristina Lombardi Diop

My paper will focus on representations of space in contemporary African
literature by writers who have either lived in Europe for some time, such as
Nigerian author Ben Okri, or who have recently migrated to Italy, such as
Senegalese Pap Khouma and Saidou Moussa Ba, and Moroccan Mohamed
Bouchane. Despite their different origins, these writers share a common expe-
rience of migration and dislocation. Such experience, specific to each of them,
informs their historical and spatial perspectives on Africa and Europe. Before
I begin, I would like to thank the organizers for the inspiring title of this con-
ference, which has stimulated the following notes. The title, “In that Village
of Open Doors: The New Literatures, Crossroad of Modern Culture,” refers
to the emerging literatures from Asia, the Americas, and Africa as a meeting
point of destinies and cultures. According to the title, literature is understood
as a spatial practice. The last part of the title also suggests that at the cross-
road where literatures meet and exchange, history and memory are of para-
mount importance. Cultures are produced within a temporal framework that
allows its practitioners an awareness of their origin and future possibilities.
The new literatures thus offer a new way of thinking at our cultural moment
as part of modernity, and not as always already outside of its reach.

I would like to start from precisely the idea that new migrant literatures
create a space of modernity and memory where historical time, often
repressed in postmodern synchronic simultaneity, can be humanly lived.
Writing the postcolonial migratory experience in contemporary times is way
of organizing a new space while maintaining a discursive and affective sense
of place. The new urban space is no simply organized from above as an omi-
nous sanitized order imposed upon city dwellers. It is rather a lived space that
reproduces the opacities of history and traditions. Moreover, African migrant
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writers experience the present politically, that is, not simply as unreadable,
immutable chaos, but as a process that leads to future possibilities. In this
sense, I agree with Silvia Albertazzi’s important recognition of the distance
between postmodern and postcolonial writing practices. According to
Albertazzi, the postcolonial not only reclaims human experience, the religious
as a higher form of mythology, and the historical subject as a political subject,
but also, and most importantly, “I’ideologia, che consente di mettere nuova-
mente in evidenza le disuguaglianze e le strutture di potere politiche ed eco-
nomiche cancellate o tralasciate dal discorso apolitico postmoderno”
(Albertazzi 2000: 155-156). At a time when the presence of decolonized sub-
jects are challenging the very fabric of Western cultural hegemony, migrant
writers affirm that authorship is not dead and call for more engaged ways of
reading and writing texts.

The metaphorical space that we find in migrant literatures deviates from
the normative order by introducing the stubborn resistances of traditional cul-
tural practices that are modern in so far as they break and defy the technolog-
ical, rational space of global postmodern capitalism. Fredric Jameson speaks
of the impact of migrant urban practices within the West as a possible break-
down of the still surviving space of bourgeois private life within the already
disruptive decentering of global capital itself (Jameson 1991: 413). In a by
now famous essay, Homi Bhabha uses Jameson’s work in order to reinforce
his idea of the transgressive nature of the emergent decentered subject. To
Bhabha, the liminal migrant experience, in between a nationalist pull from
origins and the postcolonial metropolitan push to assimilation raises the prob-
lem of the intranslatability of cultural difference. But while for Jameson the
creation of a third space between global and national cultures leads to a new
internationalism, for Bhabha, it is in “the interstitial time and space,”
“between geographies and genealogies,” that “history’s intermediacy poses
the future, once again, as an open question.” (235)

Bhabha’s critical gesturing toward an open future is indeed a mimicry of
the utopian tension present in migration and diaspora writings. In his work
on travel, anthropologist James Clifford notices that a utopic/dystopic ten-
sion often pervades diaspora cultures. According to Clifford, diaspora con-
sciousness is constituted as both negatively (by a sense of uprooting and
loss) and positively (through identification with global political forces such
as “Panafricanism” or Islam). This sense of attachment elsewhere, to a dif-
ferent temporality and vision, coexists with a sense of subjectivity highly
localized in relation to family and community. Clifford defines this specific
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temporality as “discrepant modernity,” that is, as modernity with a differ-
ence. The black diaspora, for instance, grew inside modernity with its spe-
cific temporality and historicity that troubled the linear, progressivist narra-
tives of nation-states. In literature, the figure par excellence of this broken,
syncopated historicity is Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, who lives under-
ground and from this new place, invisible to the world, looks at it with an
enhanced sense of self and time: “invisibility, let me explain, gives one a
slightly different sense of time, you are never quite on the beat. Sometimes
you are ahead and sometimes behind. Instead of the imperceptible flowing
of time, you are aware of its nodes, those points where time stands still or
from which it leaps ahead. And you slip into breaks and look around” (cited
in Clifford 1997: 264).

In contemporary African migrant literature, we find a similar syncopated
simultaneity of temporal and spatial dimensions. In Ben Okri’s novels, the
forest, where physical and historical experiences coincide, opens the hero’s
vision onto the concomitant presence of different dimensions. Like Ellison’s
underworld, the forest is organized as a network of partially connected histo-
ries that live simultaneously in the present. It is indeed a third space that
makes historical remembering, but also future resistance, possible. The
dreaming forest of Songs of Enchantment (1993), for instance, discloses new
worlds and new visions: “We ran into a quivering universe, into resplendent
and secret worlds. We ran through and abode of spirits, through the disconso-
late forms of homeless ghosts. We hurried through the mesmeric dreams of
hidden ghosts, through a sepia fog thick with hybrid beings, through the yel-
low village of invisible crows, past susurrant marketplaces of the unborn, and
into the sprawling ghommid-infested alabaster landscapes of the recently
dead” (Okri 1993: 25).

These walks away from a familiar reality are always terrifying but yield
an enhanced vision of one’s own fear and possibilities. In the end, the forest
is an oppositional force that, in its hybrid proliferation of dreams and worlds,
resists the repressive and totalitarian worldview of the postcolonial one-party
societies. Moreover, walking through the forest is not only a personal but also
a collective quest. What critic Itala Vivan suggests for the work of Nigerian
writer Amos Tutuela, Okri’s precursor and literary model, also applies to the
latter: “la meta principale viene dunque lasciata a margine, e il desiderio
appare deluso, mentre si compie una meta altra rispetto all’obiettivo dichiara-
to in partenza [...] ’eroe che era ‘caduto’ bambino nel bosco degli spiriti
ritorna adulto alla citta natale, ma vi trova un mondo cambiato e diverso, il cui
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mutamento viene interpretato come effetto dell’odio, ma di fatto viene anche
offerto come risultato della storia e della conoscenza.” (Vivan 1984: 250)

In Okri’s poems, urban landscapes are inhabited by figures embodying
both freedom and alienation, such as children and beggars. These quasi-myth-
ical figures, redeemed in the end by their very dejection, enact the
dystopic/utopic tension and turn it into a dialectical movement. In Ben Okri’s
1983 poem “On Edge of Time Future,” decolonized Africa is a neocolonial
space of historical memory and repetition. Its future depends on retrospective
historical consciousness. The opening stanza recites: “I remember the history
well:/The soldiers and politicians emerged/With briefcases and guns/And cel-
ebrations on city nights.” In the opening and closing stanzas of section 2, the
city view again triggers mnemonic visions: “Through the view of the city/In
flames, we rewound times/Of executions at beaches. Salt streamed down our
browns. [...] The nation was a map stitched/From the grabbing of future
flesh/And became a rush through/Historical slime.//We emerged on edge/Of
time future/With bright fumes/From burning towers.” And the last stanzas go:
“We weave words on red/And sing on the edge of blue./And with our nerves
primed.//We shall spin silk from rubbish/And frame time with our resolve”
(Okri 1997: 48-50).

Okri’s colors red and blue oppose the blankness of Joseph Conrad’s colo-
nial map of Africa; yet, they also reveal that changes brought by colonialism
in Africa have disrupted its ontological unitary landscape. In Chinua Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart (1958) the village of Umuofia and the woods around it are
already separate and incommunicable realms. The occupation of the civil and
communal space of the village by the British church completes this process of
territorial and cultural appropriation which stresses change rather than tem-
poral and spatial continuity. Against this historical disruption, Tutuola’s bush
of ghosts and Okri’s enchanted forests are spaces of transfiguration and com-
munication where all conscious and unconscious, real and imaginary, histori-
cal and subjective times coexist and unite.

This mythical, utopic space of possibility returns in Okri’s 1990 poem An
African Elegy, which gives the title to his 1992 collection. Africa is not the
divided continent whose wounds are literally stitched onto the body. It is an
adjectival abstraction, whose natural richness and spiritual legacy offer hope
despite of and perhaps because of the continent’s great suffering:

We are the miracles that God made
To taste the bitter Fruit of time.
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We are precious.
And one day our suffering
Will turn into the wonders of the earth.

There are things that burn me now

Which turn golden when I am happy.

Do you see the mystery of our pain?

That we bear poverty

And are able to sing and dream sweet things

And that we never curse the air when it is warm/
Or the fruit when it tastes so good

Or the lights that bounce gently on the waters?
We bless things even in our pain.

We bless them in silence.

That is why our music is so sweet.
It makes the air remember.

There are secret miracles at work

That only Time will bring forth.

I too have heard the dead singing.

And they tell me that

This life is good

They tell me to live it gently
With fire, and always with hope.
There is wonder here

And there is surprise

In everything the unseen moves.

The ocean is full of songs.

The sky is not an enemy.

Destiny is our friend. (Okri 1997: 41)

In the elegy, the dystopic/utopic tension is resolved precisely because the
spatial and historical dimensions are dissolved beyond geographical and his-
torical determinations.

But what happens outside the enchanted forest, when the hero crosses the
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border to migrate to a new urban space? If the rural and urban space of Africa
does not simply overlap with the new landscape of contemporary Europe,
how do migrant writers experience and write about Western cities? In Okri’s
poems, Lagos and London are both “darkening citi(es); in Lagos, “Mobs in
cancerous slums/Burn the innocent and the guilty” (38) while in London, all
you can hear are “the drill of the undercities/the whistles and the screams/and
the muffled ironclad feet/and the unsheathed fingernails gouging/Scratching
clutching at dreams.” (67) If in London “history confuses” (68), in Lagos “all
our dreams/Are gripped in self-seeking Towers.” (39) For Okri, Africa and
Europe are, both spatially and temporally, contiguous realities. While the rela-
tion of contiguity affects the poet’s language, so that metaphors disappear to
leave room to metonymic relations, Okri makes clear what Kenyan writer
Ngugi wa Thiong’o also affirms: the relation of contiguity is above all politi-
cal. In other words, postcoloniality is neocoloniality.

For first generation African migrant writers, Italy is no utopia, and cer-
tainly not the place where they would settle down. Even when it becomes
home, it may not guarantee success. For some of these writers, the European
cityscape is only a further step in the passage from African rural to urban real-
ities. In Saidou Moussa Ba’s novel La promessa di Hamadi, the urban space
of Dakar, “full as it was of voices and disorder,” (Parati 1999: 80) is juxta-
posed to the Lebu communal space of old days in the fishermen village of
Quakam: “the market, the mosque, and the large square next to it, where the
elderly would meet after the prayers and where they would sit to chat.” (81)
1. The village, Ba tells us, has gradually disappeared and has become a sub-
urban neighborhood of Dakar. The taking over of this imagined community,
which no longer exists for the young migrant, is symbolized by the white
cumuli along the shore of Petite Cote, outside of Dakar, “mountains of shells
massed together layer upon layer, century after century, by the people who
had lived there. It seemed that the impressions of men from past ages still fell
upon them, as if the entire history of our people had been squeezed between
those smooth surfaces and among those hard, smooth scales.” (83) The histo-
ry of the Lebu aristocracy, rooted in fishing and sea trade, appears to Ba’s pro-
tagonist in a shell form that is simultaneously hard and smooth, both surface
and depth. The alternation of fluid and solid imagery embodies the historical
passage from sea to land life of the Lebu ethnic group. Moreover, the simul-
taneous presence of diachronic and synchronic dimensions highlights how
both historical, affective considerations and a more political awareness moti-
vate the migrant at the moment of his imminent departure for Europe. This
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peculiar coexistence of solid and fluid material also constitutes an anticipation
of images of water and land that conjure up the crossing of the Mediterranean
Sea, the watery border between Africa and Europe.

In many migrant narratives, the Mediterranean Sea represents the very
first foreign space, at the same time barrier and passageway, frontier and
bridge, that must be crossed to reach the other side. The Mediterranean con-
stitutes the very paradox of national space; like all frontiers, “created by con-
tacts, the points of differentiation between the two bodies are also their com-
mon points. Conjunction and disjunction are inseparable in them. Of two bod-
ies in contact, which one possesses the frontier that distinguishes them?
Neither. Does that amount to saying, no one?” (de Certeau 1988: 127). Upon
arrival at the border, migrants test their family’s omens and pray for good
luck. Like the movement of waves, the Mediterranean border rejects or
accepts with no apparent logic those who intend to cross it. The fluxes of the
sea reproduce the unpredictable destiny of those who are at the mercy of visa
inspectors whom, rather randomly, may decide “to tighten (ed) the mesh of
the net” (Ba 1991: 94). Random is also the movement of migrants from one
Mediterranean port to the next, where they hope to be able to disembark.
Saidou Moussa Ba describes the ship filled with Africans as a “a huge petal
that carried all those stories over the waves, those pains and those hopes that
added and melted together into one, to spill them onto the land, week after
week, month after month.” (93)

The fluidity of the watery space, where destinies meet and melt in their
crossing, is highlighted here against the hard impact of land borders and bar-
riers. In Ba’s story, the Islamic marabout suggests the offering of water as har-
binger against fear. While the stories of migrant men and women travel on the
sea, unbound from soil, the Mediterranean appears no longer as limit, but as
a fluid multiplicity where all the cultures living on its shores can hardly be
separated. It is indeed the medias terrae, which unites all the people of its
diaspora (Dainotto and Zakim 2000: 5). The Mediterranean, both limit and
point of contact between Africa and Europe, is in Ba’s novel the paradigm of
diaspora existence that challenges the unflinching rejection of territorial
national spaces.

On the ferra ferma, things are slightly different. Moroccan writer
Mohamed Bouchane and Senegalese writer Pap Khouma describe the move-
ments of African street vendors from one Italian city to the next, or from one
selling spot to the next. It is an uncertain and dangerous journey whose pat-
tern and destinations are left to chance, but whose sufferings are common to
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many. Unlike for the people on shore, story telling is possible only when the
police are not around to harass them. Maria Viarengo, daughter of a
Piedmontese father and an Eritrean mother from Asmara, affirms that “Italy,
at that time, was our America,” only to be proved wrong by later experience.
Moroccan Mohamed Bouchane instead, looks at the Mediterranean Spanish
shores from the historical perspective of Tariq Ben Zayad, the Arabian war-
rior who embarked on the conquest of Spain. The story says that the warrior,
after setting fire to his boats, said to his men: “Behind us is the sea, in front
of us the enemy. What do you decide to do?” Bouchane adds: “I have also
burned my boats and now must move ahead at any cost.” (56) Also for Pap
Khouma the choice to migrate is ineluctable. Yet, his panoptical view of Italy
from the plane high in the air yields another perspective: “I feel like I am
abandoning a sinking ship and that our leaders are the prime cause of the ship-
wreck.” (58) For Khouma, Africa is a sinking ship that no longer offers
enchanted forests or future hope. Burning your boats, abandoning a sinking
ship are metaphors for the act of border crossing that imply a violent break
with past geographies and time, and the uncertainty of the future. And yet, for
migrants who had their stories published, literature became a ship where cul-
tures joined, the “huge petal that carried all those stories over the waves.”

References

Albertazzi, S., 2000, Lo sguardo dell’altro. Le letterature postcoloniali, Carocci,
Roma.

Ba, S. M. & A. Micheletti, 1991, La promessa di Hamadi, De Agostini, Novara.

Bhabha, H., 1994, “How Newness Enters the World: Postmodern Space, Postcolonial
Times and the Trials of Cultural Translation”, In The Location of Culture,
Routledge, London.

Bouchane, M., 1990, Chiamatemi Ali, Carla de Girolamo & Daniele Miccione (eds.),
Leonardo, Milano.

Clifford, J., 1997, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century,
Harvard UP, Cambridge.

Dainotto, R. & E. Zakim (eds.), 2000, “Thinking and Writing the Mediterranean”,
Introduction, Mediterranean Thinking: Towards a New Epistemology of Place.
Miriam Cooke, Roberto Maria Dainotto, Eric Zakim (eds.), Duke UP, Durham.

de Certeau, M., 1988, The Practice of Everyday Life, U of California P, Berkeley.

110



Enchanted Forests, Darkening Cities

Jameson, F., 1991, Postmodernism Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Duke
UP, Durham.

Khouma, P., 1990, lo, venditore di elefanti, Oreste Pivetta (ed.), Garzanti, Milano.

Parati, G. (ed.), 1999, Mediterranean Crossroads: Migration Literature in Italy,
Fairleigh Dickinson UP, Madison.

Okri, B., 1994, Songs of Enchantment, Vintage, London.
Okri, B., 1997 An African Elegy, Vintage, London.
Viarengo, M., 1990, “Andiamo a spasso?” Linea d’Ombra 54.75 (November)

Vivan, 1., 1983, Nota, Amous Tutuola, La mia vita nel bosco degli spiriti, Adelphi,
Milano.

All quotations from Saidou Moussa Ba, Mohamed Bouchane, Pap
Khouma, and Maria Viarengo are in the English translation of excerpts of
their works edited by Graziella Parati in Mediterranean Crossroads. For the
original titles of their works see the above Works Cited.

Abstract

Una delle consequenze del colonialismo europeo in Africa fu lo stabilirsi di una
diversa nozione della territorialita e la creazione di frontiere che negarono [’'unita-
rieta dell’idea ontologica di spazio. Partendo da questo presupposto, il presente sag-
gio analizza immagini di spazio urbano e di frontiere nelle opere di scrittori africani
contemporanei emigrati in Europa, quali Ben Okri, Saidou Moussa Ba, Pap Khouma
e Mohamed Bouchane. L autrice rileva in essi una forte componente utopica che, se
tipica della cultura diasporica, e anche legata, nei testi presi in esame, alla compre-
senza ed all’interazione della dimensione temporale e di quella spaziale. Lo spazio
postcoloniale, spazio letterario ma anche materiale, diventa allora uno spazio denso
di storicita, non piu e non solo dimensione alienante e caotica, ma luogo di memoria
e affettivita in cui e possibile procedere verso un cambiamento.
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L’Orfeo rilkiano in The Ground Beneath Her Feet di
Salman Rushdie

Viktoria Tchernichova

Quando ci troviamo di fronte ad un testo letterario siamo spesso costretti ad
attualizzare solo alcune delle sue proprieta in modo da mettere in opera un
coerente processo di decodificazione. Si effettua cioé un ipotesi circa il topic o
i topic testuali che orienteranno in seguito il nostro percorso interpretativo (Eco
1999: 89). In questo modo diventa possibile discernere, all’interno del testo, una
serie di amalgami semantici che stabiliscono un livello di coerenza interpretati-
va detta isotopia. Spesso il testo contiene degli elementi piti 0 meno espliciti—
titolo, epigrafi, parole chiave—che assolvono la funzione di marcatori di topic.
Un possibile marcatore di topic in The Ground Beneath Her Feet € 1’epigrafe
del poeta tedesco R.M. Rilke (1875-1926), tratta da I Sonetti a Orfeo:

Set up no stone to his memory.

Just let the rose bloom each year for his sake.
For it is Orpheus. His metamorphosis

in this one and in this. We should not trouble

about other names. Once and for all
it’s Orpheus when there’s singing ...

Una delle funzioni dell’epigrafe ¢ creare un collegamento intertestuale
tra le due opere. I Sonetti a Orfeo sono dedicati alla memoria di una fan-
ciulla precocemente scomparsa, cosi come il romanzo di Rushdie puo esse-
re, tra le altre cose, un monumento funebre per Vina Apsara, uno dei per-
sonaggi principali. In secondo luogo I’epigrafe fornisce un commento al
testo (Genette 1989: 154). Dal passo citato in epigrafe ¢ possibile spostar-
si ai concetti che stanno alla base dell’opera da cui il passo ¢ tratto e allar-
gare i riferimenti sino al contesto culturale dell’autore che 1’ha composta.
Ci troviamo dunque di fronte ad una soglia che rappresenta un luogo d’in-
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contro tra due opere, due contesti culturali ¢ due dimensioni spazio-tempo-
rali diverse.

Scegliendo di seguire un percorso di lettura in base all’epigrafe di Rilke
e all’isotopia che ne deriva, in questo breve approccio a The Ground Beneath
Her Feet si tentera di presentare alcuni concetti della poetica rilkiana inte-
grati da Rushdie nel suo penultimo romanzo, che in parte puo essere letto
come una riscrittura contemporanea del mito di Orfeo. Una delle conclusio-
ni a cui ¢ possibile giungere attraverso tale percorso interpretativo ¢ che a
seguito dell’isotopia individuata, la lettura del romanzo si scosta dalla corni-
ce del mito ellenico e pone le basi per una struttura discorsiva incentrata sulla
figura dell’artista (modellata in accordo ai concetti rilkiani) e sulla collisio-
ne e distruzione di mondi (topic elaborato da Rushdie). Sembra superfluo
aggiungere che questo approccio a Rilke non ha la minima pretesa di esau-
stivita, vista la complessita delle sfumature filosofiche di cui ¢ carica la sua
produzione poetica. N¢é del resto ¢ possibile, nello spazio a disposizione, pre-
sentare in modo dettagliato la grande capacita rushdiana di creare nuovi
mondi dai frammenti del passato.

Ne [ Sonetti a Orfeo, composti nel 1922, Rilke recupera dal passato la
figura del cantore trace e sviluppa (come molti dei suoi contemporanei
Modernisti) una serie di concetti tramite cui dare forma e senso alla frantu-
mazione della realta post-bellica. Scegliendo dall’immaginario collettivo 1’ar-
chetipo dell’artista, Rilke presenta 1’arte come un rifugio dal disordine esi-
stenziale, come il potere piu alto verso la liberazione: “dopo il crollo delle cer-
tezze metafisiche e la precarieta delle soluzioni scientifiche il discorso poeti-
co si fa dunque avanti come vera o unica attivitd metafisica dell’'uomo”
(Larcati 1992: xvii). I tratti che caratterizzano 1’Orfeo rilkiano derivano da un
corpus di idee comune a molti letterati tedeschi del fine ottocento. Durante il
diciannovesimo secolo, a seguito dell’affievolirsi dell’entusiasmo creativo
che aveva accompagnato lo Sturm und Drang in Germania, la fiducia nel
potere dell’arte si stava lentamente esaurendo e con essa veniva progressiva-
mente abbandonato il mito di Prometeo, che era una delle figure piu amate di
quel movimento letterario. A questa figura carismatica viene a sostituirsi I’im-
magine dell’artista come un reietto, “‘un melanconico dell’impotenza’ secon-
do Nietzsche, un individuo che si ritira dalla vita per vivere nell’immaginario
(Rehm 1950: 381). La figura tipica dell’artista agli inizi del novecento nel-
I’ambito della letteratura tedesca € quella che vede il poeta come colui che sta
al margine, al confine, non piu al centro di cid che accade, colui che ha per-
duto se stesso e la propria vocazione e non ha alcuna risposta al dramma esi-
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stenziale che gli si presenta davanti. Hugo von Hofmannsthal presenta cosi in
“Der Dichter und diese Zeit” (1907) la figura del poeta come un individuo che
ha perso la sua posizione sia all’interno della societa che all’interno della
famiglia. In compenso il suo posto € sotto le scale assieme al cane. Vive cio¢
quasi in incognito, come un fantasma. Questa sua condizione di essere pre-
sente e assente allo stesso tempo (I’immagine delle scale viene interpretata
come un Zwischenraum, spazio intermediario tra una cosa e ’altra), di essere
e non-essere, lo rende piu percettivo verso cio che gli sta intorno, la sua iner-
zia apparente ¢ in realta un accogliere dentro di sé suoni e immagini:

si muove in silenzio, tutto occhi e orecchie [...] Nulla puo tralasciare, come
se i suoi occhi non avessero palpebre; non si chiudono di fronte a nessun
essere, nessuna cosa, nessun prodotto della fantasia umana. Non puo allon-
tanare nessun pensiero che incalza verso di lui. [...] In lui tutto s’incontra;
in sé egli congiunge gli elementi del tempo. [...] Perché questa ¢ 1’unica
legge a cui sottosta: a nessuna cosa impedire 1’accesso alla propria anima.
Egli crea dunque da passato e presente, da animale ¢ uomo ¢ sogno ¢ cosa,
dal grande e piccolo, dal sublime e futile, il mondo delle percezioni. Il
mondo delle percezioni — sono le innumerevoli relazioni che intercorrono
tra le cose e gli uomini, il cui invisibile punto di gravitazione il poeta sente
di essere; perché poesia ¢ percepire il mondo, ¢ percezione delle relazioni,
un profondo comunicare con le cose. [...] Egli non pud respingere nulla
[...], ¢ il luogo in cui le forze del tempo esigono di porsi in equilibrio.
(Rehm 1950: 383)

Rilke modella la figura dell’artista in parte sulle orme di Hofmannsthal e
ne fa un individuo dall’immensa apertura verso il mondo, il luogo d’incontro
dei destini altrui. Ne [ Sonetti a Orfeo in particolare, tale figura assume inol-
tre le connotazioni di ‘mediatore tra poli opposti’ e tra mondi diversi.

Questi sono due dei tratti principali utilizzati da Rushdie nella costruzio-
ne del personaggio di Ormus in The Ground Beneath Her Feet. Seguendo il
topic indicato dall’epigrafe, questo personaggio non viene riproposto come
una rivisitazione contemporanea della figura di Orfeo tramandataci dal mito
ellenico (in cui il cantore tenta di salvare I’amata dal mondo dei morti), ma
come la figura di un artista che, tramite la propria arte, mette in contatto
mondi diversi. In base a cid che Rilke considerava una delle principali fun-
zioni dell’arte, il ruolo di Ormus sarebbe quello di conciliare I’'uomo con se
stesso e con 1 mondi che lo circondano.

Cosi come 1’Orfeo rilkiano ¢ punto d’incontro tra poli opposti, Ormus
Cama nel romanzo di Rushdie rappresenta il punto d’incontro tra vita e morte.
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La sua stessa nascita viene interpretata all’inizio del romanzo come 1’atto di
dare alla luce un bambino morto.

Ormus’s mother, Lady Spenta Cama, had been told in the thirty-fifth week
of pregnancy that the child she was carrying had died in her womb. At that
late date she had no choice but to go through the full agony of labour, and
when she saw the stillborn corpse of Ormus’s elder brother Gayo, his non-
identical, dizygotic twin, her wretchedness was so great that she believed
the continued movement within her was her own death trying to be born.
(Rushdie 2000: 24. Tutte le citazioni successive verranno indicate con il
solo numero di pagina.)

Uno degli eventi che segnano 1’adolescenza di Ormus e il suo percorso
artistico ¢ il ritirarsi in cio che il narratore chiama ‘cama obscura’ — stati d’a-
nimo che potrebbero essere letti come momenti di raccoglimento interiore
durante i quali Ormus incontra ‘mentalmente’ Gayomart. In questo modo il
fratello morto gli trasmette melodie di canzoni.

A shadow falls. This is the fabled ‘cama obscura’, his stricken family’s
curse of inwardness, which he alone has learned how to harness, to trans-
form into a gift. [...] Sitting on the top step of this dreamworld, staring into
the dark, the purple stain on his eyelid glowing with the effort of searching
out his lost sibiling, his shadow self, who is down there somewhere in the
blackness, Ormus Cama can hear Gayo singing his songs. [...] In Gayo,
Ormus found the Other into which he dreamt of metamorphosing, the dark
self that first fuelled his art. (97-99)

Il legame tra Ormus e Gayomart rispecchia I’'immagine rilkiana della con-
nessione esistente tra rami e radici — simbolo dell’appartenenza di Orfeo ad
entrambi 1 regni (dei vivi e dei morti): “Dimora egli quaggiu? No. Da entram-
bi /i reami egli trasse I’ampia natura. / Piu saggio piega del salice i rami / chi
del salice ha saggiato le radici” (Rilke 1991: 26). Cio che vive a contatto con
la luce del sole (I’albero o, per fare un riferimento all’epigrafe, la rosa), si nutre
in realta dalle radici, da cio che cresce nell’oscurita. Scegliendo la figura miti-
ca di Orfeo il poeta tedesco da un volto alla paradossale coesistenza dei due
poli che segnano la vita umana. Nella sua produzione poetica egli non oppone
mai I’essere al non-essere, non traccia una frontiera tra i due, facendo precipi-
tare il non-essere in un puro niente, come ha fatto la filosofia e la religione
occidentale lungo tutta la sua storia. In numerose istanze viene iterata 1’idea
che € necessario porsi “nel punto di oscillazione tra essere ¢ non-essere in cui
tutto il possibile diventa reale” (Rella 1991: 7). Questa potrebbe essere la base
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concettuale sulla quale si sviluppa il rapporto tra Ormus ¢ Gayomart. L’arte
stessa di Ormus deriva e si nutre dall’oscurita in cui vive il fratello: “Gayomart
Cama’s melodies burst through from the world of dreams into the real world”
(141). Attraverso il rapporto tra i due gemelli Rushdie mette dunque in contat-
to poli che noi consideriamo inconciliabili: vita-morte, sogno e realta.

Oltre a mediare tra i due regni dell’essere Ormus ¢ anche punto d’incon-
tro tra i poli opposti entro cui si dibatte 1’animo umano. Cio che lo turba negli
anni dell’adolescenza ¢

The twofold nature of man. Who is both Titanic and Dionysiac, both
earthly and divine. By purification, ascetism and ritual we may purge the
Titanic element, we may cleanse ourselves of what is earthly, physical. The
flesh is weak, evil, contaminated and corrupt. We must prepare for beco-
ming divine. No, Ormus shouts. It is the opposite that’s true. We must
purge ourselves of the divine and prepare to enter fully into the flesh. We
must purge ourselves of the natural and prepare to enter fully into what we
ourselves have built, the man-made, the trick, the song. (146) [...]
Celebrate the physical, he would hiss, for we are flesh and blood. What
pleases the flesh is good, what warms the blood is fine. The body, not the
spirit. Concentrate on that. Our selves, not our souls. (181)

Inizialmente Ormus tenta di dare un senso alla propria vita dedicandosi a
cio che ¢ materiale, al nostro essere corporei. Egli ¢, insomma, un “devotee of
the flesh” (388). Rinnegando apparentemente il mondo dello spirito Ormus
conduce, nel mondo esterno, una vita da “public love god”. In realta i contat-
ti con suo fratello, e dunque anche con il ‘dream-underworld’ a cui Gayomart
appartiene, aumentano in lui il conflitto tra cid che ¢ razionale e cid che non
lo ¢, tra I’anima e il corpo, tra la realta che i suoi occhi vedono all’esterno ed
i momenti in cui Ormus “would lie motionless turning upon that inward eye
that saw strange apocalyptic sights” (182). Anche se in questa occasione non
¢ possibile tracciare in modo esaustivo le linee entro le quali si sviluppa la vita
di Ormus, possiamo accennare che nel corso del romanzo il “devotee of the
flesh” diventera lentamente un “preacher of the spirit” (388), il “public love
god” un asceta. Solo negli anni in cui Ormus decidera di preparare la propria
morte come un dissolversi nell’arte, i due aspetti contrastanti della sua anima
riusciranno a trovare un punto d’incontro. Nel mondo esterno un tale punto
d’incontro sono le sue canzoni.

Ormus liked to compose his songs up on the flat roof of the apartment
block, lost within himself, searching for the points at which his inner life
intersected the life of the world outside, and calling those points of inter-
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section ‘songs’. (183) [...] The reconciliation of the conflict between the
Apollonian and the Dionysiac we call harmonia. Where reason and light
meet madness and darkness, where science meets art and peace meets batt-
le, where the adult meets the child, where life faces death and scorns it,
make your music there. (392)

E mentre le contraddizioni di cui ¢ composto I’animo di Ormus trovano
un punto d’incontro nelle sue canzoni, Ormus stesso, o Orfeo, viene definito
dal narratore come “the trickster who used his music to cross boundaries bet-
ween Apollo and Dionysus, man and nature, truth and illusion, reality and
immagination, even between life and death” (498). In questo senso ¢ possibi-
le individuare la prima differenza tra Rilke e Rushdie riguardo la relazione tra
opposti. Rilke aveva ipotizzato 1’esistenza di “un miracolo mistico, quasi salto
repentino dal polo negativo al polo positivo” (Mittner 1971: 1137), un pas-
saggio misterioso dell’orrido in sublime, del dolore in gioia. Tramite il con-
cetto dell’Umschlag (‘capovolgimento’, ‘rovesciamento’) da lui stesso svi-
luppato, Rilke affermava 1’unita degli opposti, ritenendo che quest’ultimi esi-
stessero in uno stato di tensione mistica in cui alla fine si ribaltavano 1’uno
nell’altro. Nel caso di Rushdie, anche se indubbiamente viene riconosciuta la
necessita del contatto tra opposti, I’attenzione viene spostata sul percorso di
attraversamento, ¢ non sull’unita.

Il secondo tratto distintivo della figura dell’artista, come ¢ stato accenna-
to all’inizio, ¢ quello che lo vede come mediatore tra mondi. Nel complesso
rapporto tra Ormus e Gayomart si trattava della mediazione di Ormus tra
I’*our-world’ e il ‘dream-underworld’ di Gayomart. L’elemento tramite cui
Rushdie si discosta maggiormente dalla poetica rilkiana ¢ quello dell’inser-
zione nella trama di un fopos molto caro alla letteratura contemporanea —
quello del mondo parallelo, mondo che, in The Ground Beneath Her Feet, si
scontra con il nostro e viene, alla fine, distrutto. Ormus diventa in questo caso
mediatore tra il nostro mondo e ‘the otherworld’ — “I’d call them variations,
moving like shadows behind the stories we know” (350). La causa del con-
tatto tra le due dimensioni ¢ ancora una volta legata alla figura dell’artista e ai
tratti inconciliabili del suo animo. Maria, una delle rappresentanti dell’ ‘other-
world’, spiega a Ormus che

There are certain individuals in whom the irreconciliability of being is
made apparent, in whom the contradictoriness of the real rages like ther-
monuclear war; and such is the gravitational force of these individuals that
space and time are dragged towards them and deformed. There are rifts,
tears, slippages, incompatibilities. It is not that they are responsible for
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deforming the universe, but that they are the instruments through whose
agency that growing deformity is clearly and terrifyingly unveiled. It is her
view that Ormus Cama is such an individual. (327)

Quest’immagine induce ad osservare tre elementi principali. Innanzitutto
viene sviluppato il concetto di Hofmannsthal a cui si ¢ fatto cenno preceden-
temente (I’artista come un individuo che vive sotto I’immensa pressione delle
forze che si scontrano dentro di lui, creando cosi un movimento simile ad un
vortice) per cui I’inconciliabilita interiore di Ormus crea un vortice in grado
di deformare le dimensioni spazio-temporali (ricordiamo che Hofmannsthal
parla di forze del tempo che cercano di equilibrarsi). Del resto, come verra
chiarito alla fine del romanzo, la causa primaria del contatto tra i due mondi
sono “accidentally entangled time lines” (507). In secondo luogo viene data
voce al discorso rilkiano sulla ‘contraddittorieta’ della natura umana, cui trat-
to caratteristico € un innato dualismo, il dibattersi tra impulsi contrastanti che
aumentano di continuo la sua imperfezione: “Un dio puo. Ma come, dimmi,
come pud / un uomo seguirlo con la sua lira inadeguata? / il suo senso ¢ la
scissione. All’incrocio / di due vie del cuore non c’¢ tempio per Apollo”
(Rilke 1991: 23). In Rushdie troviamo: “our inner irreconciliability, the tecto-
nic contradictoriness that has gotten into us all and has commenced to rip us
to pieces like the unstable earth itself” (339).

Infine, nella costruzione del personaggio di Ormus, Rushdie aggiunge
un’altra sfumatura ed incarica I’artista del compito di svelare la crescente
‘deformita’ dell’universo — motivo per cui (sul livello diegetico) cio che
preme di piu a Maria di fronte alla distruzione del proprio mondo ¢ salvare
Ormus e non se stessa (su quello extradiegetico potrebbe trattarsi dell’idea di
trasfigurare in arte le tensioni esistenziali invece di distruggerci). E possibile
supporre che la deformita di cui si parla derivi dalla distruzione delle ‘varia-
tions of the stories we know’, dall’imposizione di un’unica “frame story” ad
ogni cosa. La perdita delle versioni ¢ “a step leading to the grave where all
versions blend and end” (510). Sembra dunque che il compito di Ormus e
della sua arte sia di svelare proprio questa “growing deformity” — il nostro
perenne essere in guerra con noi stessi e con cio che ¢ altro da noi:

There is a world other than ours and it’s bursting through our own contin-
uum’s flimsy defences. If things get much worse the entire fabric of reali-
ty could collapse. (347) [...] They say another galaxy is presently invading
the Milky Way, swirling its otherness into our familiar neighbourhood,
bringing its story into ours. It’s small, we’re relatively big; we’ll pull it to
pieces, destroy its suns, rip its atoms up. (297)
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Visitando Ormus, Maria parla spesso di terremoti (una delle metafore cen-
trali in questo romanzo), la cui causa risiede in parte nella colpa umana.

What she wants to talk about most is earthquakes. There are going to be more
of these, she prophesies. Two worlds in collision. Only one can survive.
When she is not with him, she says, she visits past and present earthquake
zones, all those places where the fabric of the earh has put itself in question.
[...] Underlying all earthquakes is the idea of Fault, she says. The earth has
many faults, of course. But human Faults cause earthquakes too. (326-327)

Secondo Rilke la colpa fondamentale dell’'uomo nei confronti delle cose
e delle persone ¢ quella di cercarne il possesso. Egli propone dunque un
modello ermeneutico e artistico che si basa sul superamento del soggettivismo
e dell’imposizione del punto di vista umano su cio che ci circonda. Si tratta
della ricerca di un equilibrio tra I’io e la realta esterna, un equilibrio che lasci
all’altro la sua alterita. Rilke insisteva sull’idea che ¢ necessario sradicare la
nostra abitudine di degradare gli oggetti e gli eventi a strumenti di espressio-
ne di sentimenti o sensazioni soggettive. A questo proposito scrive Heidegger
in un passo dedicato all’analisi dei concetti filosofici di Rilke:

L’uomo si pone di fronte al mondo come di fronte ad un oggetto e propone se
stesso come 1’ente che, di pro-posito, impone tutte queste posizioni. Porre
qualcosa dinanzi a sé (pro-durla) [...] € un tratto fondamentale di quel com-
portamento che chiamiamo volere. [...] Il volere di cui si parla qui ¢ I’'impo-
sizione incondizionata di sé secondo un progetto che ha gia posto il mondo
come ’insieme degli oggetti producibili. Questo volere determina 1’essenza
dell’'uvomo moderno senza che egli si renda conto della sua portata [...] In
questo volere I’'uomo moderno si rivela tale da imporsi — in qualsiasi relazione
a qualsiasi cosa e, quindi, anche a se stesso — come il produttore incontrolla-
to che ha organizzato la propria rivolta a dominio universale. [...] Non ¢ la
bomba atomica, di cui tanto si parla, a costituire, in quanto ordigno di morte,
il mortifero. Cio che da tempo minaccia I’'uomo di morte — e di una morte che
concerne la sua stessa essenza — ¢ 1’incondizionatezza del puro volere, nel
senso di autoimposizione deliberata e globale. (Heidegger 1984: 265-71)

In The Ground Beneath Her Feet viene proposta, tramite la voce di un
personaggio dell’ ‘otherworld’, un’alternativa all’imposizione:

You see, one of our ancient philosophers says, consider the humble bat. That
we should try to experience reality as a bat might. The purpose of the exer-
cise being to explore the idea of otherness, of a radical alienness with which
we can have no true contact, let alone rapport. Bats live in the same space
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and time as we but their world is utterly unlike ours. So also: our world is as
unlike yours as a bat’s. And there are many such, believe me. (506)

A seguito dei concetti sinora osservati ¢ possibile passare all’epigrafe.
v. 1 Set up no stone to his memory.

Herman Morchen, nell’analisi dei sonetti di Rilke menziona che “una delle
nostre concezioni piu comuni ¢ quella di concepire 1’essere in base alla sua
durata e consistenza materiale nel tempo. Erigiamo delle lapidi come se potes-
simo conferire queste qualita anche ai morti. Ed € importante per noi tornare, di
volta in volta, e leggere le scritte, come se volessimo assicurarci dell’esistenza
di colui che ¢ stato e cosi anche della nostra” (Mdrchen 1958: 83). I motivi per
cui Orfeo deve esserne privo sono diversi. In primo Iuogo Orfeo appartiene ad
entrambi 1 regni (cosi come Ormus appartiene al mondo di Vina e a quello di
Gayomart) e non ¢ dunque possibile erigere una lapide in guesto mondo per
commemorarlo. In secondo luogo, se Orfeo ¢ simbolo del canto e metaforica-
mente dell’arte, ¢ ovvio che né I'uno né 1’altra possono essere rappresentati da
una pietra tombale. Infine, la mancanza di una lapide richiama alla memoria il
modo in cui Orfeo (e anche Ormus) muore. Nel mito ellenico il cantore trace
viene smembrato dalle Menadi e con ci0 viene sottoposto, secondo Rilke, all’e-
terna legge della metamorfosi. Nel romanzo di Rushdie Ormus viene ucciso per
strada e le sue ceneri vengono in seguito sparse da un elicottero sulla citta.

And then Ormus was flying away from us, spreading out over the city he had
loved, he was a small dark cloud dispersing over the great white metropolis,
losing himself in all that whiteness; he merged with it, and was gone. Let his
ashes fall upon the city like kisses, I thought. Let music be. (572)

Secondo Rilke la rinuncia al possesso ¢ condizione indispensabile affin-
che si entri nel cerchio della metamorfosi e si attraversi la soglia che separa il
mondo dei vivi e quello dei morti. Rushdie, tramite I’immagine della distru-
zione dell’ ‘otherworld’ (almeno per cio che concerne 1’isotopia derivante dal-
I’epigrafe) aggiunge 1’idea che le soglie tra noi e cio che ¢ altro potranno esse-
re attraversate solo rinunciando all’abitudine di imporci.

v. 2 Just let the rose bloom each year for his sake.

L’imperativo ‘lasciate che fiorisca’ (del resto, non viene detto ‘piantate’
una rosa) invita implicitamente alla (perlomeno momentanea) sospensione del
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dominante punto di vista umano. Sulla complessa simbologia che la rosa assu-
me nella poetica rilkiana si ¢ scritto molto (Hippe 1983; Morchen 1958;
Mittner 1961; Wolff 1983). Cantata nei sonetti come “oggetto inesauribile”
che cresce in tutte le direzioni (sonetto VI, parte 1) la rosa puo essere assun-
ta a simbolo dell’esistenza (con riferimento alla caducita della vita e ai due
poli entro cui si evolve), come simbolo di Orfeo (in relazione alla sua meta-
morfosi), dell’arte (con riferimento alla vita ‘autonoma’ dell’opera d’arte nel
tempo), dell’artista (e della sua immensa apertura verso il mondo). In ogni
caso Rilke sceglie il caduco fiore come simbolo di Orfeo invece che la lapi-
de che dura nel tempo, fiore che, seppur privo di durata, “blooms each year”.
Il continuo ciclo del fiorire e appassire, nascita e morte, essere ¢ non essere
si collega al terzo verso e alla strofa sucessiva in cui si parla della metamor-
fosi di Orfeo.

For it is Orpheus. His metamorphosis
in this one and in this. We should not trouble

about other names. Once and for all
it’s Orpheus when there’s singing...

Secondo Rilke tutti i poeti sono delle metamorfosi di Orfeo (lettera a N.W.
Volkart del 29.07.1920, in Salis 1936: 138). Esiste cio¢ un’unica essenza che
nel tempo riappare in spiriti diversi; cosi come I’essenza della rosa ¢ una non-
ostante i diversi nomi che I'uomo le attribuisce. L’importante ¢ che si canti
(non il nome del singolo cantore) e che I’arte persista, nonostante la violenza
con cui I’uomo puo distruggere se stesso e ¢id che lo circonda. In questo senso
una delle idee fondamentali che Rushdie traspone nel proprio romanzo trami-
te il riferimento interstestuale a Rilke ¢ I’invito a rinunciare al nostro istinto
di appropriarci del mondo e dei mondi intorno a noi.

E possibile dunque supporre che Rushdie abbia scelto la rielaborazione
rilkiana del mito di Orfeo non perché essa propone una versione diversa del-
I’amore infelice tra Orfeo e Euridice (figura peraltro quasi assente dai sonet-
ti) ma per la fermezza con cui Rilke denuncia tutti i comportamenti in cui si
manifesta la volonta di possesso. E se, secondo i romantici, 1’artista media tra
la natura e gli uomini, uno dei compiti principali dell’artist