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Scompare 11 
poeta della 
resistenza 
anti-apartheid 
Dennis Brutus 
11 26 dicembre 2009 a Cape Town si e spento DCDllis 
HlUtUS, 000 degli intcllcttuali c resi~tenti sudafricani piu 
noti suI piano intcmaziona\c. Era ritomato dagli Stati 
Uniti nel 1993, a1 tramonto di quell'apartheid cbe aV(:va 
avversato per tutta la vita, e non solo con le armi della poe­
sia. poicM era scmpre stato in prima fila ncll'azionc 
inslallcabik: di lotta e denuncia. L'alta figura atletica, il 
candida sorriso afiilbile, la lunga capigliatura fluente cbe 
si era incanutita con gli anni facevano di lui un pcrsonag­
gin immcdiatamcntc riconoscibilc allc asscmblee e nelle 
dimostrazioni poiitiche, come pure ai convegni \ctterari: 
ma il suo aspetto dall'apparenza mite nascondeva un 10t­
tatore di ferro e un'oratoria acccsa e abrasiva che sfodera­
'la in difesa del suo Paese lormentato dalla vioknza e dal­
l'ing iuslizia. 
Era nato ncl 1924 a Salisbury - a1lora nella coloniale 
Rhodesia del Sud , oggi in Zimbabwe - ma era cresciuto a 
POlt Elizabeth e aveva studiato alle universila di Fort Hare 
(riservata ai non bianchi: Brutus infaui era moticcio) e del 
Witwatersrand. Per quattordici anni fece l' insegnante e 
inizio l'attivita antiapartheid nel mondo delle sport, che 
lui rileneva dovesse essore il fulcro di una battaglia di 
libem. Messo al hando dal rogime di Prctoria, lion c .... 'Sso 
la militanza, e nel 1963 venne arrestato. Liberato dietro 
cauzione, fuggi in Swaziland di dove conlava di dirigersi 
in Gennania a incontrare il Comitato 0limpico, ma al con­
fine del Mozambico fu calturalo dall'esercito coloniale 
portoghcse e conscgnato nelle mani della polizia politica 

Dennis Brutus 

sudalrkana. Un tentativo disperato di fuga gli costa una 
pallOllola nella schicna che 10 colsc in una via di 
Johannesburg, c quindi una condanna a olto mesi di carce­
rc, dopo di che ottenne di lasciaro il Sudafrica insicmo alia 
muglie c ai sel figli con un pemlesso cii sola uscita. Era il 
1966 e segm'l I'inizio di un osilio lung\) Irenl'anni, prima a 
Londra 0 quindi negli Stali Uniti dove insegno letteratura 
a Donver nel Colorado, poi alia Northwestern University 
in Illinois e in fine alia University of Pittsburgh. Soltanto 
nel 1983 gli venne riconosciuto In status di rifugiato poli­
tim, dopo un'aspra battaglia kgalo con I'amministrazione 
Reag,m. 
Altivo in numerose organizzazioni anliapartheid, Brutus si 
distinse patticolarmente per l' attivit.\ all ' interno del South 
African Non-Racial Olympic Commiltec (SANROC) che 
riusci a far balldiro il Sudafrica dai gioo.:hi olimpio.;i a causa 
della politica di discriminazione razziale. 
La sua mi litanza pcr i diritti civili e politici ando sempre 
di p<U'i passo con la prodU7iollC poetica che infonni) di 
contcnuti libcrtari c palriottici. Fu quindi un pacta eminell­
temente civile, anche se la sua scrittura ando cambiando 
ncgli anni e rivelo importanti influenze stilistiche e tema­
liche che gli venivano dalle frcquentazioni 0 dai conlatti 
internazionali, ma anche dalle espcrienzc di vita che 10 
pOltarono a rivedere i suoi concerti della funz ione della 
poe~ia. La raccolta d'esordio, Sirens. Knuckles, Boots 
(1963), dalle tonalita sonanti e metalliche, rivela lma pre­
dominante preoccupazione fonnale che cgli stesso misc in 
discussione nel corso della sua c~perienza di prigionia, 
approdando a una modal ita semplicc 0 dircua, monodi­
scorsiva e profondamcntc politicizzata in Letters to 
Alartha and Other Poems ./Tom a Soulh African Prison 
(1968). Negli anni, scguirono versi in cui l'ispirazione 
civile e i'assunto politico si combinavano cun la ma linco­
nia e i ~entimenti dell' esilio: Poemsji"OllJ Algias del 197U 
e A Simple Lust dol 1973. Fu ncl 1973, a seguilO di un 
lungo viaggio in Cina, che Btutus si lascio contaminme 
dalla maniera eplgrammatica, come appare in China 
Poems del 197j. Vennero quindi le raccolte Strains 
(l97j), Stuhborn Hope (1978) e Salutes and Censures 
(1980), e, piu innanzi, Airs and Tributes (1989). Still/he 
Sirens (1993) e Rememhering SOlVeto (2004). L'ultima 
maniera di Bmlus si apri sempre piu a un equilibrio e a 
una maturita formalc inncTvali dalla passione intellctluale 
ed etica. 
Se per molti poeti sudafricani di quel pcriodo vcnne conia-
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Dennis Brutus 
la !'elichct!u di protes! poetry. DCllnis HlUtuS. pur paTlcc i ~ 

pando della loro ispirazionc c scntcndosi parte dei mcdc­
sirni ttltenli di lolta poli tica. si di!ltingue per l'originalita 
dei suo i li mbri cspn::ssivl e p.:r l' a(lenta c scmpre 50rvc­
gliata ritlessionc tomlale. La sua scomparsa. che viene a 
poca d is tunza da quella del grande Sipho Sep..'l.mJn - la cui 
b::lttaglia di rcsislcllza si era s\'Qlta tuna all' intemo del 
Suda lrica - se-gna un'ulteriore oreeeia ne! muro ddla s1o-

ria cultura lc sudafricana intrecciala con le tnune dell'apM­
theid. La viccnda di Rnltus, al pari eli queJla cli al1fi scrit­
tori dell' cpoca, attende una ri lcuuru serena e aHcnta che 
co li (}c hi la sun produzione nel quadro di una vicenda piu 
am p ia che lion si :} que lla, inunedima, de lla banaglia pol i­
tica, e rivaltni cqu:lmenle la Iimpidcz7A del verso ispirtlto 
dalla passio nc dcll 'elbo!> e dcl la giw.:tizia, 

l tala "" 1-'(111 
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Trappists 
••••••• • •••••••• • •••••••••••••••••••••• 

They walk th..:: paths 
of green-g rey silence trapped by garden walls, 
pas! row~ of lichen-covered lfee-trunks 
summoned to secret prayer by the bell 
at dusk and dawn 
with threads of thought 
unwoven and unsplill 
and piles of books still waiting to be read . 

This is a cloistered lite 
where apples, peaches, grapes 
have colour. shape and taste 
but 00 familiar name, and there 's no word 
to tell the eagle from the owl 
bread from stonc 
a ba~cball from a bat 
wann life from frosty death 
or to describe 

inediti 

the breathless chase of lion hunting deer, 
the fateful fa ll, the pounce, 
daw~ tearing out the flesh 
and blood-stai ned teeth 
and mou th-ho le dr ipping blond. 

is this the way 
to nip desire in the bud 
better to feci the lemon-scented breeze 
ruffling the whea1 on Slilllmer afternoons, 
or to prevent 
bad dreams from taking shape 
on frosty nights 
in wine-filled winter months? 

The air is stilloow: 
cicada~ ~ing, 

a ru~ty pull ey creaks 
on an uncovered well. 
Miles away 
trains rumble, shale the earth. 

.foe Friggieri 
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prospettive 
critiche 

ClIs~itl1dra Athcrtoll 

John Kinsella and the Western 
Poet ic Tradition: a review of 
Shades of the Sublime and 
Beautiful (come out of Edmund 
Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry 
into the Origin of Our Ideas of 
The Sublime and Beautiful With 
Several Other Additions), facp. 
Freemantle, 2008. .. .. ........ ......... .... ..... 
If you are lookillg for "nice nature 
poems neatly packageJ "l Jllhn 
Kinsella's Shades of the Suhlill/ If and 
Bcallti{id is nol fur you. 11' you are 
hoping (0 wri te a review of Kinsella's 
poetry that will go unnotic...:d by the 
poet himself: don't write it. However, 
if you are seanohing for Ul~' fimlre of 
Auslralirm. poetry, Kinsclla is there, al 
the heart of it Even Hru-uld Bloom 
will tell you that. He has IlIlIg been a 
supporter of Kinsella's poetry. In fact, 
Bloom edited and wrote the llllroouc­
tion 10 Kinsella's Peripheral Uglll: 
,~'ell!cled alld Nftw Poems. Brian 
IIenry's acerbic attack 011 Ihe gate­
keeper of the westem cannll, fuc uses 
Ull Bloom omitting Kinsella 's ' 'recon­
sidemtions ofAustral iau hi slory, myth, 
and legend" , which he sees as Bll}<lIn's 
" la t:k o f t:oncern for Kinsella's 
AIL~ tml ia. '';; HI.' is also quick 10 argue 
thai, " 1.1 is clear Ih.:1I Bloom i~ ~Ion ing 

Kinsella into hi~ t:anon {IS the first and 
only Australian poet 10 d escrve inclu­
sion - an odd gcsture considering his 
enlhmiasm for Kevin Hart's poctry.""i 

\ 

\ 

But this is an even udder argwnenl 
g iven that Bloom lai.l lxlre hb choices 
fur the Australian canon in 1999 with 
his Western Canon, (and his lisl doc~, 
indeed, include Xevin Uao ) So 
Bloom doc~n 't need to "go to the 
li brary 10 research bi s topic,"'" as 
Henry j ih..:s, he Iws olr"ndy discovered 
Australian Jlocts, it is j list that he only 
writes about lb(]~e he secs as signiti­
cant. Bloom substantiated his choices 
when I interviewed him in 2007 at IUs 
house in New Ilavcn: 'l AUSlralia bas 
bad ] Judilh Wright. Akc Hope and 
Le:; Murray [although he ] can b..: a 
very difficult personality. We have had 
()llr momcnts but still he is a very pow­
erful poet. John Kil1sella , 1 think, is 
potentially " j,'TCitt poet "" And he has 
endorsed Kinsell a's Shades with the 
testimoni al: "Jollll K inse lla is an 
Orphit: founta in. a prod igy of the 
imagination. he frequently makes 
me think of John Ashbcry: improbable 
fecundity, eclectici~m, and a stand Ihat 
lu~s popu ~ ism and elitism in poetic 
audienl:e".'" 

What is refreshiug nbout Kinsclla is 
that he is an AllstmJiall poet who can 
take his place in the Bloomian canon, 
a constlllcltila l seems to put so many 
reyit:we~ on edge. Perhaps it is the 
tall poppy ~yudrome tltat inn uences 
such t:ritics to argue \.hat Kinsella 
shou ld be cOlllained, defmed by and 
eonfi l1~d to Australia, whell, in fact, 
be lives be tw~en Australia, America 
and England. His IS cnITelll ly 
Professor o/" ~ngJ ish at Kenyon 

College, Ohio: a Fe llow of Chur..:.hill 
College, Cambridg.; Un.iversity and 
AdjuJlc t Pr.)fessm to Ed ith Cow:!n 
Univers ity, Wcstern Australia, 

Kin scJJa doesn ' t confint: hi mself to 
the Australian land scape; the native 
fl ora and fallna, and he doesn ' t furt:c­
fully or' shame less ly promote 
Austra lia in his poclry. He is an 
Australi an poet who dnesn 't need to 
prove it with hea\'y-hanued refe r­
ences 1\) Eucalypts or koalas; bet:all~C 

on some lev..:!. be is always writing 
about Australia, fn fact, Kinsella is 
able to j uxtap.)se Austmlia and his 
experience'S of Australia with Europe 
and America. Do Australian writers 
and pocts lla"e lo write very obyious­
ly .rbout their homeland? Arc wc 
threatened by an Australian who 
d oesn' t write about Austral ia, or 
worse still , a poet who doesn't wti te 
solely about Austmlia? Certainly, if 
yon I. ,ok ;\1 some of the Austr::t lian 
literary awards, we arc behi nd the 
times in o ur requi rements for 
i\u :i tra lian cont ent 10 win thl' se 
p rizes. For eX:lmp1c , t he Miles 
Fra nk lin award doesn't just go the 
most talented Australian writer, it is 
only aWllrded to a ' published novel 
or play p.,rtraying Austra lian life ill 
any o f ils phases,,'ii and yet Mi les 
f r;mklin spe nt the majority of her life 
in \.he US and England; a tr.lnsconli­
nenta l aulbor. as Kinsella is a 
tr.iOscoutinelltal p.k;1. Surely, that is 
what Hloom is emph .. s i7ing by plac­
ing him, not only alongsi de ot her 



Austra lian poets, but by also includ ­
ing him in the greater westl.':m poetic 
Irddiliun. 

[]loom and Killsd la are alike. Among 
other s.i miktritie~. hllth are insomnj· 
nes. Kinsella has wriucn about his 
insomnil1, and hrul slated. '.j wenl 
twenty five years on two houn; or less 
a ni ght. i would also go f(lr days with 
no sleep al all • once it was eight d.1.ys 
straight , l110ugh i was somewhat 
insane 31 the Clld Orlhis:',;ii Similarly, 
Bloom told me, " I don't slcl>p. I've 
always beo;;n a bad skcpcr"<I, and this 
was supported by KinseU:l\ knowl­
edge thaI, "when he [131oomJ did that 
iotIO. fo r my ~elected P('~lll~ he 
worked Oll it at 4 in the momjng~ (ie 
when he gOI up). i could relate to Ihm! 
i love his drive!! brilliant Iiternture 
mind."" Perhaps thal is p,m of the 
reason why Kinsclla has managed, in 
his reawnably short life, to publish 
mure than Ihirty books, win numt:'r­
OllS litem,), aWlIrds, edit the incredi­
bly prestigious literary jOUOIal Sail, 
and be consultant editor 10 juurnals 
sue.h as Westerly, Ol·er/aml, The 
KellJYm Ueviell' and special t-'dit ions 
of Poetry and TriQlIllI"terly 

Kin~l1a is un en igmatic and charis­
matic tigur~, re turning cmails deep 
in thc in~omniac night; they elln be 
best describt-'\l as c.c cUTll1l1ings-like 
emails fmm 'jk '. He has a wonderful 
way of drawing you in; of inviting 
camaraderi e. tn these c),na;,ls he 
reminded me lhat poetry, a~ a form of 
anti-sleep, has long heen his pas~ion­
ate distraction. Wlu.m an 'over­
enthusastic' psyclli:1trist wanted to 
'wire him ull ' to '~ee what ITh'1.Ue him 
tick ' , he politely dec!ined.~i Because 
Kinsella is the crcato r, not the 
P romelheus. Ife is a kind of I)r 
FrankellStein of poetry, s titching 
together meaning fro m rt range of 
tlifTercnt sources and bringing them 
to li fe with hi!! e lectric poetry. In 
Shades, Kinsclhl dmws on [dnlllnd 
Burke's A Philosophical Enqlliry 
ill(o (f,e O,.igbJ of OUI' Ideas of The 
Sublime Gild Bel1llf!(1I1 With Sewral 
Other AddiliolrJ to medit:lIe on lhe 
'deliciousness' and ·lerror ' of con­
tempomry e.Jii~lence. lie even refer­
ences Mary Shell ey in the Divi,nyl s-

prospettive critiche 
eRque entitled poem .. Nyctalopia : 
pain and positive pleasure' . Shelley 
takes her place beside Strinbt:'rg, ' tho:: 
homeless fro m New Orlea ns', 
' refugees, evacuees' and even 
Patersun's Curse, ilhullinal1ng 
Kinsella's cosmopo litan ism, but 
more importamly, demonstrating that 
he is anything but ·blind ' to the 
enduring relationship bern'cen joy 
and pain in a post-Romantic context. 
He salutes Milton's ~onnet. 'On l lis 
Blindness', but with 'chemihllnim'~­

cence' directed towards, among 
other things, the afft'cts of moderoity 
on the landscape, in the form of a 
'curse' . 

The eye, vision and blindness all r~a­
lure in Kinsella's Shades, cucourag­
ing us [0 open our eyes to ' the uroad­
er implications .. . or continental ~ub­
jectivity': as Emily Aplcr deti ncs it, 
' 'negotiating Eurocentric thoories uf 
the subject across nations in the wake 
of post-colonial Iheory'''R, KilL<;ella 
ded icates Shades to Apter. confirm­
ing that we arc "not st.'t:ing" the 
destruction of, among other things, 
the ·'l ife tomlS [that] are vani~hing, 

landmasses are eroding, boles are 
widening in the ozone, and nat ions 
subsist[ing] in a stale of incrensing 
mineml deplelion.''Xiii 

Thnefore, 10 ~c Shades as respond" 
ing solely la Hurkc's Sublime and 
Beaut!ful, would he la miss the many 
different sources, that Killsetla is 
indeed referencing in hi s poetry. In 
this way, Shades becomes a kind of 
'Wa~1e Land', where KinselJa expos­
es the pollution and the physical harm 
'-"Teaking hm'oc upon the land. [n 

'Ugliness - A Vision', Kin~e1Ja 

attach, 

The terror of road-widening 

to Icsst-'IJ the death toll , tricks 

of tIle developer popping up Ijke lhe 
exquisile 

sense of losing control as you round 
the corner. 

And then in 'Deluge (cant)/The Eye', 
he questions, 

Whal ga7e owned by fixation 
011 gauze co\ocnng, 

through a black veillhe wh ite moons 
shiftins 

rls caught oul. makes apprebension'! 

These poems redefine the lerror of 
ignordncc. In them, Kinselh uses 
imAg~s such as " sodden flax:eftrail­
ing nut ribcage, resolved internal 
orguns" and "macarised blood on 
leeth as ug ly as .. ..land ~ouveniring a 
rabbit's root", to point to rt very dif­
ferent kind of experience involving 
the sublime. Shelley's awe and the 
ex.pcrience of the sublime initiated by 
Munt Blall,; in hi s 'lines wrilten in the 
Vale (If Chamouni), rtre redefined in a 
~ublime that is now experienced as 
pollut ion, destruction and unnatural 
scars in the earth that cannol heal. 

By invoking the name of Durke in the 
title of his book, Kil'.sd la, by exten­
sion, re fe rellces the Romantic poets 
and classic moments o f the sublime 
eX llCricnccd by Shelley in ' Mont 
l3Iane' and Worusworth iI'. 'Tintern 
Abbey ' . In part ic ular, Kinsella 's 
Shades responds and recreates Keats' 
oeuvre, (specifically 'Ode on 
Melancholy') [or a contemporary 
audience, demonstrating the ways in 
which joy and grief are irrevocably 
linked, KinseUa'g poem, 'Joy and 
Grief' most obvious ly updates Keats' 
ode. This poem begins with an epi­
graph taken from a Sydney AIoming 
Herald travel excerpt and alerts read­
ers to a dog cemetery in a " little 
wheatbelt town" ofCorrigin. It states, 
"Thus VL'l)' human looking grave , 
~tones nre dedicated 10 ' Dusty' , 
' Rover' , and 'spur." And the eeme­
tcry is described as "both fascina ting 
and bizarre". Joy :l.Ild grief 2ft' t:'XPC­
riellced in this place where Ilum's best 
friend finds his eternal r;:st, a 
relTl inde-r of bOlh Ihe cOnl;ection 
between human and animal, ar:.d o r 
mortality: 

Stephen 's 

otd working dog Shep 

never make it as a worker 
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because of!t crippled oock leg. 

the original owner 

want ing 10 shoot it 

straight ll.tter the accident. 

in dog years. 

be's 105 years and counting, 
llnd his loss one day will be a loss 

<:quivfl1cnl to the loss 

or nimosl onc of us. almost.. 

It is a Dyn)nesque moment, reminis­
cen t of Byron's ".Hpitapu to a Dog". 
There is a memoria l to the f::tmous 
N('wfotlndland dog. L3 oatswain, 
whom Byroll nursed through rabies: 

:'\Ic;lr this spot 

Arc deposited the ~ c l l.lajns of one 

Who posses~cd Bea uty witbout 
Vani ty, 

Strength without Insolence, 

Courage without Fcmcily, 

And all the Virtues of Man without 
his Ykes. 

Thi s Praise. which would be Wllneall­
ing FI3t1ery 

1 f inscribed over human ashes, 

T ~ but a just tribute to the Memory or 

BOATSWAIN.;) DOG 

Who was born al Ncw fo undkmd, 
May,IR03, 

And d ied at Nev.'slead, Nov IRlh, 
1808. 

The dog cemetery at Coni gan is sim­
ilarly moving. Kinsella uses the '[("d 
lied' both literally as the sun bums 
bis neck, and metaphorically as wc 
h:.lVC cOin ,," to associate the redneck 
with utes iJnd working dog~. Kinsella 
also Slates: 

(Australia Rules is big Illere as here, 
as in Corrigin, 

and if the k ml ' rcdneck' finds its ori­
gm 

with Scottish lowland Presbyterians 

making their blood-wriJ red-rag 
arolUld the neck rejectioll 

oft he Church of Fnghmd , d:lShin~ 10 
UlstG"[ and tbe North Amcric:ls, 

so the Irisb ha ve something to do 
with it here, 

despite the English-sounding ll..'utl c.'S 
orthc landowners 

and many orllle wQrkers .. ,) 

Tberefore, "out of the biz,'lrre,lthe 
redneckery of the dog ccmch.: ry~ 

Kinscl b fi nds ;I way to ask forgive­
ness. as. his " neck grows malignly red 
clearing the flreiJre;lks,lwhcre Shep 
1Iang.~ ouUkceping his eye on the 
action: his joY'. Agam, ti.Je image of 
the ·eye' and 'keeping [a n] eye on the 
aclion' is significa nt. This time, it is 
Shcp's eye, it is the dog's joy, but it is 
mixed up wilh the idea that cemeter­
ies and grieving are cOlught up willl 
the human experien ce. Rinse ll., 
points out the import:lllCC of 3nhn<1 ls 
and the joy they give II ~ i ~ perhaps 
worth the inicns(.' grieving that cOll1e~ 
close to the mourn ing of u 11IIlllan 
family memhG"[. 

Kinseila redefines the sub lime fo r the 
contemporary reader. Hi s Mont Blan c 
is tbe Western Australian whcatb~'I \, 
and Kinsella is intcnt on demotlstrnt­
ing in Slwdes how awe is irrevocably 
linked to viewing sometbing thm has 
been rm'aged and polluted. In this 
way the Romantic umk'rbdly is 
exp£&Xi and tradition is reJelin..:d aiS 
a conlempot""olry nightmare. 

Editorial quips tha t Bria n Head 's 
book on Amtra lian intcl lcctua l ~ 

would be "verv slim" at Ihe time of . , 
publication, reinforced the concept of 
Australia as anti-inlclh:ctual. In li ght 
of this, il is refreshing lhat Kinsell rl 

ha~ no! bent to Australia 's apparent 
disdain ior in tellectualism. He uses a 
fu ll and rieh vocabulary in Shades 
ao.;! his scientific and mmllematical 
kllOwll.:dge arc celebrated alongside 
his ob"iolls proficiency with literary 
thoory. Howevcr, let the reviewer 
buwarc. KinseUa is n OI averse to 
responding to published reviews o f 
his books: " M y Sfwdes book has 
absolutely no connr..:dion w ilh the 
Langu:lge school, and anyone who 
ha~ any knowledge oft1lat would find 
the reviewer 's comments laughable." 
A lthough hi s poetry has entered the 
pub lic domain, K insella"s obiter dicta 
dominates interpretations of his 
work . Perhaps, in light or this, 
Kinsella should be read not only as a 
poet, but as a public intellectual. ...., 

, John Kio".,;Uu, ·Respull><:· , Overland 193, 
S UIll\l1~r 2003. 
jJ Snan Henry, 'Bloom 's Kinsella: The Polilic ~ 

of ScJeclioll ill Per'l,heral Fight" Jackel 27, 
ApJi12005. 
HJ IInun Ho:nrv ' Bloom's Kinsella' 
.. Brim Henry: 'Bloom', Kinsd la< 
, Ca"undra Ath~non. ·Deep SubJ<l<:th ity: 
Harold m()(lm·· Th~ University of Ca lifornil>'s 
Wri l ing (JII tlw 1Mge, Spring. 2007: 3 1·41 
" I' lI umacmillllll wehsik: http://w\'''''·.pUJl· 
m(lC!lli ll:m.(Xlmiti tle .. /di spJayruge.Mp~l'agcTil 

le-lnd i, idll ul%2UTi tJe&DooklDc.0.40495 I 
<1:1.11 dllCccsscd l 4i4f2U09> 
'"" AIl~Ullli3.l! Go"~rnlll"lll, cullur~ noo reGe­
:lTion porIal: hIIJl :ffwww.cnlfu=drccrcaI101l. 
go" ..IIufanicleSlm.ilcsfranllini 
<IllS! aIXt!:lSf"(i J 4141U9> . 
... Joh n Kimellll in 311 m,3il 10 C'a>li:Uldra 
Arhcrtorl at Ih", llUle of the Lni .. crsity tor 
Md bourue ' Refusbiollill2: M~1h' coofl:[t'llce. 
o..'wt>.:r 19, 2008. 
i> Ca.~sandr:l A l h~rtou.. <Deep SubjCC1ivil~ · 
liaroi<! Uloom'. 
• 101uI Kinsdb, .:nrnil to Cassaru1ra Alh~rt"n. 

" K i" "olllu 10 AtRenon.. anai\. 
", Elllily Ar 1eT, ·Th.~ Aesthel:ics of Critical 
H"Joitut>' , October Jirlxazit1£, Willt ~r 2002. No 
9~.: 21-44. 
"u Apl<lr. ' Tl-..: Aesthetics of Critical Habilklt.". 



Vlkloria Tchl"rnichova 

Biancamaria Rizzardi. ed., 11 
paesaggio immaginario: poesia 
contemporanea in lingua inglese, 
Supplemento a Sogfie. Rivista 
Quadrimestrale di Poesia e 
Critica Letteraria, anno XI, n. 1. 
Pontedera, Bandecchi a Vivaldi, 
2009. pp. 129 .......................... 
"A song stained wilb IlIe stain of 
chlorophyll": iJ paesaggio nella 
poeshl contemporanea in inglcsl~. 

({ paes()ggi() immaginario: poesta 
c(ifItemporQllea ill lingua iflg{e:iic C il 
seconuo sllpplemenro 311a rivi~la qua­
drimeslrdie Sogtie (Xl, n. 1. 2009) 
oedicmo alia pocsia conlempor.mea 
aogloll)oa. Se ne! primo caso si Iro1t3-
va di una raceolta di saggi e lirichc 
inccu tratc sulla Persisfe'lza de/la 
poesia e dist/iJziolle del mOl/do 
(2001. It cum di Eisa Linguanti), sulla 
funzione dell'arte nel mondo contcm­
poraIleo c sui processi distmttivi che 
10 caratterizzano, Il paesaggi() imma­
gillurin si offre come un 'antologia di 
tcsti poetici accnmunati dalla pro­
spe tt iva tematica de l paesaggio c 
focaliu..a ti sui rapporto dcgli ltuwri 
con la terra e con ic storic in eSila COll­
tenUlc. La scc1la del pacs:lggio quale 
criterio discriminante nella sclc1.ionc 
dei testi , come spiega nella 
PrcfilZione la cumtrice del volume, 
Biaoeruuaria Rizzardi PeTutdli. nasee 
dalln eOJ.lvinzione ehe il "luogo 11011 

~o ll) contenga delle narrrl"Lioni, Ill;) 
anchc che i luoghi costruiscano i loro 
racconli, s..1ppiaoo raccom.o'lfC storie 
Il1cglio dei personaggi". Le poesie 
raccoltc si pcn::cpiscono, in lal senso. 
come tassel1i dislinti di t ill lUosaicO 
global!!, ognwlO dei qual i raccoll ta la 
"sovrupposizion~ tra l'idea dell'im­
magine p~tica come prodollo del 
hlOgO, c allo stcssa tempo del lungo 
come archivio dell'illllllaginc pocti­
r.:a" . 
Sudd.iviso in otto sezioni, dedkale 
ri~pcltivall\ente all' Africa, Australia, 
Ca.nada, Carai bi, India, Irlanda, 
Nuo"" Zc1anda e Se(uill. il volume 
preset\ta, ..:on il tcsto a rronlc. una 
selC'lione lirica di alcune deUc voci 
piu ~i gnificative del panorama lcttc-

prospettive critiche 
rario del secondo Novecenlo, pcrlo­
piu inedile in Italill. l:attenziollc 
posta sulla specificita del Iradurrlt la 
poesia di lingua inglese, sulleotativo 
Ji in-seiverla llella n\)stnt cultura lel­
teraria, senza tuttavia ceucre all ' im­
pulso di naturalizzamc il linguaggio 
fortemente marcatll, le coloriture 
amuclon.:: di~tintive e riconosdbili, si 
ilUpone cosl come un lciulloth' che 
accompagua la lettura dei Ic~i c che. 
lion in ultimo, rispecchia nnche iI pro­
geno culturale aUa base del Mlil:'ter in 
Tradu2'ione di testi Postcoloniali 
de\l'Univcrsita lii Pi sa i cui allievi 
hannu curato la ver~iolle italiana. 
11 volwlle C parti colanm:ntc LlI!cres­
same per chi privilegi UI1 approcc io 
comparatistico alla Icucrarura con­
temporanea in liogua illglc~, poiche 
un'analisi attellla dei tc~ti ~kzionali 

consente d.i i.lldi ..... iduare jl del ine:ll-si 
di percorsi tcmalici, I'cmergere di 
melafore dominanti , I' itenrzione di 
Jetemunate immagini, il rieh.iamo a 
ropoi spe\:ifici. che acC()mUllano i 
poeti iDclusi Della rticc\)lta, rivelando 
co~ i ull'ontologia nutrila di uo rap­
portl) di cOllnessione e conlrappullto 
con il mondo di cui siamo parte. 
Sfogliando, in una rapirla vi~ione 
d'insieme il volume, c i si lIvvcdc che 
ulla delle immagini metaforicbe piu 
dclL'u,: di signifieato e qucl1a dell' al­
rem chc occupa una zooa iOlerSlizia­
le, in-hetweell. tl1\ il suolo c i1 dclo, C 
ben radicato nel paSSaW, di eui CllSto­
di~ce le storie, ma lende cO.lllcmpora­
ueamente ver~o il futuru , con.ingando 
sincreticamente elementi aUloctoni e 
estranei. Co~L il ~emc frcddo delle 
cicadi in "The Cyc'ld~" cli ludith 
Wright, "Their smoolh dark fi'lInes 
flicker at time's own rool. / ROlmd 
them tile rising forc~ts of thz ycm~", 
affonda Le sue radici nclla mente del­
l'io poetico, illlrttciando, C<.l11\C dd 
resto aecade in "A Letter From 
Amsterdam" di Fay Zwicky, pacsag­
gi\), tempo e memoria. L'eucalipto. 
piantala da mis~ionari au~tra liani suI 
suolo indiano divenla, in "Hill 
Travel" lii Tishani Doslli, simbolo del 
processo sincretico di apprupriaz iolle 
e tnlsformazione (" How ~imp le Tcal­
Iy, 10 begin eternity, I e aU the things 
of th<: ground your own"), oppurc di 
Ull conlilJUo, ricelli ..... o e inarrestabilc 
rinnovamento in "Walking the Rush" 

di Ilasil Oowling: "Odour .1f mould 
envelops all j With messages of 
death, yel li f1:: I Is riolOll>; and rife. i 
Trees live on where Ibey faH .i And in 
decay immonal grown / Flourish with 
ne\-\' foliage nnt Ihe ir 0\\'11". 
Una inesauribile c C~lstante rigencr­
azione (: al ceDlrll dl testi come 
"Boglalld" di Scanlus Hcaney e '''The 
Discovery" di u\\"cnd., lyIl MacEwen, 
ill cui I' io poetic.1 aHcrma "do no! 
im~gine thm the ex plorali on i cnJ.s, 
that sbe bas Ylclded alL her mystery ! 
or that the map yOll hold i cancels fur­
thCT discovery". Si tratla di te~ti ch~ 
biasimano l'ariditi di ccrli modi di 
ratligllrare, definire e catalogare i1 
mondo e pr ivilcgiruto una ta.ss\)nomi" 
ineompleta e Ilessibile. COS1- la tor­
biera. " Melting and open ing underfo-
01, I Missing its last ddinitivn / By 
mil \.ioJlS or years", ..:uslodis::e nei 
suoi inllumcrcvoli Slrati k storie del 
passato. pur reslando, io ult imo. enig­
malic-a e inCOllllscibitc: "The bogho­
le..; might be Atlolllic ~ecpage . . i The 
wet centre is bott()m1c~s". L'idea di 
porsi Dei cOIlfrouti del monoo da una 
prospeltiYa Ji nltenzione e ascolto 
che non ha. nulla ache vooere con il 
solipsis lllo egologko di cui sono 
spesso inlrise le ratligurazioni topo-­
grali.:hc e la nominazlonc dei luoghi, 
ritoflla ill " Isltutds" di E.K. 
Brathwaitc, teslo in clIi ve.llgono 
mcs..<;i a cOllfronlo Jue modi diversi di 
leggere la mappa delle Antille, rap~ 
pw~ntate, da un lato, come "rocks, 
history's hOI I lie ~, r ... ] the sun's 
slums" e, dall'altr~l, come "Jewels, / 
if there is de light / in your eyes". 
La riguardosa altcuzione per la com­
plessitit del realc c l' impcratiyo ill 
porsi Dclla dimcn~ ionc dc1 l'ascolto 
che emergooo col teslO di Hratnwaitc 
accomuua la prospcniva dd pocta 
car.tibico, quelle del slIua fTiean o 
Chri s Zith ul ele Manu, che III 
"Naturalists" pdyiIegia una visione 
del mondo a pattire da] bas~o, dalle 
piccole cTcatl1re, da l llon-umano, e 
quella del poela scozzese Norman 
MacCaig, il cui "A Man in A~s\'nf' 
biasima ogo.i approccio al l'-dcsaggil1 
connolatu d.3 hramf\ di possesso. 
11 binomio uomo/llalUra, descritto tal­
voila, come in " Dush~d-- di A.E. 
Iliml.':Y, attravtrso metafore trdttc dal 
campo semantic() del comhattimento, 
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!;focia spesso In una fusione. in un 
vero e proprio scambio d; cmozioni. 
come accade ad escmpio in "A Man 
in j\~~ynt" di MacCai g, in una JIlcta­
t\1orfosi, come in " Natme )lOCIlI" di 
John Burnside. oppure ill uno scam­
bio cli liquid;, come in "SUUHucr" d; 
P.K. Page (,.[ grllz~J lh e green as I 
fe ll I and in my blood i tht.: pigments 
flowed like sap") in cui il canto. la 
p()c~ ia . c "'stained \ViUI the s t.:l in of 
chlorophyll i was sharp a~ a whistle 
of gr.tss ! in my green blood". 
Un ' inLcrrd a7.ionc analoga tra 1:1 poe­
sia - intcsa qui come pn.:ghiera e stru­
mentc di divinazioll C - e 1\· lclllcnto 
naturale ddln pioggia. costiluisrc il 
Iluclco scmantico di "Kc-i llt hncH -
Rainmakcr" di Lorna GooJison e di 
" Rain" cli [ Ionc Tu wh;lrc. 
A nalogamente, in "An Iriilh Lake" di 
W k . Rodgers c in "Wajwem" di 
WK. SmilbYlllan, il valore TC<1I,:11I i,,0 
dd paesaggio e dd lM poc~i!l si scon· 
Imno con I' "ggrc.~sivita , l' intollr:Tan· 
7.;t e I" prevaricazione lipiche dd 
lIlondo contemporaneo, nn mondu in 
cui la guerra e l'amncsia storica. il l 
ct"nlro Jj "Remembrance" di 
Malllang Dai, determinano In ruga 
degli dei e. di COJJ~cguenza, Wllfie!ut· 
t.'l.bile impoverimcnlo del prescnte: 

"Why did we IhiIlk ritual god~ would 
survive j deflthl~s in memory, ! in 
trees and ston~ and the sleep of 
babies. Now. when we ciuf(c our eyes 
/ and cease 10 believe, god dies". 
La ta1\'0lla dinieile C0csis(enza di 
culture e tradizioni d i ver~e emerge 
come ilnucleo tcmalicu f,)]"t[.' in po"' .... 
f(i e come "We lcome to Zimbabwe 
(Lillld o f Cont rldicliolls") di Albert 
Nyathi, in "Wl' Are Going" di 
Oodgcroo Noonuccni, "Chrisuoas" di 
Janer Frame , '"The Flowers of 
Scotland" di ElJwin Morgan e 
"Melbourne" di WaJlace-Cnbhc, in 
cui la voee poetica osse!va con einis· 
mo come "Ideas ;m.' grown in other 
gardens while / This choc,)latc soil 
(hrow~ up it.:. harvcst of i Imported 
and deciduous plul irudes". ma anchc, 
con toni Ilit. wffusi c crepuscolari , 
nella poesia ,, ' louse of a Thousa.nd 
Doors" di Me~na Alexander. 
L'mlt"rTcla7.ione trd. conteslO--3ulore­
oper.t. 0 Irnluogo-poesia-poeta vlent", 
infine, ratligurala ricQrrendo al topos 
del viaggio, chI." PU() es~ere un viag· 
gio pcr marc, come accade in 
" Kirkby'~ Sky" di 10c Rosenblatt e In 

"The Harbo'ur" di Dcrc k Wakott in 
CUI il pacsaggio e!ura direttamcnte 
nclla pagina c si fonde COli i VeTI! i 

(" Braving neW waler in an an tique 
hoax"); lUl viaggio allravcr:;(J le zolle 
rurali 10 si percorre In "Only the 
B l ackc~ t Stlllle~" di Sujali Bhatt. 
oppure allC01'a, f(i pUll trallare di un 
viagg io metalisico attraverso i1 
tempo, inlrinsccmnente leg:l to, in 
"Abiku" cli \Vole Soyinka. alia r ic­
cheu a delle lraruzlOn i autoctnne. 
Emerge cosi la p:-",Ji k .lionc. per 
un' a"te che iuvesli ga e cdebra la 
lliifim.' dd 1lloado, Icmar..Jo Ji parlnrc 
dalla Prosl>cuL\'a dd mondo ·stcsw e 
11011 J:\l PUIlW di vi sta di chi 10 perce­
pisee, una po(!tica che tende a form e 
d 'al1c in grado d i prcscrvare la perce· 
z ione dd l'itltrinseca molteplicita Jel· 
l'esscre, contro il grande pericu lo 
dclb ~ing't:·mjlldedl/ess e di una 
visionc Olllo-fonica del mondo. Ci.) 
che rcnd~ lUtere:.<;anil- r anto10gi:i 
coi ncide proprio con I'offrire Ml1elto· 
re ilaliano nllU1CfO:.i spunti di rifk s. 
sione su un argcmenlo cosi oomples­
so e attuale come l'urb"Cnza di w il'up­
parc una Weffal/schauulIX ecul ogic .. e 
sislemica. una visione del ulllnJo 
intcs:\, ne! termini di Gregory 
Batcson, 1J0me spa.t:io culturale ill cui 
si valorizzl1. la cocs istcnza di pluriwr­
si c hi coslan!e ccntaminazione dia-
1etlic .. di mondi inleC1nooi . ...... 



Mflssimu Brullzi u 

r..;1assimo Brunzin: Andrea Ca ll. 
Etudes sur le roman ncgfo­
africain, Lecce, Pcnsa 
Mult imedia, 2010, pp. 162 ............. ..... .. ...... 
Pm1endo dalJa r n'mes:-:a - ampiamcn­
k condivisil - che' il gcnere fOUlanle· 
SC(l e UI) gem're kucrarin sconosciulO 
neU' Africa tradizionnIc. mO]la i,;(itica 
insistc sui ruolo del contesto storico 
nci fenom..:no dclhl nascita del 
romilllzo, veucnuo in questo ilb'uun 
ddk nuov.:; ~lrllllure ~cia li e non 
solo it risult:lt~) UIl pt\'CI.:SSO fonnativo 
c cognitivo di 1i)Xl occ idcnta1c. Se i1 
romanzo I: il ri~ultato del tentati vo di 
lradurre le trasfonutlzioni ill atlo ndla 
socicta afr icana, iI problcma e valuta­
re come c in chc mi~ura 10 sviluppo 
del romamw africam) corrispor,lda - 0 
segua - l .... :vo]\U:i()i1c ddla societit 
afric.Ul3. 
Per una migliorc comprcnsione dd 
proce~~o, la critica pane dalla collo­
eazionc ddl'arlisla aU'inremu della 
sociela d i tipo tradizionale anwriore 
alia tral la degl i schiavj e ne segue iI 
passaggio all' int..:mu di un:! sociera 
mOt.lem .. di tipo capitnlist ico. In que­
stu senso l ' art is ta trad iz ionak: c 
l'espressionc di una St)Cic!3, \,(l1 ta a 
salvaguardarc essenzialtn..:nl ..: la coe­
siom:: dd gruppo. E::pn:ssionc Ji un 
mondo ornogcnco in cui viell": pra!i­
cata un'..:conomia Ji suss islenza, e in 
cui il commercio, seppur 311ivo, mm 
genera un'ccnllomiu di mercato, la 

societ,\ tradizionale e 2:crontocra!ica e 
gli anziani vegliano sui ri~Pd to dei 
c(}stumi e sui buoll funzionam..:nto ai 
llna real ta giudicala come ~oddisflt­

cenl..:. 
La fun7iune dell 'arlisla alrinh:ml\ d i 
qU..:~lo tipl) d i un iverso crnuso l: quel-
1.1 d i consul idame l' oll1ogcm:ita, d i 
educare r ind i\' iduo sccollllo regu.te 
precise al tint· di pcrmett ergl i I1 
migliore inserimellto lldla soeleh'l. La 
Icllcratura che egli trasrucllc dev..: 
inscgnare l'origine del ITlQndo, i gesli 
fondamentali da ripetcr..: e le modali· 
fa per conseguire gli aY.lll:£3meTlti 
sociali. Infalti i mili. le epopt-c, i rac­
conli, i proverbi e quanl'altro inse· 
gnano I'adeguamcnto fra gli uomini e 
illoro mondo : le n[UTazioni, ~c posso· 
no criticarc a1cunc tare dcUa soc ictit, 
10 fanno a11'i11t":1"110 Ji ccrti limit i. 11 
lora progetto non \; mai qucllo di 
minare il sistema che, alla base, ~cm" 
bra essere soddisiaCl'lltc p..:r ognuno. 
Tn sustanza r idea .:: che il contesto 
africano precoloniale abbia natura l· 
ment<: gen..:mto una letteratur3 cbe g li 
si eonJaccia. 
Ora, affinch6 polesse nascerc e sv i-
1upparsi il genere romlin7.esco in 
Africa e slata indispensabile non 
lanlo UIllI sua importazion:.- quail'" la 
prescnza di una serie di condiz ioni 
derivallti da una nuova cOnligurazio­
ne socio--economica, ndla fat!i~pccic 
dalla cotoniz:£a:£iol1c, Que~ta si e 
rivclata come it vero molare dcll a lta­
sformazionc. Impo~la come lln siste­
ma cconom ico, politico, socialc e cul­
turale. fin d alI'illi7io impegna le 
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.wcietit agricok ° pastorali di suss i­
slenza in un sistema di produzione 
per j,t mercato, po.:r di piu c~troverso, 
le cui conscgncme sono incalcolalJi li 
per le soc iela lmdil' ionali. A taledina­
mica corrispond::: la dlsso lu7ione 
delle Imdil ionali slruuure ~'orr::um la­

d c e, JXlrallelamcme, mm progress ' '' :! 
perdita di poten:, .:I i idemih't..: cl i COill­
pn.'llsionc. Q U':SlO cnnnne scoll\'olgi­
memo, in cui mlt; gli equ ilihri vengo­
n,) ri lllcssi in discussione, ha delle 
ripercu ssioni che si ritleuollo anebe a 
livello narrativo. Le risposle contenu­
le nei mili e in genere negli altri testi 
sono incapaci di sp icgare i radicali - e 
drnmmatici - mutClmenti in corso e si 
relldc nccc~~ario ricercare aItre solu ­
zioni, ultn:: tispo~tc ai nu()Vi problemi 
con i quali I' individuo deve confron­
tarsi. Lt) scritlorc. 0 Diu precisamente 
it romanzicr..:. l! colui i l quale acquisi­
sce la libcrta e l' iniziativa ideologica 
che pennettono di mmpere con le 
forme letterarie tradizi(ma li, le quali 
11011 COlncidono piu con il monao 
moci;.:mo. Sembrano danque esser..:­
~lUeste le condiLioni ehe hanno Origl­
n~lto il rOlllan7'.o in Africa. 

E precisruuclllt' in (Lu,,:slO fi lone deUa 
erit ictl che si inseriscono i nove saggi 
ehc compongono il volume di Andn:a 
Call. Etudes sur le roman flegro-afn­
cai", L(.'Cce, Pensa Muhimcdia , 2010, 
pp. 162. La narraliva ddl' Atrica suh­
~ah(triana - perlomeno a partire dagli 
ru1lJ i ·50 - ha avutO infaUi come 
oggetlo quasi esciusi\'o la rapprcscl1-
la:£iol1l.) ddla pmpria soc ieta, secondo 

1) 
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fanne e modi specifici alia poclica d. 
cia.scun romanziere. D j qui I 'in!e·r~ssc 
del volume di Andrea Call che raceo­
glil; le lInalisi di alcun e I'm k norra­
:doni che hanno maggionncntc scm­
ditu le mutwioni e il c·ol\asso dclla 
socicta ncll' Africa sub~ahari:\Ua ncgli 
uhimi ~essant'anni. 
Oi questi saggi ricordiumo in mJine 
I' aualisi del roman70 Ville cnu:lle di 
Mongo Beti (1954) - aspra criliea al 
I"~'gime coloniale - di cui il ('rilieo 
cv idcnzia le stra tegie slilislichc 
mes~e in opera per rapprcscntarc 
l' idco\ogia della co\onina:.::ionc. E 
poi Les houts de hois de Dicu di 
Scmbcnc Ousmane (1960) - opcraio, 
llarr:1tore e cineasta -, nclla clli pub­
blica7ione CaB ycde la transi:lionc J.a 
que ll" ideologia che caratt..:rizzll le 
nalT<t7ioni degli scri llori cbe .::on 
Fal)on chiama assimilt.~ . aoeora 
Icgali al regime culuniulc - a que lla 
dcgli scritlori e"gllge.~, che ne denull­
ciano invece gli ahusi e 1'i l1egilim ila. 
A scguire una lctlum di Pt'lpetue er 
I'habilude dl{ lIIa!l!/,w; anCllra di 
Mongo Beti (1974), sulla ctisillusiOl\e 
per; nuovi regimi, in cui Call lllostra 
come Beti abhandoni l'ironia e la leg­
gcrclZa con cui nei primi testi ioda­
gavu sull .. socic.l:l coloniale per rop­
preseolare la lragicita ddk lIuove 
indipendan"l.e. t. interessanle vcderc 
po; cume CaU si pune nei confrOllti di 
L 'avell/ure ambiguii d; Cheikh 
Hamidou Kane (196 1). F ()rtunato 
rOlllam::o d'inizia.zione, escmpl!!re nel 
rapprcsentare la nisi d' idelltila e le 
tcn~ioni provocate dall 'oscilbrc fnl. 
spiritualismo tradizion.1.k: cd CduCil­
z iune curupca; tutta \' ia, secondo il 
crit ieo, offre una "isione: parz ialc, in 
quanto vede nel ritardo d..:! lu cullum 
tr.ldizionale non una conseguenza 
delta colonizzazionc, mu solo un 
effetlo deHo spirit llaLi~m(l coni>erva­
tore. Tt romau70 diAminata Sow Fall, 
DO!lcellrs dll hcrcai/ (1993), vienc 
letto coml: una "sorlc de manifeste du 
renOllvean de tout UIl pcupl l.l COll1rc 
les humiliatons qu 'il a ~ubies, contrc 
la tentatio tl d'une reussite faci le dans 
une socid": de !'apparencc, cont(\; le 
<ieracinemelll de plu~ cn p lus genera. 
lise " e come un ano di dcnunc ia 
vcrso una CClia tcndell7a africalla ad 
abbandorc i valori tmd i7.ionali. II sag­
gio sull a narmziooc del gl.:l\ocidio 

ruandese, Murambi, le /il'lP des ossc­
ment.~ di Horis Boubacar Diop 
(2000), e un ultenla e\lI1teslu alizza­
zione e una ri nessionl.: sulla figura del 
tcstimone, sulla sua L:J'ficacia e legitti­
mita c sulle !llllua)ita narrative per 
"raconter )'ine·narrable". Chiude it 
volume Un:! ril1c~~ione Slllle difIeren­
li modalita di r. .pprcsentazionc dclb 
violenza - nello spccifico de i confli t­
ti cbe squassano il Congo Bn17za ville 
con gl i CJI!ollts-so!dars dci romallzi d i 
Alain MllbanckOll, PCtit:{ils /U!gres 
de Ven:il/gborix (2U02) e Emmanud 
Dongala, JolmllY c: l1iell mechant 
(2002). " 

C1audia 01'1('111:1 

·Mcmori(' di UII I)OrcOSllino 
Alain Mabanckou. "Memori~ di 
un porcospino", (titolo originale 
Memoires de pore-epic) 
Morellini Editore. Milano 2009 
t raduzione di Claudia Ortenzi e 
Mic:hele Simeoni 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

ilIenwrie Ji IlII l'orcospilJo, roman­
zo della lettera lura IIlIlUdo, 

Il 16 Mar,w del 2007 appare Sll Le 
l,/mule un manifesto per una liflero­
IlIre mrmde enJi-mu;ais, con il dichia­
rata intcnto di promuovere un nuovo 
modo di conccpirc c vi~uali77.are 
quella letteratum cl1c vicoe gcnerica­
mcnte ddinita come " francofona" . 
Alain Mabanckou e una delle princi­
paJi lirme del t1~)to mal)ifesto, e non e 
un caso che la pubblicazionc di 
Mcmorie di 1111 porc()sp;"O risalga 
solo a nn anno prima. n romanw p ru­
scgue infatti quell .. linea Icmalico-sli­
listi.ea inaugurata J a I{>,Te Casse e di 
cui it man ifesto ropprescn\a J'appro­
do conccttuale, aUt\)ri77andoci a con­
~iderareMe/ll ol"ic di !Ill porcospino 
un csempio emb lematico ddla "!cUe­
ratura mondo" rivcndicata dall'auto­
re. 11 tcslo e infatti privo di punt; di 
riferimcnlo stabi1i, muovclldnsi tra 
g li spa7i eultura li e geografic.i 
dell' Afrie .. , de lla Franciu, 
dell' Europa, trn harlumi di 
Sudamcrica, di America e di mondo, 
per p0i tornare in Congo, oscillando 

Ira i quanro punti cardinali in un con­
testo piu da r:lcconto fi losofico che 
non da romanzo in senso stretto. El in 
questa liminurittlla chiave della kltc­
ratura mondo, vo1ta a smantellarc le 
categotil: slantie che vorrebbem rin­
chiuderc un' opera Ictteraria all ' it1ter­
nil !.lel cot}testo a essa piu vicinn, C(ln 

il rischin di sotTocarve la, colpcvoliz-
7ando qua lsiasi tcntati vo d i eSlIlace da 
esso c rielabomre ilJ"ece a ltre fOllli 
culturali e jnle llelluali, 
rn Memoril'di un porcospillo I 'Africa 
e prim:l di tuno neU' amhienta7ionc, 
(la storia si s\'olgc nella RCfJubb lica 
del Congo) e immcdiatamente ncl­
I'approccio sti lislico: la prima caral­
teristica che si impone a1l0 sguardo e 
10 disoricnt:l c la totale aSSe nL.1 di 
segni di intcrpunzione, faUa eccezio­
IIC pcr la vi rgol:., facendo del!:1 prosa 
la Ir.lscrizione d i un IlIngo raccon lO ill 
cui le tlll iehe pause (gli spazi vlloti 
del lesw) coincidono con it rcspi.ro 
dcl narrnl\)fe, che prende [jato pcr 
riordin3rc le idce 0 per vincere Ul ' 

momento di emo:tionc. Questa marca 
stilisliea, in ~ icme aHe ripetizioni di 
knnilli nc llo ~te~so periodo, 0 ai rcgi­
~tr i colll)quia li, 0 ancora alle fonnuk 
lissc ricorrcllti (come la frequentissi­
ma «eugini primi delle seimmie}}, 
epiteto preterilo del porcospino per 
ri feri rs i agli uomini), sono un ricbia­
mo continuo alia Iradizmne oGl le afri­
cana . AlIo SICSSO modo In e rendere 
protagonist" del fl)manzo un porco­
spina che l1affa in primu persona le 
sue menJOrie a un buobab. I1 poreo­
spino confes~a ~uhito cli essere stato il 
doppin Ilocil'o di un essere ll1llano, i1 
giovane Kib:mdi, legandosi alia leg­
genda afric:tna che a ogni uomo 
venga auribuilo tul doppio alIa lIusci­
ta, Signific:uivo e cbe u far scaturire il 
doppio de U'uomo sia iI mayamvum­
hi , llOa bcvanda al1ueino)Jena 
dell' J\ fTic!! ccntro-occidentale CIII 

sono o:adizionlllmente associati pote­
ri s(lvmnnarurali e usata n..::i riti di ini­
zi:lziOTtc, cu pace di provocarc quel­
l'ehbre7.7<1 necessaria aflincb6 posSa 
aver lung(( 10 sdoppiamcnto detruo­
lOO neL suo [:lto iSlintivo c bestialc. 
Ma la cornice africana I.radiziona lc 
non hu il tempo di essere traceiala c he 
gill I' aulorc ~ i divenc a divergere da 
CSSll. Pur se attingendo da un contesto 
mollo tr"dizionll ic, Mahanekou, aulO-



re cosmopolita che vive tra Parigi e 
Los Angeles, in realtit sottolinea 
come jl doppio non sia un patrimonio 
solo africarro ma, anzi, un' idea che 
compare in tantissimi classici della 
icUcralura occidcntale, riallacciando­
si a1 lopus del doppio e dell'altro. Ne! 
cursu del raeconto incontriamo 
numcrosi omaggi, espiiciti e menu 
cspliciti, ad alcuni grandi autori, da 
Poe a Marqucz a Hemingway. IlleUo­
re scopre cosi cite, inllspcttatamentc, 
il porcospino ha letto molto e ha 
familiaritit mn i classici della lettera­
tura mondiale, prima fra tuui la 
Bibbia, di cui non esita a dare intcr­
pretazioni pcrsonali e ironichc nel 
carsu di lunghc digressioni. Si e for­
mato delle opillioni multo precise sui 
cliche culturali occidentali e prende 
spunto dalla sua vicenda personale 
per criticarli. Attenzione pert), il 
nostro pungente porcospino non 
lascia scarnpo a nessuno. L'autore 
confelisce inlatti un laglio nettamen­
te ironico al romanzo, pennettendo al 
porcospino di lanciare invettive e giu­
dizi irriverenti eontro diverse catego­
rie di personaggi. II suo e un punto di 
vista fuori dal coro, critim nei con­
fronti degli uomini, questi «bipedi 
dotali di linguaggiOl), che «hanno un 
bel giurare su11a testa dei loro morti 0 

in nome del lora Onnipolente, [ ... ] 
ma un giomo 0 I'altro finiscono per 
tradire la loro parola perchc sa0110 
che la parola non vale niente, irnpe~ 

gna solo quelli che ci credono» 
(p.19), nei confronti della superstizio­
ne degli abitanti del villaggio «che 
accusavano a torto un mo~tro mezzo 
umano e mezzo animale e il cui sto­
maco era profondo quanto il pozzo 
della loro ignoranza» (p.16), 0 degli 
stessi animali, come gli uccelli di 
Mossaka, e in particolar modo {(i pas­
seri, gli uccelli pill stupidi di questo 
paeseh, (PAl). Sc un simile u~o fun­
zionale dell'ironia allinea il romanzo 
al filone del racconto filo~ofico, in 
alui punti ritroviamo invece un gusto 
che si avvicina di piu al comico, nella 
descrizione di scene groltesche da 
genere noir, quasi pulp. A innescare 
l' effetto e, ad esempio, l'inglobare un 
registm colloquiale in un registro for­
male, 0 viceversa, quando il porco­
spino ricorda cbe i ma~chi [delle 
scimmieJ nelle lora dispute assomi-

gliano agli umani , «soprattutto quan­
do questi antropoidi si distraevano 
con le caccole del naso, si grallavano 
i genitali, si annusavano le dila», 
prima pera di «espl·irnere it loro 
disguSlo», (p. t 7). 
Quesle caralleristiche fanno del por­
cospino un personaggio controverso, 
non classificabile, perche non appar­
lenente a nessun rnondo, anzi rigetta­
to sia da quello urnano cbe da quello 
anirnale, da entrambi bandilo percb6 
in enlrambi "illegale": deve sapersi 
mlluvere nella notte, nascondersi 
dagli uoroini in quanto doppio noci­
vo, esecutore percio, per conto del 
suo p,wrone, di efferati delitti, e deni­
grato dagli animali perche avvicina­
losi al mondo ridicolo dell'uomo. 
Costretto ad abbandonare le sue ori­
gini, e poi impossibilitato a trovare 
una l1uova palria . 
Il suo conlroverso punto di vista e 
indice della sua comroversa natura. 
Viene infatti da chiedersi se il porco­
spino sia piu uomo 0 piu animale, 
poich6 nellc abilitii., nel modo di pen­
~are, nell'evolver~i della sua persona­
lid diventa sempre piu umano, come 
lui stesso riconosce (<<mi sono vergo­
gnato di me, i I lato umano prendeva 
sempre piu il sopravvento sulla mia 
nahlra animale», p.l7). Dc1itto dopo 
delitto, scopre il mondo delle erno­
zioni, come il rimorso e la vergogna, 
rnentre il giovane Kibandi regredisce 
sernpre piu nella sfera besliale e 
smette di interrogare la sua coscien­
za. AlIo stesso modo, eontroversa e la 
natura morale del nostro protagoni­
sta. Ne buono ne cattivo, un anti-eroe 
che confessa sin dall'inizio di aver 
compiuto atti atroci, per aver seguito 
la sua natura; ammette che la sua sto­
ria e una storia del male, ma non sem­
bra sentirsi in colpa per questo. 
Nonostante non vada fiero delle sue 
azioni, e consapevole che il passag­
gio attraverso il male sia stato, se non 
necessario, sicurarnente interessante, 
perch6 gli permette di raccontare una 
storia, quando invecc nel bene non 
c 'e niente da racconlare: «non avrei 
avuto nulla da raccontarti oggi se 
fossi stato uno di quei doppi pacifici 
senza una storia, senz.a nulla di ecce­
zionale», p. 14. 
La figura del pOrGospino si presta a 
essere considerata come lUm figura di 
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franlicra, la proiezione letteraria deUa 
condizione dell'uomo contempora­
neo aUa ricerca di una sinlesi delle 
realta cu lturali di cui ha espericnza, 
sintesi cbe nutre I'ispirazione stessa 
della "lelteralura mondo". 
Un porcospino come doppio nocivo 
di un uomo, un lungo Tacconto 
ambientalo in Congo ma ricco di 
digressioni fi I osofico-antropologiche 
e di citazioni letterarie occidentali; a 
quc~ti ingredienti si aggiunga un 'allra 
trovala geniale, quella della figura del 
governatore dei porcospilli, i cui 
discorsi sono ricordati dal protagoni­
sta nel corso del racconto. Tn queste 
invettive moraleggianti, in cui tenta 
di «indottrinare» la comunitd. dei por­
cospini impartendo regole comporta­
mentali e consigli di vita, il governa­
tore si esprirne citando precisamente 
le favole piu celebri di La fontaine, 
senza che pern questc vengano resc 
esplicite. Si crea cosl una sospensio­
ne dell'incrcdulita per cui il lettore 
reputa nonnalc non solo che un ani­
male africano abbia un bagnglio cul­
turale, ma che in questo bagaglio sia 
pre~ente un classico dell a leUeratura 
francese di tutti i tempi, e non perche 
influcnzato dal mondo degli uomini, 
mme il nostro porcospino, ma in 
quanto pane della sua fomJazione da 
govematore. Mabanckou crea cosl un 
gioco lettcrario paradossale e confon­
de i moli, per C1li cioe che c tipica­
mente umano e occidentale diventa 
animale e africano. 
Afemorie di un porcospino si iscrive 
per queslo in quella lelleratura mondo 
che tenta di creare un pante e 1ma 
cornuniCll7ione originale tra le cultu­
re, che supcra i concetti di cultura 
coloniaata e cultura co lonizzatrice 
per mettere in rilievo piuttosto cia 
che di posilivo possiamo eSlrapolare 
dalla commistione delle due, deci­
dendo di intraprendere questo percor­
so verosimilmente per necessita 
umane delle stesso autore, lui stesso 
111 bilico tra mondi diversi. 
Mabanckou, nato a Pointe-Noire, tra­
sferitosi a Paligi per shldiare e lavo­
rare, ora insegnante di lelleraturn 
francofona negli Stati Uniti, crea in 
questo romanzo un suo spazio, ibrida 
la filosofia carte~iana alia cultura 
popolare (in cui se la prova dell'esi­
stenza e il pensiero, allora ci si chie-
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tit: come mai i falltasmi riflelfano ma 
non si vcdano 11 occhio nudo), raccon­
ta la fa vola Jt:1 wpo di campagna e 
del 101'0 di ciun sosli1Uendo pen', la 
campagna con la brOllssl!. 1I1CIIC in 
bucca a un porcospino proverbi popo­
lari adattuti :11 moudo dcl]' .(3nimalc 
avvisato mc:ao salvRtOl), passa l1allll 
crudclt:1 dclla $Cena ili un J eli tlO, 
ali'cmoLiviln di un piccolo poroospi­
no solo al mondo I! insicmo persina 
della propri a omhta. 
M emol'ie di rill porcospino c i] secon­
do rnmmlZQ di Wlll triiogjll. 0 mcgiio, 
di UIl Irittico. chI;' ini7j<l con i] gin cita­
La I't.-r re O l,\'se c si cl.HJcludc con I'lIl­
timo Black RamI" (da poco pubblica­
to in halia) tracci.:tndo un intcressa1l1c 
int reccio tematico-stilistico: Verre 
Cuss" I! ambi entuto Hel COtlgo 
Brazavil!c, come M(!mQrie di 1111 por­
t:OSpiIlO, IJ cortJe questo nOli ha plln­
teggiatura c riporta i reg istn della col­
loquiaiit3, ma come Bluc/:. BlIzur rac­
conta le viccnde legate a u n bar e ai 
suoi frequcmatori. Black BtJ=ar e 
peru ambienlalO que:>!a volta a Parigi, 
c i Sl lOi personaggi llOll sono piu afri­
cani vissuti io Francia. lom :!.t i svcntu­
ralamente io Congo, come in '~rre 
C:lsse, ma ned africani ioun igmti 0 

figli di immigrati cbe raccoutano il 
loro r:lpporto r..'OQlrovcrso cI 'octio, di 
nostalgia, dl al!aecall1cnto c di ven­
detta con la loro terra d'origine. 
Questo eootinuo nltcrnarsi di punli di 
vistn, io un l11ovimento dinlettico che 
d[tll' Africa TnUllVC al mondo e dnl 
mondo I11U~)Ve all' Africa, dall'uomo 
nll ' nllimnlc e dall ' animal e num·a­
mellte nll' 1I01ll0, che rovescia i para­
mt::lri dd bct1c c ut' l male, del giusto e 
dcllo sbaglhlll, ill una dinamica con­
linua che dimoslra com!:: Ic divt!rse 
real ta culturali possano diventa re 
sfaccettature di un \ wk a esperieuza 
intellctruale, e una eoslante de lla pro­
d U7.ione di Alain Mabanekou e della 
sua irresisribilc visio nc del mondo, 
ehe non pue. cbe mcrilarc un premio 
RenauJ.ot t: f:lrci uuspicare che possa 
OtlCIU:rc anche in hrllia il riconusci­
meolO ehe gli .\i;pena. 

Tradurrc Af emorle (I; lltl pO"('(J.~fJ;ll(J 

E interessaote imrodurre, in breve, un 
a..<;pctto all o S t !::~S l .\ tempo prob1emati-

co c carntteriZ"l:mte d i Memorie di UIl 

pOf"('ospillo, cioe rapprocc.i~l tradunj-
vo, 
La giit citata asscnza di ~cgni ,rinter­
pUllzione ne oonferisce lill carancrc 
deltullo origina1t:, dando alia dinruni­
ca del mCC\lmo un rilmo e un 'alldam­
ra da rispettru"{' i ll totu. C i6 ha crc:uo 
11011 poche difli colta dOli punto d i vista 
tradutt ivo: far cocsislt:re la fed elt.) al 
testa con I'equili brin lill g\.i s li c~) 
cosnuiw COlI estrema allenz iollc .. J:i 
M abanckou, La lingua frauccse "esa­
gonale" si mi schin :t tipiche espres­
sioni in hemlJJ (dialeuo del sud de l 
Congo) e questo ha rcso ncccssnrja la 
compilazione di lln giossarjo in cake 
al volume, compila7,ion e che h .. vista 
attiva la rartecipazione dell' autorc 
stesso (da noi cOTlta!tatlJ per {It\cnere 
delle parafrnsi in francese d i alcune d i 
lali esrressioni). L' andamento less i­
cale, che riUette la commis tionc cul­
lura le delraulOre (e del po rcoSrillO 
protagonista), i: stato oggeuo di pro­
ionda anenz.ione e di mu lliple revi­
s iom da partc dl noi traduttori, In qne­
SIO, forse, la sed ta di e seguire uml 
traduzioue a qllattro malli ha arricchi-
10 il testo , nt! ha cstrapolato i J iversi 
sOltoteSli e ci ha pennesso di t rallS­

dw:ere il testo oel ~uu eomplesS(l, 
sen71l dover tropp:> sacrificare i suoi 
aspetti fondamentali suJraltare delle 
differenze linguistiehe e culturali. 
L'aspetto comio) c ironico e sicnra­
men le uno dei piu difficili da rendere 
in un' altra lingua . FaCclldo appe[ll.l U 

diversi regislri linguist ici e rif:1CI;!l1U(l ­
~i sempre alia spirito generale di 
Mabanekou, il risu!! ato ill ita liano 
riesce a renderc giusti7ia al t c s t~l frall­
cese senza farci seotire Iroppl.l estra­
niati durante In le{filra. Si pa:;s..'l da 
ci taz:ioni mbelaisialle al coutrario ("il 
riso non c scmpre StafO phlprjtl del­
I'uomo" , pag. 34) a espressiolli idio­
matichc molto coUuquiaJj e riperute 
in lurto il fe:.10 C'p:>reo d ' uno spina"), 
da fi gure d i favole di La FOlllaine 
(escmpio d i cullura " bianc •• " eodifi­
cata da seooti) meSSe in bOCCil al 
governatore dei porclIsp ini, fino a 
espressioni Iriviali pronnnciate dOl 
sedicenti "etnologi 0 9nlropo logi 
sociali " (a ltTO esempio di eultunI 
"Bianea", addiriuura con 1:1 rnaiusclJ­
la nd Iesto). Un affreseo che assmne 
la sua fonna proprio partco.du dalla 

lingua 11sata cia Mabanckt)u, litl!:,'1la 
ehe a sua voila si caratlelULa e d iven­
ta codex per na.."Tare una realta " di 
frollliera", sia geograflca che l'.ll ltura­
Ic,~ 

Michele SimeolJi 

David Newbold 

Adaob i Tric:ia Nwauba n i, I Do 
Not Come to You by Chance, 
Weiden feld 8: Nich o lson, 2009, 
pp. 343 
••• •• •• • •••••••••••••••••• 

There mllst be few of us who have 
ncver received a scam enmil asking 
them 10 receive a multi-million sum 
fr o m Africa (llSually) on a safe 
account in L'1e west ( invariably) and 
to keeJ) a large pr.."I"c.emage as their 
fee. No doubt mo:.'"! of llS were suspi­
cious fro m {be stan, and kept well 
aw~y, but over the yea..-s - and the· 
scrunmers have been around since 
global communicatior.cs and anony­
mous emuil acoounrs II'.J!.dc it all pos­
sible - thOllsands have swallowed the 
bail. Tbe nexl step is for lhe mugu -
Ihe viclim - 10 pay for lhe monq to 
be rd eased. This is foH{l\'Ited by fur­
ther ~upposcdly ' bu reaucratic ' hold­
ups, and at each SkI' the mugu i:; 
asked to pay more. The art of the 
seanllncr is la keep the mugll biting ­
and paying - tor as long as po:;sibk 
Adaobi Trieia Nwaubani's firs t novel, 
I Do Nor Come to You by Chance 
charts the rise of Kingsley 'Kings' O. 
Ibe, 419 seammer, one-lime Studell t 
of cl1t:mical engineering, masler in 
the art of ~ mail ~ca..TU comp:>sition. As 
it does so, il COnne1.1S l\igeria - heart­
land of advance fce· fraud. also l.:nown 
(from a re.fercnee in the Nigerian 
penal code) as Ihe 4 19 seam - 10 the 
\"\' ider world of gl()bal int~ r..lClion and 
inlerd ep..."""l1d t:tlce, llnd in particular to 
Kingsley's victims in the US :md tht: 
UK. T he interdependeoce is handled 
Iighlly, wilh irony and afft:cti tm; 
seatnnlers and til l/g m d isplay tbe 
same faults and weaknesses (greed, 
naivelY) and the same humanity 
which is their saving grace. 
Cel.1 lral la the novel is the figure of 
'Cash Daddy' , K illgsley's Uncle 



Roniface. Cash OadtJy is the co lour­
fu l loclI l millionaire who comes to the 
fam ily's a id at a time ofnccd. He has 
business interests cvcrywhcn:: - enr 
showrool11 ~, petrol pumps, proJlc ll k:~ 
1"0 1' rent - but at the heart (lf hi s 
empire i~ 419. 1n rhe inncrsanc.tum ()f 
hi s offices (lovingly known a~ the 
CIA) he employs a group of young 
men who spend the ir time \~ ril i ng and 
<l nswering seam cmails. A success ful 
~alluner llt'Cds 10 combine creat ive 
geniu~ wilh the ability 10 think \Iuick -
1y; Kingsley has both. 
King~ley js Cash Daddy's crel\tion. As 
a young l\Ian, when stayjng witll 
King~ ley's family, Boniface (the nick­
name came later) had discOV01'cd 
Kingslcy's t.1Jents by gelling b.i.m 10 
'write IlUlllipk love letters for him; 
meantime, Bonifacc is making his tirsr 
' grubby buck!;." by sell ing ginger beer 
boules reli iktl with his own coneO<'­
rion of watcr salt and sugar. Bonifaec is 
\:\'cmually "il~"ed (I\It of the family by 
K.ingsleY'1l outr:lgcJ fitthcr, but yc:u'S 
latcr, whcu his lalh~r is hospjtali l(,d. 
the fUlllily remember lhe renegade rr!­
al:ivc who has madt;) milljons, and 
King.~10y i:; choscn 10 go and ask tlls 
uncle (or help 10 pay the bills. Cash 
Daddy is happy tn oblige. and he also 
rea l~ tbat King.~ley is looking for a 
job, having been mmcd dO\\'ll by CVc!)' 
engineering Cllmpany be has applied 
10, and (as a direct result of this) lurned 
uO\',."fi by his CatlltJus ~weethcftl1 too. 
And so begins Kingslcy 's life of crime 
and casy money. 
There arc many mClils 10 this no vel -
to start with , the scam emails them ­
sel ves wbi,ch puncmate the narrati ve. 
attd drive it iOlWard. Nwau bani ha~ 
eaprured the stilted ye t improviseJ 
tone perfec tly; '1 do nol comt to you 
by chance' reads [he opening of 
Kiugs\cy's fi r~t concoction , The 
scanuner's creativity is put to the test 
when the lIIugll takes the bait, and 
f'lU1ber emails arc required, plltting 
furtber straill on credibility. King~k:y 
plays the personal card: 

' DEAR FRIEN D 
TH AJ.\l K VOU VERY MUCH FOR 
YOUR RESPONSE TO MY DEA.R 
SISTER 'S EMAIL.YES, M R. 
HOOVE RSON. IF YOU HELP US 

WITH T HIS TRANSACTION. WE 
WILL GI VE VD U 20% WHICH 
COMES TO $1 1.6 MILLlO1\ 
(ELEVEN MILLI ON SiX H UN ­
DRED THOUSA1\O DOLLARS). r 
HOPE THIS AMOUNT [S SATIS­
FACTORY. 
M Y HOOVERS{)N, FROM 1\OW 
ON, BO'llI OF US MUST WORK 
AS A VERY C LOSE T EA M. I 
HER EBY SUGGEST T HAT WE 
CHOOSE A CO DE WH ICI I SHALL 
PRECEDE EVERY ONE OF OUR 
CORRESPONDE NCES. A L UTA 
CONTINUA, IS MY SUGGES­
TION, UNL.ESS OF COURSE YOU 
HAVE ANO'llIER PREFERENCE. 
THIS IS MY COIJE NA lvlE OF 
CHOICE OWING TO TH E FACT 
THAT MY FAMILY IS CURRENT­
LY ENGAGED IN A STRUGG LE 
AGAINST ~JUSTICE ... ' 
(p. 173) 

It i ~ Kingsley wbo ilas the idea of 
choosing the less common names in 
tbe phoncbook [he Hotlv(, rso ns and 
Wimerbottoms of thi s world (the 
Ellglish spt;)aking world, o f co ur~e), 
ratller than the Smiths und Jones. This 
is bccaus~ , he believe::., they will havc 
been subjected to less spam than their 
more commonly named fe llo w citi­
zens in Auckland. Cardit1", Wiscon:.in, 
and so on - and more likely 10 
respond as a result. 
nlC English speaking world may be a 
vast pool of llIugll.\', of Ivil1ing dupes, 
but at the satne time it is a source of 
attraction, for Kingsk:y and a ll his 
upwardly-mobile contcmporaries. 
Kingsley has grownu p in an 
:mgloptUle family, wbcrc Engli:ih i;, 
the only language spoken and tbe ver­
nacular is banished. English is the 
passpon to success, an idea wltich is 
reinforced by the ;,e01i-C( 'frU,c exam­
ple~ of pidgin speak.tt"S, the f\(:e('n1., of 
Edo speakers ("a mother tongue 
jnduced speech dciiciency that pre­
vented [ ... ] from pulling the required 
velar emphasi s on X sounds") and the 
reference to Afriean dick l:mgnages as 
somehow less than a 'real' langnage: 

When I was a child. we bad watched 
a documentary on telcvision about an 
£aSI African tr ibe who spoke with 
clicks and gargles inslead of real 

africa 
words. I used \0 imitate their chatter 
to am use Got.lfrey and Engenc. 

\\'ith Englbh, Kingsky can conquer. 
He is ~omething ()f a purist, who cor­
rects his rellow ~catluncrs' wliting, 
even though he realize~ that this is 
not necessarily alway~ a good idea: 

The grammatica l enor~ stoad up 
from the page anJ punchffi me right 
in the middle of my face. 
" Please muve." I said . 
Ogoonna shifted away, allowing lU(." 

spilo.::e to lokc o\'cr his keyboard. 
Unlike Azub anJ L3uehi, he had 
never made it t(l unive rsity. The level 
of language ill our email~ did not 
matter, though . .It was probably just 
the pur ist in me. Apparently, mugus 
were never really surprised to see an 
African emitting denied Eng lish. 
(p. 176) 

The enth usiasm fo( English gpill ~ 
over Ollto a ll thin gs British and 
AmClic3.11; 1"or muny NigeriatlS the 
ultimate dream see ms to be a UK or a 
US pa~~IXHt. Wh en Kil1gsley's sister 
Charily an n()unce~ she is going to 
marry a man trlure than ten years 
nlder than herself he reflects: 

There could only be oue reason why 
my young. in telligent, beautiful , 
naIve, una.'1sullling, impressiom~ble 

si~ter would want 10 marry this era­
dIe-snatching thug. lIe had a British 
passport. 
Cp. 280) 

Any excuse ~cems good for pro­
Britjsh pan('l!yrics: towards rhe end 
o f the novel, when Cash Daddy is 
murdered, perhaps by a politica l rival 
running againsl him for the post or 
stale governor. a Cli me scene inv(."sti­
gation team is caned in hem Scotland 
Yard. The newspaper editors are 
quick 10 ask for more: 

"Why not in vite the whole Bri tish 
governme nt 1.0 cO ITl~~ and D in the rest 
o f N igeria'?" ~ollle asked. "Then 
maylw we wou ld twve electric ity, 
running. wm..:r, good hospitals, and 
our highways would eea.'Ie \() be 
deathtraps." 
Cp.3J l) 
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africa 
This constant colllpa ri~on between 
cu ltures. peoples, and languages, 
wilh comments on (among other 
attributes) African noses and British 
teeth, at the risk of reinforci ng stereo­
type, has a stylistic paralle l in 
Nwaubani's perennial search fo r sim­
ile. The "as ... as" structure. in partic­
ular. seems to lx: everywhere (,'halld­
some as paint", "as solid as 
Gibraltar" , "lenses ;IS thick as the bot­
tom (If a Coke bottle"); in another 
\\-'Tiler they might hlwr.: a different 
effect, but in a young Afric;l11 writer 
finding her voiel: they have a satisfy­
ing vibrancy. 
Anolner stylistic feature is la 
squeezes an Image or an idea Cor 
every last drop; Nwaubani p:ltticular­
Jy likes 10 dwell on speech charncwr­
Istics such as accent and pace of 
del ivery, as in this Jcscriplioll of 
Kingsley's pot l.'nlial brolhl'T"- in -law: 

His look was stilf and sluggish. like 
all his mannerisms. \Vb..:n he bl'g,\tl a 
i"i ve word sentence, I could ha\' <, 
walked up the llighi of stairs. gone to 
tlle bathroom in my bedroom, [umed 
0 11 the lap, ,\"ashed my hands. tumed 
off the bp, descended the Sl,lirs. sat 
down, anu he still would Llot have fin­
ished spt,"':lking. 
(p. 279) 

Hardboih l and humorous, vll),;ucly 
reminiscent of Raymond Chandl er. 
this style lws a ddcn~ivc function 
too. It allows the ;mthor to skim over 
the darker sides of life, Sllch n~ rough 
justice, malfunctioning ho~pi t<l I ~. and 
untimdy ueath. And it turns Ihe 4 19 
scam into a game in w hich e-.lch sue­
ccssive emuil raises th..: stakl-s are 
iuere:l....:s the risks - tor both players. 
The languag..: choices Nwaubani 
makes throughout this novel refl ect 
the dilemma of the Afric:lll writer 
fa mously stated by Chimlll Achebe in 
1964: "'The African "..-ritCt should aim 
to use English in a way that briugs 
out his message best \,,'ithol1! altering 
the lallgllage to the extent th:lt its 
w lu.:: a ... a medium of i..n telTlational 
exchange will be lost." Her charac­
ters use many of the grammatical and 
lex ical features idenlifi..:d as Nigerian 

English by Igboanu ... i (2006), 
Schneider (2007) and others. such as 
rednpiicatio ll (":-;mall, small girl ... ·'), 
and double s'llbjecT ("Me, I .. "); 
while the narrnli ve displays occasion­
al semantic shill whidt is characteris­
tic of a specifically N igerian kxis: 
("Both WOlll": ll era.vll landed to mat­
ters arising", where land - fini sh 
one's speech). Pidgin (o r broken 
English) does not get much of a look 
in, lx:ing L'()n fined 10 SL'T"\,:lmS and (he 
'uueJucatcd, and it may come wjlb a 
comment: 

'''Abeg no follow om go any\'..'here, 
jare,' the lennagont rostroined her in 
her moro typical Pidgin English. 'Abi 
him ha]' your lifc'!'" 
(p. 77) 

The major problem. though. foreseen 
and experienced by Ach..:be (Like 
Nwaubani. an Igbo speak..:r), COll­

ceHIS the reprL'Sell1ation of 19bo cul­
lure and elll1l1re-specitic terms. 
Nwaubani adopTS a range of stnlte­
gies: she uses the k xis in conlext and 
allow~ The readcr to infer the general 
sense: 

"My mother soon appcarlXl canying a 
broad plas ti l' tray with an en:unel 
bowl of water, a fl;u :.Iuminium plate 
of garri, and a dainty cemmie bowl of 
egusi soup." 
(p. 1 J) 

Where the coute:.;! does not allow 
this, she glosses the term, either 
directly: "It was n rok/lllho. second­
hand, Mercedes-Benz V-Boot" , or 
more circuitollsiy: "All evidence 
pointed to the tact th:u they werc 
·JambiK"S'. Prim appearanc.e, surplus 
excitement it wa$ never hard 10 dis­
ti nguish a freshman". When there is 
no equivalcut teml, she opts tor para­
phrase with cult ural comment; 

I boardcd a shuttle bus straight to the 
univl'T"sity gates and jo ined the long 
quclle ,vaiting for Oklld(l . Thesc com­
merciaJ motorbikes Wt;Te the most 
conven ient way to g..: t around, flying 
a t suic idal »~d on roads where 
buses and cars feilrcJ to Ire·ad.. 

dcpo:-: iling passengers at tbeir w ry 
doorsteps. 
(p. 12) 

Thc effect is a cultural ' packaging ' 
which makes ihe novd access ible to 
the global reader. At the beginning of 
the first ch:Jj)ter we read: 

'·S ..:ing the opara of the tami ly. I was 
entitled to certain privi leges". 
(p. 13) 

We cun already Imagine that tile 
apart! i ~ the firsl-born male; but by 
the end of the novel, this has been 
rubbed inh) us ihanks to K.ing~ley's 

obscs~i w cuncem to look after !.he 
famil y ("" I am the opara;' I did it for 
you Pl'Ople!") - and the drubbing he 
giws his younger brother when he 
tells him he wams 10 leave school. 
The oJXII"c1 is the first -born ma le, and 
this comes with sp.!Cial responsibili­
ties attached. Onc word at a time. we 
3re g iven glimpses of 19bo f<imi ly 
life, and experience th e cln sh 
betwcen global forces and local tradi­
tions. GradualJy Nwaubani builds up 
a ercuible portrait of a fami ly. aga inst 
a reali!'tic hackground of sc;umniug, 
and (fo r WeSlcm readers) frolll :lIl 
uufam iliar ilngle, which other C.,I11-
melltators IHwe rl.'cognized as a 
strength of the novel. 
In the cnd . Kingslcy makes good -
and C<I11 tinues to make (clean) money. 
NwallbntU clearly likes him, perhaps 
because of his creative, innovative, 
and improv ised approach to li fe, but 
primarily hec3use they both recubrniz~ 
the power of words. Kingsley knows 
tbm his IIwgus are ordinary reoplc. 
not stupid, but human and ready to 
re:-:pond . .. the secret is in the packag­
ing, !h..: lext of the email, the appeal 
from Atrica which continues In strike 
a chord in another continent. As 
Kjngsl ~y puts it: "'Any intelligcl1 t, 
experienced expert could become u 
//Iugl/. It was all about the packaging" . 
The 41 9 muy be nearing the ond of i L~ 
eye ":, although we may rest assured 
that other global scams wi lt fo llow. In 
the meantime ,, ' Do Not Come 10 You 
by Ch,U1CC" is a package worth open­
ing ...... 
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Margaret Atwood: Payback: Debt 
and the Shadow Side of Wealth 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

In her recent creative non-fiction 
es~ayistic work Payback Margaret 
Atwood in these pressing times of 
global recession examines debt, bal­
ance and revenge in history, society 
and literature, debt as a driving force 
in (Western) fiction. She wrote it for 
the 2008 Ma.<;sey Lectures and each 
of the fivc chapters in the book ,\'as 
delivered as a one hour lecture in a 
different Canadian city, which were 
also broadcast on CBC Radio One in 
November 2008. 
Payhack (2008) is cert<,"linly a most 
pmvocative and thought-engaging 
book which addres~cs the topical 
matter ofdcbt at the time of the world 
economic crisis, debt considered as a 
philosophical, historical, political, 
economic and religious issue over the 
centuries: in truth the author provide~ 
an intellectual history of debt. It is 
divided into five chapters titled 
(,Ancient Balances)}, ,(Debt and Siml, 
"Debt as PlOD" «The Shadow Side» 
and «Payback),. In Chapter One she 
clearly defines he subject-matter of 
her book: « ... it's about debt as a 
human construct thus an imagina­
tivc constmc\ - and how this con­
struct mirrors and magnifies both 
voracious human desire and ferocious 
human feaD, (Payback 2). The writcr 
traces from ancient history onwards 

\ 

the feminine priciple ofbalance.iscale 
in the concept of justice (Iustitia), 
including Ma'at, Themis, Nemesis, 
Sekhmet, Aslrea, and significantly 
asks herself why is it that «with the 
exception of the Christian and the 
Muslim ones, the supernatural justice 
fi!:,'1lres arc all fcmalo) (34). In 
relation to the ancient Egyptian god­
dess of Ma 'at she writes that it meant 

truth, justice, balance, the gov­
erning principles of nattrre and 
the universe, the stately progres­
sion of time days, months, sea­
sons, years. . .. Its opposite was 
physical chaos, selfishness, false­
hood, evil behaviour any sort of 
upset in the divinely ordained 
pattern of things (27). 

She mainwins that the female Justice 
figures have per~i~ted until this day, 
because the period of the Great 
Goddesse~s was followed by several 
thou~and years of rigorous mysogy­
ny, during which goddesses were 
replaced by gods and women were 
dovrngraded.. The ancient balance of 
the scales was thus broken. 
Tn the second chapter Atwood dwells 
on debt and ~in and ~ays that the bor­
rowing and lending process is some­
thing of a shadowland transaction, 
pmtly theft and partly trade, provided 
that a reasonable and not exaggerated 
interest is paid and the money eventu­
ally returned to the Lender. She refers 
to Christianity in the Western world 
and claims that in this religious sys-

canada 

tern Christ is called the redeemer, a 
term drmvn directly from the lan­
guage of debt and pmvning or pledg­
ing, scapegoats, "sin-eaters» etc, 
because the Devi l keeps his account 
books cOl1Slantly in good order and 
payback time will snrelyarri ve. 

... the whole of Christianity rests 
on the notion of spiritual debt~ 
and what must be done to repay 
them, and how you might get out 
of paying by having someone 
else pay instead. And it rests, too, 
on a long pre-Christian history of 
scapegoat figures - including 
human sacrifices - who take your 
sins away for you (67). 

(c .. and forgive us our tre~passe~ as 
we forgive those who trespass against 
us .. . " (The Holy Father Prayer, The 
Bible) In the Slovenian translation of 
the Bible the noun (drespa.<;se~), is 
significantly rendered as (debts,) and 
consequently explicitly refers to 
debtor~, which have to be forgiven. 
Forgiving the debts on the part of the 
lender: is there in this Christian atti­
tude perhaps Margaret Atwood's 
underlying Christian principle of a 
payback or a bailout (especially as 
regards spiritual debts), payoff and 
essentially a generous leveling out of 
balances on either side in the long 
run? 
From the point of view of literary 
allusivenes~ Chapter Three «Debt as 
Plot), is particularly relevant, where 
she looks at the protestant 
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canada 
Refonnation and the introduction of 
interest on loans: \vllCll Henry the 
Eight a~ccnded the throne, imercsl­
charging wa~ legalized for Christians 
in England, which gave rise the the 
expansion of the market and in the 
nineteenth century the explosion of 
capitalism in the West. In this light 
Atwood alllldes to the the work of 
Charles Dickens, Chri~lophcr 

Marlowe, Washington lrving, W. M. 
Thackcray's Vanity Fair, Ueorge 
Eliot'~ The Mill Oll the Floss , Gustavo.:: 
Flauhert's lvladame Bovary and even 
the novel WUliIering Heights by 
Emily BroniC. Atwood'~ debt-reading 
of the all-time classic Wuthering 
Heights (Hs47) is VCIY much to the 
point here: 

IIcathclifI of WlltiIering Heights 
loves Cathy passionately and 
hatcs his rival, Linton, hut the 
weapon \\'ilh which he is able to 
act out his love and 11is hate is 
money, and the screw he twists is 
debt he becomes the owner of 
the estate called WUlhering 
Heights by pmting its owner in 
debt to him (Puvback 100). 

The Victorian novel Vanity Fair 
(1847-48) is e~pecially about good~, 
material and spiritual, and, as Atwood 
observes, we watch the grim busine~s 
of Amdia Sedlcy'~ family bankrupcy, 
but we a Iso follow the brilliant but 
socially inferior gold-digger, Becky 
Sharp, climb hcr way up the social 
ladder. Everything that can be bought 
and ~old, rent or lent is vanitas, 
Thackeray teaches us. Flaubert's 
bored provincial wife Imma Bovmy, 
too, is eventually punished for her 
(,shopaholicismr' rather than extra­
marital sex, because her overspend­
ing and consequent debt catches up 
and expose~ her ~ecret life. Lily Dart 
in Idith Wharton's novel lfot/se of 
Mirlh (1905) is not versed in debt­
managing which brings hcr dovm and 
~hollld have known better that «if a 
man lends you money and charges no 
intcrest he's going to want paylllent 
of some other kinmj (106). 
Millers are in folklore oUen rendered 
as thieves and cheats who ~upposedly 
steal from peasant by weighing short 
and use some of their t10ur to their 

own benefit, and if you arc a miller's 
daughter like Maggie Tulliver from 
The Mill Of) the Floss (J860) you an; 
likely to suffer the consequences of 
the millcr's misdeeds. Mr. TuJiiver, 
however, is an honest miller and finds 
himself in financial difficulties aJ.ld 
because of that his adversary bllYS his 
mill: he loses his final lawsuit and 
TUns his family into debt. Margaret 
Atwood turns the established <<proto­
feministJj readings of the novel with 
Maggie as a clever independent but 
thwarted 1V0man born before her time 
up~ide down and asks herself: 

But what if we read it as the ~tory 
of Mr. Tulliver's debt? For it's 
this debt that'~ the engine of the 
novel: it shoves the plot along, 
changes the mental state~ of the 
characters, and determines their 
~cope of action (116). 

Tom and Maggie greatly suffer the 
consequences of their tather'~ deeds 
and eventually drown itl a flood, rec­
onciled at the very end. Tulliver's 
adversary Wakem is saved in the end 
which Alwood rightly secs as the 
tuming-point and the proof of the 
emerging Victorian matenali~m con­
stituted in Law: «Power has moved 
from those ",rho process material 
good~ to those \vho proces~ the con­
tracts that govern them. Hennes -
god of commerce, thieves, lies, con­
trivances, tricks, and mechanisms -
has switched allegiances» ( 119). And 
what i~ the situation like today? The 
question clearly remains rhetorical. 
The novels alluded to by Atwood are 
thus essentially about money, debt 
and payback, albeit not exclusive ly, 
with payback not always achieved in 
full. The allusions to 19th and early 
20th century novels she draws upon 
lend a Lawlly new dimension to thc 
notion of debt Atwood deals with in 
Payback. 
The main literalY work of Anvood's 
literary allusions in Payback is 
Charles Dickens's extremely poplllar 
book A Christmas Carol (1843) in the 
19th century criticised openly the 
emerging Victorian materialistic sclf­
satisfaction and containment, which 
helped to establish the Western non­
religious concept of Christmas and 

the need for the transfonnation of the 
loan-sharking lender Ebenezer 
Scrooge into a bencficent forgiving 
character, who is taken directly from 
the London Stock Exchange and 
whose main concern and value in life 
is bu~iness. During Christmas he is 
visited by a ghost and the three ~pirits 
and utterly changed thereafter. Thc 
laic is generally seen as arl indictment 
of nineteenth century industrial capi­
talism and Dickens got the idea foml 
hi~ own humiliating experience of 
debt from his childhood; when his 
father John Dickens was arrested for 
debt and put in prison, he had to leave 
~chooL sell all of his books and take 
up a job in a blacking factory. At the 
beginning of the tale Ebenezer (cf. 
Squeezer) Scraoge's nephew reminds 
him that Merry Christmas-time has 
come, Scraoge is very cross: 

'What else can 1 be,' retumed the 
uncle, 'when I live in such a 
world of fools as this? Merry 
Christmas! Out upon merry 
Christmas! \Vhat a 
Christmas-time to you but a time 
for paying bills without money; a 
time for finding yourself a year 
older, and not an hour richer, a 
time for baJancing your books, 
and having every item in'em 
through a round dozen of months 
presented dead against you'!' 
(Dickens 19). 

At the end of the hook he is much 
changed, of course, ready to share 
money with others especially on 
Christmas but also helping people tor 
a change, in Anvood's terms one 
cou ld say writing off debts: this only 
wil l make him happy and redeem 
him. He shouts his newfound happi­
ness from the rooftop~. 
Margaret Atwood claims that 
Dickens deliherately created a 
reverse Faustlls from Christopher 
Marlowe's figure. Scraoge had sym­
bolically made a pact with the devil, 
this malevolent creditor who tcmpts 
people with material benefits in 
exchange for their spitirual health and 
moral integrity, and Scrooge is a 
miser so extreme that he does not 
spend any money even on himself. 
When Scraoge at the beginning sees 



the ghost of his former bu~m;ss plln­
ncr Marle)" it \varns him Ihtll hi~ w u] 
wi ll be ;n fetters for eternity unless he 
chauges bis greedy behaviour ,U1d 
announces other ghosts 10 visit him 
th,tt very Christmas night, which 
symboJi7es Scrooge's forced trans­
format ion that is ultimately Seen, 
even today, as a blessing and more 
broad ly the rc~loralion of social har­
lIlonyant.! Victorian order. ~ickens 's 

book redefined and reintroduced the 
spirit ofCbrislln3s as a seasona l mer­
riment after the Puritan authOrities in 
th e scvelJleenth century England ,md 
A nwrica supressed prc-Chrislian finI­
als associ3j'ed with it: the religious 
and ~Dcial implications of the book 
helped significantly to reinvent 
Christmas with emphasis on family, 
goodwiJl, and compassion. 1n her 
book AlWOOO traces the rools o f 
Dickell ~ 's Scrooge in Goethe's and 
\1arlowe 's Or hmslus , where 
Marlowc's !;hamt:ler is II bonviv ;lnt, a 
big-spender, who shares hi~ v.'e'llth 
"round very much like tht: n.;fonn('u 
Scrooge at the end ofOick('ns 's book. 
Alwood likewise msighlfully (races 
the Faustian ligure who is prepared to 
do everythi ng for money in 
Washington Ir ... i ng's story «The Devil 
and Tom Walkt'n>, where Walker rep­
resents Uller stingi uess. ruthlessly 
gri nding the people in need to the 
ground. Scrooge in Dickens, howev­
er, :Iller being visited by Mattey's 
ghost and lhc three spirits of 
Christmas is a changed man, lu: is 

sd free from his own heavy 
chain of cash-boxes at the end of 
the book, wben, instead of silting 
un his pile of money, he begins to 
spend it. ... : the post-ghost 
Scrooge. for instance. doe~n ' \ 
give up h is business, though 
whether it remained in part i l 

moneylending business we aren' t 
told. :Ko, it's what you do with 
your riches that really coums 
(9R ). 

Atwood's latter-day literary charact~r 
S.,;rooge N'ouveau in a modernized 
Dick~ns 's book A Christmas Carol 
appears in !he fifth chapler of the 
book and he is lih' humanity today, at 
the timc of global wamling and rulh-

less depletion of narumL resources, 
[<Iced \vith two options, an eco­
fr iendLy world or a typically 
Atwoodian dystopian fi.lhtre with all 
kinds of disaskrs befalling tile natu­
raL environmcnt. It is pnyMup timc for 
humanity as a whole, Atwood warns 
us. 
As always, the aUlhor knows just 

how to provide the right rlmount of 
humour 011 the most serious of issu('S 
~uch as debl, s in and payback, 
whether we see Payback llS. «smart., 
fun ny and clevco) (Uss) or ({by no 
Ill,eans the highlight of the book» 
(Ashcnburg). Johll Gray in The }\few 
York Review oj'TJooks typica lly reads 
the book against the curre nt US 
recession and \vrites \na\ it (can be 
r~ad as a defensc of traditional beliefs 
ahoullbe hazards of debOl (Gray). He 
is right in surutiSlllg that ill A\wood'" 
book there is an implicit ni,tion that 
we mlly now have to rerum «) o lder 
and simpler practiCl.'S of thrift and 
saving. However, Atw(xxi IS no econ­
omist and the solution 10 the prllbtem 
of debt is not given. Wh en it is, it 
seems somewhat naive. Her vast 
kno\vledge and erudition is , however, 
alwnys fonnidabk: she cOllvillCiltgly 
~hows how del:Jt as leitmotiv and lit­
erary figull..'S concerned with money 
predominate in WeSlt'm fict ion. <<no 
matter how much the, virtues of love 
may be waved ideal istically alof'b) 
(100) and how in her youlh she 
thought the ninetct-nth-century novel 
was driven by love but now that she 
is older she sees that it was ~'sselltial­
Ly driven by moncy. Margarct 
AtwOOli shows dearly the perils of 
debt and hints at the (im)possibility 
of a utopian future witholll greed and 
demunstrates how debt has imlccd 
been a driving force III 

Westeml Anglo-Amcrican licti,on. 
l he '''Titer 's conclu~jon is 1101 conclu­
sive : she nonetheless imponanlly 
introduces the theme of ecoMpolitics 
and global baitout which only can 
ensure our physical suniva\ 011 Earth, 
for, as Alwood declar~'s, all wealth 
comes from Nature aod the o ltly 
«(seriou,.» dt-bls arc those humanity 
owes 10 MOlhn Earth, i.e. ecological 
debts. Con~lIeJl tly the planet E.mh 
will reclaim the payback [hat hWl1an­
ity owes to it or e lse ,(Nature would 

canada 
Ix: a li fe less desert ... and Ih;; fe;,ult­
ing debl to N ature would be infin itt,» 
(202). Thi s urgent and most timely 
ecopolitic .. L statement is Alwood's 
strongest Jone in this creative non­
fic lion work, where especially the 
multiple and we ll-c hose n li terary 
allu~ions and re ferences a rc most 
engaging. To conclude on a light 
Canadian notA:: Margaret Atwood in 
Ihe last chapter of Payback quotes the 
Canadian SUyill!; about the wcalhel: 
She atl(l-;, howevcr. lhal some people 
believe il b simply Presbyterian. one 
that shows the all egedly Canadian 
beheftha\ the enjoyable things in life 
are only ()Il tl1all or acquired on crcd­
it, alld soo ner 0]' later they will have 
to be paid for in om; way or another: 
<<first person: ' Lovely weathcr we're 
having'. Second person: ' We'll pay 
for it laler '}} (1 65). ~ 
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Anne de Vnuther 

Marie- Clai re Blais, La naissance 
de Rebecca a I'ere des tourments, 
Montr~a l . Boreal, 2008, Paris, 
Seuil. 2009. pp. 298 .......................... 
Des lcs annees 1993 Marie -Clain' 
Blats pcn:-ait ~ l'Crire unc Irilogie 
qu'eUe souhailait, deja it l'epoque, 

21 



22 

canada 
intituler Soifs. Le premier volume, au 
titre eponyme, parai! done en 1995, le 
deuxicmc, Dans fa ./oudre er la 
fumiere. Deuxieme volet de la (ri/ugie 
'SO!# ' en 2001, le troisieme, cnfin 
AuglL~lin() et le chrrur de fa destruc­
tion en 2005, tous trois auprcs des 
editions Bon~al de Montreal, l'l pour 
la France aux editions du Seuil, unc 
annee apres environ. rai fait rCCCl1-
sion de ces iiYTCS dans le Tolomeo 2 
(1996),9 (2003) et 10 (2007). 
Cene trilogic rcprcscnLc 15 ans 
d'ccriturc et 872 pages sur un meme 
sujet, it savoir I'histoire d'une cen­
taine de pcr~onnage~ venus du monde 
entier qui ant Hu COIlUllC port d'at­
tache line ile paradisiaquc du golfc liu 
Mexique baJayee par les cyclones, 
jamais nommcc mais aiscmcnl reCOll­
naissable comme Key \Vest ou 
j'Auteure vit une grandc partie de 
J'annee. Avec le dernier volume 
AUgllstillo. la trilogie semblait arriver 
a son terme. La riche famille ne,v­
yorkaise d'originc polonaisc, instal­
ICe en Floride est toujOUP.'i le eenlre de 
graviLe du roman, lcs parents et la 
grand'mere sonl lOlljours hi meme si 
les enfants ont quitk l'ile pour d'au­
lres lieux et d'autres carrieres, seul 
A.ugustino y esl reste pour ecrire car 
il veut devenir ecrivain comme son 
pere. E~ther - Mere, comme on l'ap­
pelle - a atteint I'age respectable de 
80 ans, elle est devenue melancolique 
car elle sent la mort s'approcher et 
fait le bilan de sa vie: "Qu'Hait-ce 
une vie reussie?jj (p.20). Revenant 
par la pensee it son pay~ natal eUe est 
hantee par la vieillesse et la mort de 
Marie Curie, polonai~e comme elle, 
dont elle evoque la [in de la vie. Les 
nombreux amis qui onL partieipe a la 
vie brillante de la villa dans Soifs sont 
encore aulour d'elle mais ils s'ache­
minent eux aussi veP.'i la vieilles~e et 
evoquent leurs amis disparus. Tous se 
posent la meme question: «Onl-ils 
reussi leur vie'?". Comme dans tout 
roman cyclique les personnages 
deviennent au fur et it mesure du 
temps qui passe de moins en moins 
moins agissants car leur vie est der­
riere eux. 
Il y a bien quelques voix nOllvelles 
qui viennent etoffer et diversifierpar­
tidlement laJabll/a. des voix d'emi­
gres cubains, de noirs comme Olivier, 

senaleur noir, et celles de la rue 
J3ahama, Petites Cendres, par exem­
pie, jeune travesti noir qui ouvre ce 
dcmicr roman, c'esl un perS0Il11age 
sympathique qui clame sa fo i en 
Dieu, mais il ne va pas evoluer au 
plan romanesque, il reste en marge, 
cnferme dans l'univers de la drogue 
et de la prostitution, la nuit, dans le 
saloon de la Porte du Raiser. 
C'est pourtant de ces personnages 
mineurs, et jusqu'alors presque sans 
voix, que Marie-Claire Blais repart et 
donne une suite a sa trilogie par un 
volume intitule La llaiSSallce de 
Rebecca d {'ere des WlIl"lllems. Si on 
lui demande s'il s'agit maintenant 
d'une Ldralogie, eUe nous repond: (\11 
n'y a qu'un seullivre Soifi· et tous les 
volumes f{lIlt partie de Soifs. (Cfr. 
Avoirloi dans l'avenir. Enfretiell avei' 
l\1llrie-Ctaire Bfllis. Propos reCileillis 
par Anne de Vaucher, ill Lcchm:s de 
Quebec, CISQ, Bologna, Pendragon, 
2009, p, 225). 
Lc roman debute sur la prise de 
parole de Venus, jeune prostituee 
noire, deja presente dans Sulj~' qm 
fermait le roman en c1lantant avec 
SamueL lils de Daniel, lllle eantate de 
Bach ,,0 que ma joie demeure)j. Elle 
a 25 ans, elle a une fiUe de six ans, 
Rebecea, nee d'llll viol , mais elle ne 
lui reveIera jamais qui est ~on vrai 
pere, un blanc. C'est elle qui porle le 
poids de la memoire des alroam6ri­
cains, leur misere, la traitc, I' escla­
vage, l' illju~tiec des juge~ am6rieain~ 
qui continuent a les condamner it la 
peine capitale, ainsi son frere Carlos 
sera condarnne et rien ne pourra le 
sauver malgre la defense de Perdne 
Baltimore. El le raconLe a sa fille 
l' hisLoire de Marlin LUlher King eL 
celle d , Elisabeth Eckrord, dc ces 
noirs qui ont reve de fratcrnitC. 
Apparemmenl touL a change cL 
Rebecca fait partie de la nouvelle 
generation::-, "Tu es l'enfant de cette 
revolution fervente, la notre, la 
lluerme affranchie par notre sang, tu 
l' es, oui (p. 80)j lui dit sa mere, mais 
la segregation existe encore. Meme si 
le conflit des races semble resolu, 
rneme si l'ecole accueille les blancs 
et les noirs, «tout a change en 
Alabama sauf la douleur, pensait 
'V6Ilu~ , ils (Ies blancs) ne seront pas 
punis, aucune peine eapitale pour eux 

L ... ] c'dait encore eomme autrefois!! 
(p. 9 1-92). Sc souvenant de son passe 
eUe dira a sa fille de se mdier de~ 
hommcs blancs, des blancs cavaliers. 
Le line s'acheve sur I'e~poirde cette 
enfant qui n'a peur de ricn, qui se 
ehoisit un pere noir, le musicicn 
Trevor, (de prince dujazz, c'est mon 
papal) (p.297) qui ne pense qu'a 
chanter dalls le chu-:ur de son eglise, 
qui desire une pOllpee afro et attend 
Noel et lcs batcaux cn forme de O'al­
neaux qui arrivent de la mer. Noel 
scrt de toile de fond a ce roman. 
Par contre, d'autres Iloirs, cultives ou 
non, nc sortiront pas de leur condi­
tion: Peti1es Cendres et Timo son ami 
ne reussirollt pas a soflir dc la drogue 
et de la prostitution, et lous leurs col­
legues du Saloon non plus, fls sont 
,de peche noir de la prostitutiorm dit 
la ReverendeEzechielle, une femmc 
pa~teur noire qui ~e prodigue pour 
eux. Difficile de secouer le jOllg de 
siec les de servitude. Beaucoup res­
tent rnentalernent des exclus. 
Malgre ce desir de donner la paro le 
aux lai sses pour comp1c d'hier, il y a 
au cours de cc roman un retour mas­
sir de persOlmages cllitives qui ont 
domine les romal1S precedents: la 
famille de Mere revient, avee tous ses 
enfanls et peLits enfants, dont Mai, la 
dernicre nee du couple Melanie­
Daniel , jeune ado lescente dcchainee, 
fa~cinee par les jeunes fauves qui fre ­
quentcnt les bars l ouehe~ du hurd de 
mer, Vincent, toujours ma ladif en 
compagnie de sa gouvemante noirc 
ha'itienne, Augustino, qui s'est beau­
coup eloigne de sa grand-mere, est 
I'auteur d'une Lettre ([ des jeunes 
gens sails awnil: un premier livre 
amer, d 'un pessitnisme outre, pense 
son pcre Daniel, expression d'une 
generation victime d'un sicele Leeh­
nologiqlle qui peut aneantir des popu­
lations en quelque~ sccondes, ~I cause 
d' un gaz cyanogcne, par exe1l1plc. 
Par a illeurs l' infonnatique a beau­
coup modifie (de sen~ de la vic" 
dcpuis la naissanee dc Samuel et 
d'Augustino, et le constat e~t que 
d'on n'y pellt rien)j: "A queUe fron­
here I' Hre humain s' Nait-il evanoui)j 
(p. 38) ~' iIHenoge Daniel mtditanl 
sur le livre de sonl"i1s. 
Reviennent en force des personnages, 
souvent en doublet, qui portent la 



pensee de Marie-Clairc Blais sur le 
monclc: Ari, 1'architccte, et SOil ami 
bouddhiste Asoka, voyagcnt it bord 
d.'un miserable car au Guatemala et 
rendent compte de la misere de ces 
populatiom;. Ari contronte sans cesse 
le sort hcurcux de sa fille LOll, enfalll 
adon!:e et comblec par la vie, et cclui 
de la petite indicnnc vow~c des l'ado­
lescencc it la prostitution, avec Asoka 
il dccrit des scenes de famine et de 
violence, de mcurtres collectifs, tous 
deux S011t, en quelque sorte, p0l1eurs 
de la pensee de I' A. qui nous rappellc 
sans cesse les ultimes calamites des 
humains et la d6sagn'!gation de la pla­
nete: magni!iquc est la dcscriptiOll UU 
tornado Katcril1a (11011 nomme) sur la 
Louisi,me, confiee a la Reverende 
Ez6chicllc qui , dans UTle vision apo­
calytiquc raCl)l1h:: le d61uge a sa C0111-
munaut6 noire el celebre par la prierc 
le retour ii In vie, a la nonnalitC. Un 
message d'espoir port6 par une 
femme paslCur noire. 
Reapparait aussi dans I'entourage de 
Mere un musicien celCbre, Franz, qui 
dans SOlj.i· avait un role sccondairc _. 
il etait le premier mari de Renala, la 
magistrate de Soif.~ - et qui ici prend 
une eertaine importance car iI est le 
vieux 111usicien etemellement jelme, 
toujours aClif, joyeux bm/cur de 
wisky, donnanl encore des conce11s 
dallS le monde entier, et qui, plus est, 
pere d'un jeune enfant, Yehudi, el 
futur pere d'un deuxieme enfant! Se 
promener avec Mere dans son jardin 
tropical esl un acte genereux. Car elle 
ne cesse de penser au Jieu ou se poser 
pour mourir en harmonic. L'Tle qui 
n 'appartient ii pcrs01me reviellt plu­
sieurs fois au coms de la narration, 
c 'eSL le refuge ultime qu'a choisi son 
ami poete Jean Mathieu ou ses cen­
dres ont et6 deposees (voir Dans la 
foudrc et la lumiere, p. 216). 
Mais cette vieille dame qui ne peut se 
resoudre a ne plus penser, car c'est 
une femme de tete, est porteuse d'une 
idee force: actuellement (des femmes 
vivent une ere de tOUTIllentS», meme 
si elles occupent des postes de gou­
vcrnancc et qu 'clles defient le pou­
voir encore tres masculin, mais «lU1e 
nouvelle ere s'ouvrira, l'ere des tour­
menLS s'eJoib'Dera pour laisser place a 
une autre ere, celle de 1'intelligence 
des femmes , de leurs filles» (p. 118). 

La vieille dame dCfie la pensee deses­
peree d' A11g11stino et regarde non 
plus en arriere mais en avant, c'est 
cetle toi dans Pavenir qui l'emporte. 
("est aussi Marie-CJaire Blais qui 
lance cc message proph6tique a tra­
vers son titre, eL c'est Rebecca, I'en­
fant 110Jre ql11 porte (;e 
message quelque peu 11topique: 
l'I'aissance de Rebecca ci ['ere des 
founnellts. 
Ce quatrieme volet de Soif.l· esl un 
peu moins fort que Ies pr6ccdent~, au 
plan du recit, il est quc1que peu sta­
lique car il repose essentiellem..::nt sur 
une reprise systematigue des grands 
themes blaisiens, certes mis a jour, a 
savoir les calamiks du monde, la 
conscience du mal et la destructi011 de 
la terre par les hommes, Les id6es 
nouvelles emergellt avec une eertaine 
difficulte et n'an'ivent pas a dynami­
ser la narration. Ce livre demeure t011-
letois Ullime par le mel1le souffie 
visionnaire, la meme fu[gurance crca­
trice de I'A. qui s'exprime dans une 
ecriture ininterrompue, a la troisieme 
personne, selon la technique du 
.I"/ream of COIJSciU()lI.1"lless. dUllS un 
style qui est desormais le sien depuis 
Visions d'AIJna. ~ 

Nicola Lcporini 

Recensione di: Lawrence Jeffery, 
Per chi guarda nella stufa, Pisa. 
ETS, 2010, pp. 144 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

La collana "Diago.~fera. Tncroci di 
Iingue e culture anglofone", incentra­
ta sull ' edizione, traduzione e inter­
pretazione critica di lesti letterari e 
saggistiei, propone quale secomio 
volume Per chi guarda nella stufa 
(titolo orig. Who Look ill Stove, 1994) 
del canadese Lawren(;e Jeffery. 
L'opera prende spunlo da una vicen­
da rea[menle accaduta e, soprattutto, 
dall'inaspettato quanw fortuito ritro­
vamento di un diUl·io. Nell'autullno 
del 1926 il dieiolLenne Edgar 
Christian, Jobn "lack" Hornby (46 
mmi) e Harold Adlard (28 mmi), nati 
e cresciuti in Inghilterra, intrapresero 
una spedizione nei territori delnordo-

canada 
vest del Canada: costruirono una 
baracca vic ino al fiume Thelon con 
I' intenzione di trascorrervi del tempo, 
ilKonsapevoli che [' impresa li a\Teb­
be condotti ad una [liste fine, Su insi­
stenza del padre, Edgar Christian 
tenne un di,lrio dell'esperienza; seris­
se l'ultima annotazione intomo a1 
primo giugno del 1927: Hornby era 
morto di stenti dOl sei settimane e 
Adlard da quasi un mese. Poco prima 
di 111orire, Christian riuscl a porre 
all'interno della stufa al centro della 
capanna il diario accompagnato da 
due letlere, indirizzale rispettivamen­
te alla madre e al padre. Con le ultime 
forze scrisse un biglietto con su scrit­
to "Who Look in Stove" , Qualche 
anno piu tardi la Polizia Reale a 
Cavallo canadesc, giunta sui posto 
per eondurre un'indagille, trovu il 
fog[io, i[ diario e le leltere lasciati dal 
glOvane. 
Come si e detto, a questa pcnosa 
vicenda e al diario si e liberamente 
ispirato l'autore nella composizione 
di Per chi guarda neUa stufa, testa 
teatrale in un alto tmico che dramma­
tizza gli ultimi momellti di vita dei tre 
llomini, quando si fa sempre pit'l forte 
la consapevolezza della loro illelurta­
bile condizione e si fanno sempre piu 
l1ebili le spenmze di sopmvvivere. 
L'opem descrive con un Iillguaggio 
asciutto ed essenziale le artivita quo­
tidimle e spes so mUll iaeali dei lre 
uomini: tra queste risalta I'ossess iva 
ricerca di fonti di sostenta111ento, che 
con il passare del tempo eessa di 
essere un 'azione vera e propria per 
degradar5i a l1lera intenzione, motivo 
inlrinseco per non laseiarsi sopraffare 
dallo sconforto piu protondo, Alcune 
azioni del dmmma, inoltre, hamlO la 
qualila di atti simbolici, come la tes­
situra da parte di Harold di UD sudario 
altorno al corpo di Jack. ormai defun­
to, e la suceessiva ripctizione del 
medesimo atto da parte di Edgar suI 
corpo di Harold, sancendo cosl la sua 
totale solitudine. Come contrappasso 
alia 'non-azione' della breve lragedia, 
vi e la redazione del diario da parte di 
Christian, nnica azione propriamente 
conseia e volontaria, nella sua regi­
slrazione di fani, idee, pensieri e 
'veritfl'. L' opcra si d i~tingue inoltre 
per un uso sincopato ma seducente di 
pause brevi e lunghe, di silenzi e 

23 



24 

canada 
brevi frammcnti di convcrsaziollc, 
che scmbrano voler lasciare il tempo 
al10 spettatorc di e1aborare ciG che sta 
avvenendo sulla seena e che rendono 
ancora piu angosciosa la consapevo­
lezza della desolante situazione senza 
via d 'useita. L 'usa estraniante e ripe­
titivo del 'buio' sui pakosccnico, 
oltre a creare delle pause (non essen­
do il testa suddiviso in scene), sug­
gella con amarezza i mamenti mag­
giormenle intcnsi ed epitanici, in cui 
la consapevolezza acquisita dai tre 
uomini si fa [Tappa carica di signifi­
cato e quindi quasi insostenibile. 
Quando Jack si rende canto che non 
rimane lofO piu alcuna spcranza, 
quando Harold ricorda che e il giomo 
del suo (ultimo) compleanno, quando 
Edgar scopre il £into diario con il 
quale Jack tentava di rincuorarlo, fino 
al buio finale che 1 'autore vuole 
accompagnato, secondo le indicazio­
ni di sccna. dal1'ultima strofa del 
quinto dei KinderlO£enliJ!der di 
Mahlcr. 
La piece - ehe occupa un posto di 
tutto rignardo nella produzionc lette­
raria contemporanea e che a ragione 
di [;io c stata infalri inc1usa nell'anto­
logia Canadian Plays in and About 
;'y'orfhern Canada (curata da Shcrril 
Grace, Eve D'eth e Lisa Chalykoff) ­
si presta ovviamcntc a varie interpre­
tazioru ma in que~ta ocea~ione ei si 
vuolc sotTennare su una possibile 
chiave di lcttura [;(lIlcemente la [;arat­
terizzazione dei personaggi e i loro 
re[;iproei rapporti. Jack, uomo mattlro 
ed esploratore esperlo, e introdotto 
come colui ehe dctiene il grado pill 
alto di attendibilita per quanto riguar­
da le regole da seguire ed i cOll1porta­
ll1enti da adottare in un ambiente duro 
e avverso; egli impone al rislretto 
gmppo regole e divieti, spesso persi­
no privi di un vero significato, oche 
comunque vengono reeepiri come tali 
dagli altri compagni (tra tntti, si pensi 
al divieto di parlare durantc 10 svolgi­
mento dei lavori quolidiani). Edgar, it 
pill giovane, tanto inesperto quanto 
carico dcl1a passione e dell ' irraziona­
lita proprie della ~ua eta, risente mag­
gionnente di qucste coslrizioni e di 
so\il0 finisce eon l'avere reazioni 
piuttosto istintivc. comc il pianto. 
lnfine Harold che, considerata I 'eta, C 
il piu adatto ad affrontare llskamente 

talc espericnza, possiede tnizialmcnte 
soprattutto il eompito di mediare tra 
gli opposti impulsi di Ja[;k e Edgar, 
cercando di ricreare una sitnazione di 
stasi e ponendosi come intermediario 
tra le istanze piu passionali dd giova­
ne e quelle pill fredde e distaecate del 
maturo esploratore. 
Le dinamidlC che intercorrono tra i 
tre personaggi POSSOIIO ricordare la 
topica freudiana dell a psiche. Jack, 
polo di eomando e di divicto, rappre­
senta una sOfta di Super-io, con il 
eompito di interiorizzare le regole 
impartite dall'autorita volte ad inibire 
le pulsioni. Edgar eonvoglia invece le 
earatteristiehe delfEs che, animato 
dal 'principio di piacere', eorrisponde 
al polo pulsionale della personal ita. 
Infine IIarold, non esperto ma pronto 
ad imparare e piu ragionevo1c, po~­
siede le caratteristiche dell' Io. In 
ctfetti. sopratn-tao all ' inizio dell'azio­
ne, egli ha il compito di fare da 
mediatore tra Jack, Edgar c la realtit 
in cui vivono. di riportare stabilitit nel 
gruppo e. guidato dal 'principio di 
realta', di pcfmettere 10 sviluppo del 
senso del limite nella soddisfazione 
dei bisogni. 
Questa rappresentazionc, probabil­
mente solo suggerita nelle iniziali 
ballute del dramma, viene pero subito 
a maneare proprio nel momento in 
eui il giovane Edgar decide di comin­
eiare a compilare il diario: la s[;rittura 
ofIre al giovane un'inaspettata possi­
bilita di riflessione. di rielaborazione 
del dolore, ddla perdita, della ~offc­
renza e dei soprusi imposti; da tutto 
cia nasce per lui r occasionc di porta­
re avanti una propria [;reseita interio­
re [;he. da polo immaturo e puramen­
te pulsiona1c del rislretto gmppo, gli 
pcnnette di assurgere ad un molo piu 
completo, razionale nelle sue analisi 
ma non freddo e distaceato dalla 
materia umana che 10 circonda. E 
proprio questa sua imprevedibile cre­
seita imeriore cile destabilizza il pur 
precario equilibrio creatosi all'intCf­
no del gruppo c che da una parle ~pin­
ge gli altri due uOll1ini a reazioni vio­
lente e cIall'altra li porta a profonde 
meditazioni e a un ripensamento suI la 
propria esistenza; da questo punto di 
vista sono particolarmente significati­
ve le riflessioni sui signifieato della 
morte e dell'amore e soprathltto sulla 

relazione dei lre uomini o.::on il padre: 
uno dopo r altro, Edgar, Harold e 
Jack rivelano un rapporto eonlroverso 
con il proprio padre, caratterizzato 
rispettivall1ente da rabbia repressa, 
paura e indifferenza 0 da una pseudo­
idolatria, ma comunque sempre eon­
traddistinto da una presunta mo.::apad­
ta di soddisfame le aspettative. 
L'efficace traduzione deJl'opera e a 
eura degli all ievi del Master in 
"Traduzione di testi posleoloniali di 
lingua inglese" dell'Universiti di 
Pisa, coordinati da1l'esperienza e 
dalla cOl1lpetenza di Riccardo 
Duranti. L'edizione italiana del testo 
e inoltre preceduta da un'introduzio­
ne di Bianeamaria Rizzardi ehe off re 
l'opportunita, Ira l'altro, di inserire 
l'opera all' intemo di due speeifiche 
tradizioni : da una parte quella tipiea­
mente eanadese ill opere lclterarie 
ehe affrontano il tema dell a scoperta 
del Nord e delle esplorazioni di terri­
tori inospitali, sebbene l'opera di 
Jeffery si col1ochi in una fase tarda di 
questa tradizione, quando non solo la 
conquista del Nord C ommi fallita ma 
non sembra possibile attribuire alcun 
senso all'esplorazione stessa e la vio-
1cnza e l'abbrutimellto divengono 
elementi preponderanti. Dall'altra 
parte, Per chi guarda nella slu/a rien­
tra [;on ogni diritto in quella tradizio­
ne lctteraria dove 10 spunto di eventi 
storici reali e funzionale alIa crcazio­
ne di dramatis persona: [;he divengo­
no "figure ~imboliche capaci di allac­
dare il presente al passato e di infon­
dere un senso di unil<l al gruppo 
sociale" (p. 10). lnfine, in appendice 
(pp. 65-13 1) si Irova il Diario di 
Edgar Christian, nclla traduzione di 
lIaria Tarasconi: sebbene .ktfery si 
~ia so lo ispirato hberamente ad un 
falto realmentc accaduto, la prcsenza 
del dim'io e fondamcntale non sollan­
to per[;hc pennelte di tarsi nn'idea 
sull'Edgar Christian persona e sulla 
straordinaria stoicita con o.::ui attese la 
morle, ma anche percile permette di 
delineare la prospettiva storiea in cui 
inscrire gli avvenimenti drammatiz­
zati, ehe rappresentano un capitolo 
tanto breve quanto intenso di stOTia 
canadese. Inoltre, eome osserva 
an[;he Taraseoni nella postiazione, di 
fronte ad una vieenda umana tanto 
tragiea e fallimentare, il diario c 



un'importantc affcnnazionc ddl'op­
posta: la sopravvivcllza c la rcsistcn­
za nei confronti dell'inarrcstabile 
polcrc obnubilante del tempo. ~ 

SEGNALAZIONI .....................••... 
J:mke Kulyk Keefcl', Foreigll 
Relations. with Natalka Husar, 
Hurdell of Innocellce, Kyiv, 
Ukraine, Rodovid, 2009 

Non e per mcntc flci!c non solo 
rccensirc, ma anchc solo dare le COf­

rctte indicazioni bibliografichc e cita­
re it contcl1nto della Iluova opera cli 
Janice Kulyk Keefer. Come c noto 
Kulyk Kecfcr, romanzicrc, "[X1cta c 
studiosa di artj e leltcratura, C una 
canadcsc di origine llcrailla. T uui i 
suoi romanzi, cia The Green Library 
(1996) a The Ladies' Lending Library 
(2007) hanllO in un modo 0 nell'ahro 
a che fare con il paese cli origine della 
sua famiglia molto di piu hmmo 
rapporti con l'Uemina i suoi seritti 
nonfiction, come per esempio Honey 
and Ashes. A StOty ql" a Fami(v 
(l99B). Foreigll Relations e la secon­
da parte di LUl libro che vede pubbli­
eate insieme I' opera pittoriea di 
NatLtlka nus~u, ctuladese di origine 
ucraina, opera unitaria intitolata 
Burden o{lllllOcence, e una raccolta 
di poesie di Janice Kulyk Keefer. 
"Burden of innocewe", ei infonna 
una nota cbe precede I' inizio delle 
bellissime riproduzioni a eolori dei 
dipinti, "is a hi~tory play in three aets. 
Three interwoven, unresolved narra­
tives, a braid without an clastic on the 
cnd". 
Nell'esteso e ampio Afterward del 
libro, di [onnato e dimensioni impo­
nenti, stampato e rilegato con molta 
cleganza, Kulyk Keefer raeeonta 
come e nata l'idea di reali.zzarlo: "ill 
2005 Natalka Husar and J travelled to 
Ukraine to experience for ourselves 
what life was like in the country that, 
less than a year before, had undergo­
ne what became known as the Orange 

Revolution [ ... ] Natalka Husar and T 
are, respectively, a visual and a verhal 
arlist [ ... ] The view we present is par­
tial and subjective l ... ] We oLTcr a 
view of a fragment of contemporary 
Ukraine r ... ]". 
Una sequenza delle pocsie di Kulik 
Keefer e di fauo ispirata dalle imma­
gilli di Burden of Innocence; anehe 
tutte le altre sequellze, comunque, 
sono dedicate alia nuova Ucraina, ma 
la vecchia Ucmina, quella dei deeen­
ni preeedenti, e sempre nello sfondo e 
non solo nello sfondo, come per 
esempio nella poesia "Museum of 
Folk Art, Poltava", dove c evocato 
anche il disastro di ehernoby1; come 
in "The Vydubytsky Monatsery": 
"You could losc yourself! in tbe for­
mer refectory of the Vydubytsky 
monatsery, i in the blues of the pain­
ted ceiling: deeper / than indigo, 
richer than lapis. [ ... ]"; e come in 
"White Borsheh": "Mother and dau­
ghter pale. 110t as the moon, ! but as in 
not gelling enough to eat, j enough 
oranges, enough meal". ~ 

Francesca Romana Paci 

Jane Urquhart, Sanctuary Lille, 
Toronto, McClelland & Stewart, 
2110, pp. 256 

Come in Away, il piu applaudito e 
premiato dei suoi romanzi (imbne a 
The Whirlpool), Jane Urquhart in 
Sanctuary,' Line apre la sua visione 
nello spazio, dal Canada all'lrlanda, 
ma anche a altri paesi eurapei e non 
europei, come per esempio il Messico 
e I' Afghanistan. e nel tempo, nel pre­
~ente di una tattoria canadese vicina 
al lago Erie e in molteplici frammen­
ti del passato lontano e recente. II 
romanzo C la lunga, variegata e eom­
plessa staria di una intera famiglia, 
narrata in prima persona da una CI)Dl­

ponente della famiglia, quaranlenne, 
Elizabeth, Liz, eloquente e decisa 
tanto quanto colma di ricordi e anehe 
di rimpianti. La prosa di Urquhart 
scorre con un ritmo lluido, con una 
limpidezza di suono e di eostruzione 
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ehe sfiora continuatamene la poesia. 
Nello stesso tempo e sempre notevo­
le !'interplay degli clementi del la 
reaita oggettuale del contesto e dclla 
vi~ione mentalc del personaggio sen­
ziente e narrante. 
La pagina iniziale del romanzo c 
emblematica della tecniea narrativa 
di Urquhart: "Look out of the win­
dow. The cultivated landscape of this 
faml has decayed so completely now, 
it is difficult to believe that the fields 
and orchards ever existed outside of 
my own memories, my own imagma­
tion. Even hy the time 1 was in my 
early tweIlti es, the terrain had already 
altered- almost beyond recognition 
what with the bunkhouses decaying, 
and the remaining trees left un-pru­
ned and bearing, therefore, scant 
fruit" (pA). Liz, in solitudine, ma atti­
va, racconta ulm storia di lotta per la 
sopravvivcnza, che si intreecia persi­
no alla staria di una farfalla migrato­
ria; ma sono soprattutto le vicende 
interpersonali umane ehe oceupano il 
lungo viaggio nel passato : "1 spend 
my time now moving back and forth 
between thc field and the lab, betwe­
en the quick and lhe dead. Everything 
is at risk [ ... ] All of my ancestors and 
their 110uses sleep in closet ,md une­
xamined albums. Neither my much­
loved cousin nor my enigmatic, haun­
ted uncle is ever coming back" (1 8) . 
C'e nel romallzo molta atlenzione per 
gli oggetti, ehe aequistano un valore 
inestimabile, come parti imperi ture 
dell' essere umano cui appartenevano: 
"There is also the harmonica my 
uncle sometimes played and a timeta­
ble fi.)r trains [ ... ]" (p .27); e piu avan­
ti: "As I've said, now that she is gone, 
I've begun to read tile books Mandy 
left behind in thi s house." (p.44) . 
Mandy e una giovane donna morta in 
Afghanistan. Liz cont inua il suo rae­
eonto pagina dopo pagina con un 
ritmo ehe Urquhart fa fluire quieto, 
limpido, quasi inalterabile, inalterato 
dulle vile delle quali disehiude episo­
di, dolori e sentimenti. L'eleganza del 
linguaggio C forse I'aspetto piu note­
vo le di un romanzo eccellente. ~ 

Francesca Romana Paci 
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Andrea Levy, The Long Song, 
New York, Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2010, pp. 313 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

E senza dubhio una sfida affrontarc 
un tema drammatico quale qucllo 
ddJa schiavitu con un tocco 
ironico, se non apcrtamcntc comico e 
salirico. E la sfida c am;Of:l piu signi­
tlcativa se ad affrontarla e 
una scritlricc come And rea Levy, che 
finora non aveva puntato la ~ua inda­
ginc crcatiya 
sull'Ottoccnto. Ma le potcnzialita di 
un percorso a ritro~o ne! tempo e 
ndlo spazio cr.:mo in fondo 
gia rintracciabili in Fruit of the 
Lemon (1999), colla visita in 
Giamaica della protagonista F aitil e la 
consegucntc scopcrta delle propric 
origil1i "bastarde". ~1entre Small 
Island (2004), il rom:lIlZO chc ha 
riportato un clamoroso successo negli 
StaLi Uniti e non solo (e stato tradotto 
in 22 lingue) apriva la ~trada -
intrecciando le vi(;ende di due immi­
b'Tati giamaicani in Tnghilterra con 
qu(;lle di du(; cittadini brilannici nd 
p(;riodo successivo alia ~(;conda gun­
ra mondiale (e eon flashbacks sugli 
anni precedenti) -- alia neeessitiJ. di 
appro[ondire la prospelliva storiea 
per capire il presenle di chi, (;ome 
Levy, si seote "Black" e "British". 
A proposito della genesi di The Long 
SOllg, Levy ha a1Te011alo (inlervisla a 
.Tane Ciabattati) che dopo cssersi 

\ 

posta la scomoda domanda "Wby 
were black peoplc in the Caribbean in 
the first place?" , la cui risposta era 
ovvia, iniziallllenle non s i era sentita 
in grado di aJi'runtare III tematica, cosl 
dilTidlc c traumatica, delhl sehiavitu. 
Tuttavia, la paneeipazione a un con­
veb'TIO sui suo retaggio l' avcva invcce 
eonvinta della necessita di seriverc "a 
story about people who were much 
more thlln simply slaves" e dunque di 
ritornare a qud pllssato perch6 fosse 
visto con orgoglio e non con vergo­
gna. Tanto pill che quel passato c 
durato 300 anni, e "modern racism is 
a legacy of slavery". Se la storia e la 
pre(;ondilionc concreta del presente, 
" you can't avoid slavery. You 
can't. You have to go to that place. 
You keep banging into it Tt 's the 
book 1 had to virite because of who 1 
am" (intervista a Gary Younge). 
The Long Song c dunque ambientato 
in "the forced-labor sugar factory cal­
led Jamai(;a" (intcrvista a Ciabattari) 
e, in panicolare, in una piantagione 
dal nome acealtivantc di "Amity", e 
copre un ' arco temporale che va dalla 
se(;onda decade ddl 'Ottocento agli 
anni su(;ccssivi al1'emancipa7ione. A 
differenza di Small Island, qui la nar­
razione c affidata a un'uniea voce, 
quell a dclla ex-schiava July (il suo 
cognome le c ignoto) che, ormai vec­
chia, e stata convinta dal figlio 
Thollla~, lipografo cd editore affer­
mato, a serlvere le proprie memorie, 
mcmorie che egli ste~so , come spiega 
nel1a prdazione e postfazionc, ha 
curato e pubblicato. Cosi, se le slave 

narralives sono state nclla realti 
mediate da esponenti del 11l0vimento 
abolizioni~ta britannico, nella finzio­
ne orchestmta da Levy il proeesso di 
produzione e trasmissionc del raccon­
to avviene all'inlerno di un rapporto 
generazionale (;he coinvolgc lJIla 
madre e un figlio , abbandonato appe­
na nato davanti alla poria di un prcdi­
catore bartista, cresciuto m 
Inghilterra, e ritomalo in Giamaica da 
adnlto, dove ritrova July salvandola 
dalla condizione di indigenza e 
degradaziune sociale in cui era cadu­
ta. Questo stratagemma e funzionale 
non solo a richiamare e riaggiUSlare 
una precedente eonvenzione di gene­
re, ma anche a fornire una cornice per 
il racconto della storia della vita di 
.Tuly, che ~ di frequente intcrrotto 
dalla storia oltre che dalk cir(;Ostllnze 
della sua scrittura, modulate dal con­
fronto (bonariammte) polemico tra 
editore-euratore e memorialista. 
Rimproverata per le sue omissioni 
(quali, ad e~empio, la naseita c I'ah­
bandono di Thomas) .Tuly ribadisce: 
"This tale is of my making. This story 
is told for my amusement'" (144). Yla 
poi cede, ~ebbme a malineuore, alle 
pressioni del figlio fomendo eOS1 dif­
ferenti versioni, inizi e eooc1usioni. 
Questo impianto gioeosamente meta­
narrat ivo, ulteriormente rinforzato 
nell'intrecdo dalle vane versioni di 
aleuni eventi fornite da tcstimoni 
diversi, oltre ad alludere al\'arbitra­
rieti deUa scrittura, 0 alla polifonia 
dei punti di vista, sembm soprattutto 
miralo a slemperare la bmtale fitttici-



t,\ di quella che ~ stllta delinita una 
"garrison sockty", dominata da una 
minoranza bianC'n aITOccala sui suoi 
prh ilegi, e timorosn di ~nlere il COIl­

lrollo dclla maggioranza neTa - con­
trollo cbe continucrn ad eserciE:UC 
unche dopo !'cmancip:rziolle. Va inol­
tre tenute presentc che neHa sua 
pcculiare rivisitazio!1c di precedenti 
cOllvenzioni narrati\ e (e, uvv iamentc, 
anchc il rOlllal1ZO 910rico) Levy 11:1 
cOnsl.lltato i Ji:lri c le reiazioni cli 
viaggio dei residenti c visila lari bian­
ch i del le West Lndie.'I, leggendo tra le 
righe per poi poter "'flip the picture' 
and stare back at these testimonies 
fWIll the point of view of the people 
they were dcscribing"(C'iabattari). A 
questo scopo, ha cerC310 di " recreate 
the ordinary life and culture of ensla­
ved people abo\ c and beyond their 
mere slave ~l all1S" , ricorrendo, in 
nS~tmLa di docmm:lllazione, alia sua 
inUl1.1ginazione. 
In particolare. e la voce di July. con le 
sue ilu1essioni giamuicane. le sue 
lonalita comico-satiriche ma :lIlche, 
all 'occasione, profondamente loccau­
d, le sue cnfa .... i e le sue rcticew.t:, a 
mCllerc in luce nOli solo i lati piu 
urcrtamente imun.'lni ma anehe quelli 
pill su1xJoli e umbigui delta vita in 
una piantagionc. Da piccola. July e 
Slala COil cmdcle L1onCuran'la so!lratta 
ulla madre Kitty dall ' indo lente e sto­
Iida Carolillt: Mortimcr - appella 
arri\ata dall ' Inghiltcrr:l per vi \ere col 
fralel10 John Howunh, propriclario di 
Amity - allo scopo di fume una 
" Iudis maid". Cosi, mentre Kitty, 
"the ugly negro ticld sl:l\e" (38) ~i 

sCibra a lavorarc Ilelle gWlgs addetle 
alia coh i\'U7ione della canllR da £uc­
chcro, la figlia. rinominala piu com'c­
nicmemente Marguerite, sperimcnta 
la "domesticitft" delL:!, Greai House, il 
rurrol1o di indiscllsSO e indiscutibilc 
possesso ma anebe di dipendem:a nei 
suoi cOllfronti da parte della sua sem' 
pre piu "demented fauy-bauy mis­
sus" (5 L), le ri\'ali ln (fa i Sef\ itori che 
non amano ricordare di esserc schia­
vi, intnliettando le gerarchie del col~) ­
re e le divisioni sociali, e le loro . 
tucitamenle insubordinate - strate­
gie di resistenza e sopravvivenn. 
PUnlando sulla quolidianil3, sllpple­
mClUlnldo la cronologia deUa storia 
con la cronaca. Lc\ y .... ostiene di aver 
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voluto dare un ~enso a11' inscnsalO: 
"Not eve!), day was: 'Gol up, got 
whipped thoroughly. sa\v someone 
hung from a tree'. So t try to g-j \ e a 
sense of the daily life ... 1 try lO giw 
people their humanity" (Younge). Ma 
le vicendc dei persollaggi, fnltto del­
I' immaginazionc creativa, sono 
comunque proietll1le ~u llo sfondo 
dlll la "Haptist War" (183 J-2) --- ali­
men lata dalle \'oci di libcra7ione e da 
una fi losofia rivoiuliOllaria sostenuta 
dai missionari battisti ..:;he si poneva-
110 come alleati degli scbiavi -, delle 
~ucce~sivc crudeli mppresaglic da 
parte dei propridari delle piantagioni , 
del turbo lento periodo di "appreudi­
staLO" c dellc relative tettsioni, del­
I'emanc ipazionc {iel IR38 e del p ro­
seguilllento, ill :lltnL forma, del! 'op­
I)rcssiolle padronalc sui n<!ri cbe, 
privi di addestramcnto e di educ.a7.io­
ne, erallO rim<lsti n llivorarc come 
braccianti. Lu vita di July-Marguerite 
I.': profo ndamentc scgnala da questi 
eveoti. Le rivolte del IS] 1-2 portallo 
a l :>uicidio d i John ~l o\VaL1h, "cotlvol­
to non t.mto dane feroei p1Jnizioni 
in.fJilie agli 5chiavi ribelli quanto da 
qudl e inferte a wllffi.'<iicatore battista 
COllsiderato il loro ispiratorc. Le cir­
CO~ta1lLe di que~to attO sono raccotlla­
III con Iona lieve, quasi farse~co: 

tanlo rilt che sollO illetto ddl:! came­
ra in Clli avvienc ci sono July e 
Nimrod Freeman, nn "free black" 
lIppunto, col quale, ubriacata~i per 
fcsteggiare l'i llusoria liberta determi­
nata dalla fuga dd la padrona, la gio­
vaue ha appena t!VutO un rupp~mo , 

Ma Carolinc ritonUl, in tempo per 
scoprire il lratd lo morlO e concettare 
assieme a Dewat un 'altra versione di 
quanto c accaduto. Non di suicidio, 
ma di omicidio si trattn, c Nimrod e il 
colpcvole. Se July rit:sce momenta­
neamcntc a ~alvar l o, Dcwar fini scc 
col raggiunger1i nel viUaggio in cui ~i 
sono Tifugiati e uccidere il designalo 
assassino. Ne! frattempo Kit!y, cbe 
non avcva piu visto July dal giomo ill 
cui le cra stalri rortala via, COITe in 
sun difcsa (la descriziollc di questa 
corsa, e delle differenti ver~ioni che 
ne sono state date da \lari lestimoni, e 
mcmorabile) e a sua voila riduee in 
tin d i vita Dewar t;he si ern avventalo 
su quel1a che era ' lI1cbe ~'lJa fi glia. 
Kiuy, ovviamenle. sam pllnita, prima 

massacrala di bolte e 1'01 mandata al 
patibolo. Se la mad!'\:! era stala bmtul­
Jt\c::tlte stuprala d:l De-war, la fig lia 
sura invccc sedoua cla un suo Sllcces­
sore, Roberl GooJ win. subentrato nd 
1838, ' Luando. COil r entr..IIa in alto 
dell'cmancip:l?:i one, la sfiancata 
rlantocrazia non e in grado di soste­
nere i cambiutn enli necessari ad 
uf'frontarc la nuo\ a situazionc. I pro­
cbmati buoni sentimenti nei confron­
ti degl i ex-sch"iad (conc illare lavorO e 
gcnti le7la) si sfi lucc iano quando, 
diverllalo padrone gruie al m.atrimo­
nio COIl Caroline, Goodwin non rie­
sce a far lavorarc i neri piu del dovu­
to. le ~ue feroci rappre::;aglie hatmo 
come risuitaio l'abbandol1o da pru1e 
di tutti della pirlJltagione e il successi­
vo ritorno deUa eoppiu in I nghilt~ 

dopo aver sotU1ltlO con l' inga.nno la 
bambina che Goodwin avcva avuto 
tla July. Una bambina di peIle chiara, 
ben divcrsa dal liglio di Nimrod, che 
1:1 Ululatta July nveva rigcttato pcrchc 
"bluck as a nigger" ( 145). Doro di 
che, " thc missus's ttavol.lrcd lady'~ 
maid" (46). " tbe r:u-c exotic b~ty" 

(203) pred.iiena do. Goodwin, divenla 
una squatter, t! solo lrcm'anni dopo, 
in occasione dd ~uo ]lroce~so per il 
furto tti un volatile, i1 figlio Thomas 
caphce che que l "pillar of foul rags" 
(2 85) dalIa pclle raggrin.i.i ta e i capel­
I; aggrovigliati, C SIlU madre. 
"hndings arc always arbitrary, fa lse 
even", spiega Levy. E nonostante 
July si mostri detcrminata a conclu­
den~ il suo long song con "the hap­
piest of endings" (307), ancora una 
volta ulla storia ddla vita si sovrap­
pone quella del discorso. che rivcla. 
tramile il consueto dibattito col liglio 
CtlilOre, il rifiu10 dell a memorialista 
di colmare i1 \lUOto J i quei trent'atUli 
di ~offeren7C intercorsi tru il rapimell­
to dell u ~ua hambilla ~ il ricongiungi­
mento con Thomas . ForS<!, n)mmenta 
July, in fut uro qual..:;uno Sl assnmera 
questo compilo. QuanlO a Ici, " Hut 
wby mU~l I dwell upon sorrow? ... I 
am an old woman . And, !Cader, I have 
not the ink" . Ne lla po5tfazione, il 
pllblisher-editor laneil\ un appello u 
cuiuuque abbiu nOli:rje della sore lla, 
di cui si sono pel'Sc le U·acce. C' e da 
supporre che il long dOliK t.l i Andrea 
l evy non si sia eonc1uso qui'! ~ 
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Adfric Bianclti 

Shobhaa De, India superstar. Da 
incredibi/e a inarfestabilr:, 
Milano, TEA, 2010, pp. 330 ..... .. ................... 
Scrittricl: edeltica e protei forme, 
ndorata dalle folie e stud iata dn iUu­
Slri accademici, ShObha:l DIi incarna 
per molti aspen i le contradJizioni e i 
contrasti che caratieriZZ3J10 I' llldia 
modernrl: la sua pro~ia, cosl magmati­
ca e wyenle incline a dar VO('C a Wla 
sorla di inarrestllbile flu :,so di 
cosciCllza, non ins{'guc uo'orgaoicita 
programmatica ma accct1a e anzi 
esa lta le proprie intrinsecile ineon­
gnJcnzc, risJlccchiandll 10 sp irito 
vnriegalO c mullifonnc di un Paese 
che da sempre radiea ne\J e Jifferer),ze 
le fondamenla dclla sua uni ta. N't!1 
suo ultimo [ibro, India SlIperswr. {)a 
illC'retlibi/e (j inarre.rtabile (pubblica-
10 in halin ncl 2010, m" originarill­
mcnlc ed ilu nd mar"!.o 200S. quindi 
prima dei lragici at tllcchi rcrroristici a 
Mumbai del 26 nuvcmbrc 2(08). pur 
confcs~ando senza reti ceoze l 'inevi­
la.bik parLial it<'1 del proprio sguardo ­
che riflclte la Wdtallsc!uwulIg di un 
ceto urhanile alto horghese - 1 'uulri­
cc ~ i rropone di sOlldare dnll'ilU<mlO 
unu realm ~llspesa tm fedelta al passn-
10 e ansia d i innovazionc c d; c<lmbia­
nlento, 1nl imitazione lalorn pedisse­
qua e ri liutu spe~s" 1..>( I:ltanle 
dd l'()ccidellte, Ira devoziooe a UIl 
millenario p<llrimonio idcoklgico e 
religioso e idolatria nei confrollti di 

\ 
\ 

mili modem; e· "!;Iolm\izzali" quali la 
ricchezza e il SIlCC~SO, co n I'obielli­
vo dichinralo di sfalltre 11Ioghi cornn­
ni e leggendc falbei S~llln mondo che 
e costit u7.ionalmente paradossale e 
rapprescnla un uutelHico "enigma 
esaSpenlllll" ·. 
"Qual ~ la r em Ind iaT', si domanda 
l'autrice, pOllcndu in e .... idenza la 
palese dissOllanl.l Ira la sua immagi­
ne idl.:a le, codificala ed esportata da! 
cinema pop(J l ar~, c lu ~ma rellit ii quo­
tidiana, SQvcnl e incompatihi le wn gli 
stereolipi tradiziona!i: un confronto 
e he le permelte d i enucleaTe le inou­
mercvoli anlinomie delle quali si 
uutre il Subcuntin('nte e ehe concor­
TOno a ddin irc il Iratto sali ente dei 
suoi abitanti. ovvcro la "stupefacente 
eapacita di adauar[si] a qualsiasi lipo 
di cambiamento". Ull'e!a<;lieita pre~­
SQc he fisiologica. deseriaa ne l gcrgo 
cli Hollywood con B verbo .\·efnllg, 
" <; i<;temare", che smlelizza e rins;rume 
in se le iwmJTIere\ oli facec di una 
te.r.ra che "cambia in fre na. di conti­
nuo, at;t;wne nuove incamazioni dall­
dosi un ' abile mano d ; colore, come 
un camal eome, per adeguarsi agli 
atteggiamenti ill lra"f(1nnazione, ane 
inclinazioni globn li". 
Non desra pcrtalllo meraviglia chc 
nella patria dd Kaf/lClSllfra il sesso 
rappresenli un argomemo tabu c, di 
fano. non esisla. l1la sia spcs"o bandi­
to et professo uJd ir;nuT'J nelle sne 
forme pill caste e innocemi, in un 
panorama m:l quale ancor oggi lItI 
bacio mostralo Sl1110 schenno potreb­
be urtare la scn,.,ibilita di gntn pane 

del JmbblicQ; ne 1311lOmeno ch:.: la 
nun violen7a ua diziooalmcnlC asso­
cirua all tl terra "he ha dalO i natali al 
Mahatma Gandl: i e a. Khan Ahdul 
Ciaffnr Kh:1Il sia cOnlracdctt:.1 in 
lll~ni enl s!ridente non S()llanlQ dalJlI 
CTourn:a ljtl{)tidinna, ma dagJi s!c%i 
poemi epici - Alahabharala c 
Ramayana - che sono tuUor" nUll 
base dcllu vi~ionc indiana del mondo. 
In Ull conle-s tu dove huto e possibik e 
cocslstmlt) demllcTWla e cOl"ruzione, 
modemiul e nrrctra tC7.7:i. te{·.nologia e 
superstiziooe. e fondamentalc impo­
slare il ruturo :'iU hasi solide, che nOll 
dimentichiOl) la gmnde 1I:7.iol)e del 
pa",~a \(J: S~ C doveroso accogJiere it 
nuovo e c()nc~dcre maggiore spazio 
ai giOV30.i, come del Teslo beu si addi· 
cC a una nazione meta della cu i 
imlllensa popolazionc ha llll' cfl i11fe­
riore ai trcl),tacinque anni, e altresi 
cssen7iulc 1l1anlenere quell ' '' indiani· 
1<'," chc ha reso !,'TIInde I1 Paesc. La 
g lobalizzazione deve insomma real;?­
?.arsi in maniern gradualc, t:saU:mdo c 
non canec lb ndo le radici piu autcncl­
ch ... I; gcnuine: al desiderio !"Ion} 
parossislico di " piacere agli slranieri 
tieggi ()I.'cideIl lali)" ehe implica un 
progress ivo abbandono dei valori 
fonJant! de ll a soc ieta indian3 U 

cOllllLlciarc dalla famiglia, SlIa " ... ra e 
propria spina dorsalc, in favt)re di 1.II1U 
c re$cenle :ldesilmt' agli "ismi" 
dell 'Occid.:ole ldal cOflS,Ulllismo a1 
malerialismo) occo:-re dunq ue t;osli­
w ire un cOslf'J uivo recupem delle tra­
d i7.;uoi. 
AlInluce d ; tali p rcsuppo:; ti. Shobb,Hl 
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De invita i .... "Uoi compatrioti a non 
scimmiOllare supinamente i modelli 
occidcnlali, riproouccndol1c in prim~ 
luogo Si' aspeni piu esteriori e super­
ticiali , m<l n riscoprire e riya lutnce ill 
spccifico desi, ovvcro l'elerneoto 
uuWctnJH\ e ad amm..::ttere nel coo­
tentIX1 [a neccssitii cli intervenire sullc 
pwblem:ttichc anllose e invctcmh: 
che aftl iggono il Subcontinente. E 
dunque un gmvc clTOre trincer.trsi 
die lJ'() il vel0 di maya - l 'illusiol1c 
che, a delta ddl 'autri<..'C. c aSSuTla al 
ntngo cl i ~(piumone delhl llaziollC» - , 
ignorlllldo la pinga delle caste, una 
fcrit'a tunnm profonda "chc inCftnCre­

niscc ~cmpre piu mentre la sociehi 
civile &'1.mrda da un'altra pal1c" e 
ritiutando con faslidio e insoffcrcn7.<i 
cli riCOll(lscere la portala del flat~ello 
della (>ovena. giacchc sollanl() rivo\· 
gend() 10 sguardo verso i I",i oscuri 
(Iell a realul ind iana sarn possih ile 
detcnniname la defilliti va cons..'tcra­
zione a slIperstar dello scenario inter­
aitzionalc. 
romlalllcntaic risulta in tale prospct­
tiva In.itigare il secolarc atrcgg iarneo­
III fmali stico, che implica un 'accetUt­
ZiO l1C passiva c rassegnata del rnondo 
c del destlno, per adottare UIl alteg­
giamelllo coslrultivo, capace d i innc­
stare con edettico sincretismo gli 
aspell i migl iuri della modemitallel l' ­
humus della tradizione, in linea con 
una pcmltro mil1enaria tendenza allll 
eommistiono.: di suggestioni esterne e 
retaggi indigeni. Una comm istiooe 
sempre fertile e ('1'eativa, come emcr· 
ge d'a!rro canto con prepotenza nclkl 
lI inglish, il lessico composito che 
3ssoeia lenn ini inglesi a vocaboli 
hilldi, ormai capillannen te diffuso 
nl.' lI l.' aree urixtllc del Pacsc: (ma in 
rapida espansione anche nel1c zone 
rurali), che proprio Shobhaa De ha 
contribuito in maniera decisiva 3 ele­
vare al rango di lingua lelh:mria. 
"Adoro l'anglo-illdiano e non finisco 
mai di smpirmi per la nostra invcn ti ­
vi\, Poss iamo modifieare I'iuglesc 
pralkamenlc in qualsiasi modu cl 
piacciu e riuscire commlque a cornu­
nicare l' esselujale. E un ' imprcsa 
ereali"" che merila di esscre doeu­
mentata met1COIOSanle1lte, perche con 
il passare del tempo agsiungiamo 
ITasi ~d t--sprcss;on; cbe ritlettono la 
nostn! CVohlzionc". 

COli le sue parok, l'aulrice si pone in 
apena polemica COil la slerile vena 
nostalgica e passatista d i que; puri~t i 

chc, sordi alle sue inmlcnsc JX) tenzia­
lil it, stigmatizzano l'/lltiiol1 Ellglish 
ncl1a eooyinzione cbe csso "stia rovi­
nando le capaeita linguistiche della 
Prossima Generazioncn, bddove 
invece rappresenta, con la s lla 01l1li­

vom capacita di '\;hutneyficare" qua­
lunque fo nna cli comun icazione, 
snin:! ~ ver1xa1e", un'aulentica alTer­
mazione Ji indiall ita. E, quasi a dimo­
strare che la sua storin persona1c 
coincide con la Stori3 dtlll'lndia, 
risponde alia pill classie3 3ccusa della 
critica, "Come mai non scrive in 
rl,larathi? £ la sua lin!;,'Ua madre, dopo 
tllttO", semp li ccmcntc ncolloscendo 
che il mamthi cm la lingua in cui sua 
madre le parlo soltanl'O per pochi 
brevi ::mlli, e in quanto \:ale "era la slIa 
linl;.'ll3. ~I)n la mia'·. Fin da subi to 
adottO infatti I' mgksc:, con i genitori 
prima, con il marito hen!:lalc~e e i figl. 
poi, "perche e la lingua ~'he ci risulta 
piu naturale. Anz!. c la f{lnT13 del tutlo 
nahlrale di espress i~) n e, quella che cl 
~a le spomaneamcntc alle labbra" , un 
ing k se non gia modellato sulla parla­
ta propah dei tempi della Reg ina, ma 
infarcilo d i es:pressioni slang e gerga­
li, vero e p roprio manifesto di que l 
" meticciator che rendc il 
Subcontinenlc cosi uoico e affasci­
Ilan!e. ~ 

Da~'id I\cwbold 

Mohsin Hamid, The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist. Ham ish 
Hamil ton, 2007 , p~. 209 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

The Rf'luctallt FUlldmlU!lItofisr, the 
second novel by the Pak istani born . 
recently naturalized Briti sh writer 
Mohsin Hamid, is more than it 
appears lo bc. Whi ch is, a rerse, 
clever, minirnalist thriller re i;'l. tillg a 
c hance meeting between an unrlamcd 
American and 3 US educa ted 
Paki~tani ill a du\l.'tll owll L::lhore 
street caf;;:, sometimc ttftcr the US-led 
invasion of Afghan istan . It is also a 
prolonged cx:ercis~' in ambiguity. the 

india e pakistan 
aCCOUllt of a culture d ash in which 
two worlds observe each other at 
close l.j uarteNi, 3ttracting, repelling, 
and ultimately fhiling lo understand. 
This judgement ~ei:ms to have been 
endors~d by the University or SI 
Andrews in SC(ltlaod, which took the 
unprccedented step of gifting the 
novel to all incoming undergradnates 
in 2009, and rn3killg it compulsory 
reading. Rehind the initiative is the 
belief th'lt it c:m " stimulate the ki.nd 
of deb;'l.le Oil whic h univen; ities 
thrive". 
11Je Relllcumi Fundamentalist opens 
with an oO'er: "Excuse mc, sir, but 
may I be of 3ssist::mce?". The narra­
lor, Changez has bllttonholed a fellow 
d iner (whom be h3S singled out as an 
Amerie,an), sitting on a scat with his 
back to die wall . The Amcrican, who 
has no name, and never speaks, 
becomes the recipient ur a mono­
logue which las ts tbe length of the 
book. It takes us through Cbangez's 
l ife story. from his days at PrincctOIl 
as a top-performing overseas student 
La his disillusioned, post 9111 return 
to Pakistan. The narrative is inter­
spersed at reguhH ill{crvais - marked 
by chapter breaks - by brief retum~ to 
the here and now, as night l:'t lls ill O ld 
Anarkli and lhe si1c1ll American 
lx'gins to shin uncomfortably in his 
seal, an increasingly reluctant dining 
comp<lnion - "1 see. sir. that there 
conti rmes Itl be something ab{)ut our 
waiter th at puts yOIl ill at ease". 
Changez lells the story of how he 
embraced lhe American dream. After 
Prillceton he walks into a high paid 
job as a fin3nda! analyst for a New 
York comrany, Und.;rwood Samson, 
whose busincss is to put a price 011 

other businesses which come onto the 
market. Within months. he has made 
;1 to lhe lOp. A t the same time. he 
begins a love rel:lIio]1sir ip with Erib, 
a Princel0n graduate I ike himself. 
who comes !i'01U a patric ian New 
York family. It is a troubled, slow­
moving, unconvincing affair; Erika 
cannot allow herse lf to forget her fm­
rner, alld only lo\'..: r, Chris; Change7-
is watch ing hilllsdf becoming all 
upwarJly mobile New Yorker as he 
carves Ollt a place for him:-;e1f in the 
hearts aDd minds of Erika and her 
appreciative parents. 
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Psychologically, the relationship is 
Ic~~ than convincing. as chronic nos-
41-1gia for ehris turns into a patholog­
iCld condition, and Erika ends up 
being committed to an institution and 
ultimately disappearing from 
Changcz's life, But a clue to what 
IIamid is trying to do lies in the 
names. For Erica, read AII/ Frica, 
while at least onc reviewer has seen 
Clrris as representing the tirst white 
American, Christopher Columbus. 
Things go sour v.ith 9/11. Changez's 
initial reaction, \vatching events on 
television in a Manila hotel room, is 
to smile: 

I ttlrned on the television and saw 
what at first I took to be a film. But as 
I continued to watch, I realized that it 
was not tiction but news. I stared as 
one - and then the other - of the hvin 
towers of New York's World Trade 
Center collapsed. And then I smiled. 
Yes, despicable as it may sOlmd, my 
initial reaction was to be remarkable 
pleased [ .. ] But at that moment, my 
thoughts were not with the victims of 
the attack [ ... J - no, I WllS cllught up 
with the ~}'mbolism of it all, the fact 
that someone bad so visibly brought 
Americll to her knees. 
(p. 82) 

Back in thc US Changez begins to 
tecl the backlash. Tt begins at immi­
gration, on the return from Mlmilll, 
w'hen he is scparated from the rest of 
tIle team. "What is the purpose of 
your trip to the United States" the 
ollicial asks. "1 live here" is the reply. 
"That is not what { asked you" is the 
glib retort. In the compllny car park a 
stranger refers to him as a juckillg 
Arab. Changez finds himself taking 
sides. When he sees the "ghostly 
night-vision images" of American 
troops he finds his own reaction 
catches him by surpnse: 
"Afghanistan ,,,,as Pakistan's neigh­
bor, our friend, and a fcllow Muslim 
nation besides, and thc sight of what I 
took to be the beginning of its inva­
sion by your countrymcn caused me 
to tremble with fury". 
For Changez, the American Dream, 
has darkened, and he begins now to 
contemplate returning to Pakistan; 
while in the parallcl framing narra-

tive, the here and now of Lahore. 
night is falling fast, and the scn~e of 
ambiguous tension increases. The 
silent American is getting nervous. A 
bulge in a pocket 'parallel to the ster­
num' as he shifts uneasily in his 
chair, suggests he is armed, And he is 
angry, too, at the way the story is 
lmfolding, at least if we lire to believe 
Changez's commentary on his reac­
tions. In the final chapter Changez 
lIccompanies him to his hotel, fol­
lowed, or shadowed, by the ,"aiter 
from the cate: 

Yes, he is waving at me to detain you. 
I knO\v you have found some of my 
views offensive; I hope you \vill not 
resist my attempt to shake you by the 
hand. But WIly are you reaching into 
your jacket, sir? I detect a glint of 
metlll. Given that you and { are now 
bound by a celtain shared intimacy. J 
trust it is from the holder of your 
business Cllrds. 
(p. 209) 

And that is it, with the intentions of 
the waiter, the identity of the 
American, and the role of Chllngez. 
all left to the reader. 
But, we said, The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist is more than a well­
timed thriller. Ambiguity is not jll~t a 
means for creating, and keeping, ten­
sion: it is the underlying message of 
111is book. In a globally inter-depend­
ent, post 9/11, world nothing is clear 
cut or permanent, allegiances are 
strategic and can change from one 
moment to the next. and identities -
including one's m\'n - need constant 
monitoring. Changez's introspeclions 
progress from a sense of superiority -
as privileged outsider and top 
Princeton performer - to uncertainty 
and even self deprecation . He begins 
to sec himself a mercenary in the pay 
of a foreign power: 

I wa~ II modem day janissllry, a ser­
vant ofthe Amcriclln empire at a time 
when it was invading a country with 
a killShip to mine and was perhaps 
even colluding to ensure thllt my own 
country faced the threllt of war. 
(p. 173) 

Changez sounds like a good name for 

a turncoat, to Western ears at least 
But, Mohsin explains, it is the Urdu 
ver~ion of Gcnghis, implicitly sug­
gesting that Changez is not to be seen 
as an avenging muslim fundamental­
ist (Genghis Khan). The fundamen­
talism is elsewhere, in the ruthless 
pursuit of gain which is the underly­
ing philosophy of the company 
Changez works for (and in the nllme, 
Undernrood Samson, it is easy to see 
a mixhrre of subterfuge and bmte 
strength) : 

''rocus on the ftmdamentals" This 
\\'as Underwood Samson's guiding 
principle, drilled into us since our 
first day at work. [ ... ] And that was 
precisely what I continued to do, 
more often than not with hoth skill 
and enthusiasm. 
(p. 112) 

As the besl of 6 trainees in Ilis cohort, 
he is able to put aside lIny feeling of 
human sympathy for the workers he 
comes into contact with, alld who are 
going to lose their jobs as a result of 
the downsizing operation he is plan­
ning for the company: 

To be perlectly honest, sir, the com­
pas~ionate pang~ I felt for soon-to-be­
redundant workers were not over­
whelming in their frequency; our job 
required a degree of commitment that 
left one with rather limited time for 
such distractions. 
(p. 112) 

Until 9/11, that is, and the disillusion­
ment with the American brand offun­
damentalism which has become his 
life. Stylistically, the narrative cap­
tures this disillusionment we ll. 
through a vein of mock formality 
which transmits sarcasm as well a~ 
adding to the ever present sense of 
menace. Tt is present in the sub­
servient way in which he addre~ses 
the American ("Excuse me, sir, but 
may J may of assistance?"), and in the 
cOllxing and cajoling ("Come, tell 
me, what w'ere you looking for?" "I 
hope your disgust has not banished 
your appetite"). The choice of a ritu­
alistic present simple ("Why do you 
recoil'?" "You hesitate, sir"), instead 
of a more informal present progres-



sivc (' Why are yOll hc~ it ating?') also 
sccm~ appropriate agttill ~t the unfold­
ing ritual of the mea l in tile street 
cafc . 
Onc of the most immediately visible 
features of Ihis style i1; the frequent 
italicizing of words fur emphasis; 
ChangcL weighs hi s words carefully, 
,",specially when tlU!y are scntcncc­
fi nal: 

." noticed that you were looking for 
something; more than looking, iD fact 
you ~eemed 10 be IIn a mission". 
(1" 1) 

" [ wa~ telling YOll ilbOllt my interview 
with UnderwOod Samsoll, and how 
Jim had found me 10 be, as he put it, 
h,lllgIY"· 
(p. 13) 

"On that day, I did n(lt think o1'mysclf 
,l ~ a Pakistani, but as an U!lderwood 
S.lmson trainee, and my firm 's 
impressive otlices made me prowf'. 
(1" 38) 

" Ou t lonight, as I think wc botb 
unders tand, is :I night of some impor­
tal/ce". 
(r. 105) 

All the~ tormal featu res make for a 
polished, rational tt'xt. g iving the 
reader, and the li$\ener, the sense that 
Changez i$ in eontwl. They also, per· 
hap~, help ereale :l ~nse of linl:,'lIistic 
neutrality, of a mid-atlantic or mther 
gJobal English Wllich is nei ther 
American, nor British, nor South 
Asian .. bul with (.'!ement'> of each 
(~uch as Am eric.m spellings, 
Rritishisms sllch as c/wp, and, in its 
general preferencc fm a more fonnal 
register, perhaps South Asian). 
Changez's own reflect ion on his ele· 
gan! idiolect is worth quoting a! 
lengtb: 

I have subsequently wondered why 
my mannerism $0 3ppcalcd to my 
~cnior colleagues. Perhap~ it was my 
~peech: like Paki stan, America is, 
after all, a former English colony, and 
it stands to reaso n, tberefore, that an 
Angl i c i~d aCl'cnt may in your coun­
try continue tll be associated with 
wealth and power, jl.l$t u), it is in 
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mine. Or perhaps it was my ability to 
function both rcspce\tllJly and with 
~e l f- respect in <l hierarchical enviroJ\­
meot. something American young­
sters - unllk.: thdr Pakistani count.:r­
parts - rnrcly r.:.,em trained 10 do. 
Whatever the reason, 1 wa), aware of 
an advantage conferred upon me by 
my foreignness, and I tried to utilize 
it as much as 1 could. 
(1'.47) 

It is insights such :lS these which may 
h;we prompted St Andrew's 
University to !>Cl Ihe text as pre· 
scribed reading [or iucoming students 
about to enter their own different 
kind o f hieran;·hicll euvironment. 
T bey also, probably, h;ll us a lot 
abont Hamid's tlwn bk'Ultural experi­
ence and ' ;lblity to funct ion ' in very 
different environments. parallel but 
not identical 10 Ch flngeZ. After 9/ 11 
Ilamid returned to the UK (calling 
himself a Rush era exile'), and 
bee.lme a British ci tizen in 2006 but 
in 2009, (raTher later than Change:;'.), 
d<;>cided to return to P;lkist;)n, back to 
his home {Own o f Lahofe, as the most 
appropriate place tn bring up his 
newly born daughter; whereas 
Changez, biding time iu the Lahore 
twighlight, waiting for tile next event 
in the great game, confe ),se~ to feel­
ing 'mlher like:l KlIm. w;lit ing for his 
M;)rluw, 

Thi~ is a remi!lder tltat the Reluctant 
f undamentalist i ~ also a novel abuut 
changing places, (whi le incidentally, 
s taking a claim for its.clf wi thi n a 
g rand postcolonial current). W hat 
yon see, how y\lu interpret tbe fi naJ 
gesmre, depends \In who you are, and 
where you arc. Hamid reco unts that 
his American friends as~ume that the 
American is about to be physica lly 
e liminated by the wa iter, in cahoots 
with Change7: whereas secn fmm 
Pakistan, the gliD! o f meL ... 1 in the 
American's pocket spells the end ror 
the o\'er-effusive Il llrrator. It is this 
open ending, which is at the same 
time an elegant so lution to the 
thriller, and the statf.-'TIKnt of the p rob­
lem of poim of view, Wl1ich ma.lces it 
more thall a wel l COllstlllctcd, but 
lightweight novella: TIle Re/uefalll 
Fundamefllalisf is a book which 

nei.":ds to be read in difthent places, 
and which grow s heavier in the re­
reading. ~ 

Esterino Ad a mi 

Alessa ndro Monti, Ir ma Piova no, 
Ael fric Bianc'hi . a cuta di, Chaltai 
hai: cosi va il mondo. Bollywood 
specchio dell'lndia. Alessa nd ria, 
Edizioni de ll'Orso. 2010. pp. 341 
••••• • •••••••••••• • ••••••• 

L'in !r icato e culu ri!o mondo di 
BollywooJ, nlll la Stl:l straripante ric·· 
cheua di tmme, pcrsonaggi, sti lemi, 
risulta spesso elud ibile, eslr".meo c di 
dii1k ile cOlllprensi \)I~e per il pubblico 
occidentale, non liS!) a l ipologie 
mimetiche. L' intercssfilltc volume a 
cura dd Oip:trtimento di 
Orientalistica dell'Un i ver~ita di 
Toriuo c del Cesmeo (CenlTo interna­
zionalc di ~Iud i asi:u ici avanzati di 
Torino), eun il supporto del Centru 
Multimediale QuaZ2.:'1 (Uni vers ita di 
Torino) c sotto 1n respomabilil:.\ 
scientifica cd edjtoda1e di Ales~andro 
Monti, ha proprio 10 scopo di fomirc 
indicazioni puutuali c precise, p re­
scnt;lndo le principali caratt .. --r i;;tic hc 
del ,"ondo jilmi (la pa."Ola in Indian 
ElIgli~h cksigna t\ltto c io che ruOla 
(1110010 al concclto di cinematogra­
fia), assieme a IlIHl riccase lezione di 
~chcde , recensioni e a1ni strumentj di 
indagine. Strutturato in maniera intcr­
d iscip linare, i l test,) afhonta n O li 

tanlo, o non solo, I'analisi cl i singo li 
fi lm u elementi tcm;u ici ricur.enti, 
quamu pimtoslO la sua adcren7a a1 
contesto socia le intiiaml, attraverso 
l'individua7ione di specifichc dina· 
rniche culturaJi 0 moli fi ss i di ident,­
tt\ di genere, come ad esempio quella 
" Iine;\ di comportamel}lo (rekha) che 
:tlle donne e impossibi l..: o!lrepassare" 
(p. 10). 
La parte introdutli va del volume e 
costituita dai du e bei saggi di 
A l e~sandro Mooti e Aclfric Bian chi, 
rispctli vamcn(e iud lolati "Ideniiti, 
Amorc c "Fantasia: la Via Indiana al 
Cinema" e "L' lndia nel Paese dd le 
Merilviglie". Seglle poi una prima 
5ezioue cli schede d i mm, dovc nitre a 
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infonuazioni Iccniche delle singoJe 
prodlVioni sono indic:,te <loch..: 1" 
(mma, la preselll!lziolle e i1 profilo del 
regislrt . Nonoslnnte iJ cinf; ma indi:mo 
- com' e nOlo - rnppresenli lUl c;nnpo 
an islicQ ~norme eJ eslremamt;> ntc 
d iversificato uelle sue forme. la scd­
la dd film qui tranali risulta esSCfC 
bell calihmla c rappresentativa delle 
d iverse fasi vissulc dal cinema india­
no. grazic non solo aU'ampio areo 
temporal\! copcrto (daJ 1929, con il 
cinema mulo, sino all\=poca aUua[e 
col film Love Ailj Kat, del 1ug1io 
200'J), ma anchc alla variet.l Ut trame, 
storic, ambicnta7.iolli, rappresentazio­
m. 
Le parti \I e 111 , invccc, harulO come 
fonti primaric il/dia Ibday e OUl/ooA, 
due fra le piu nOlc riviste indiane, 
disponibili Illlchc onlinc, da cui vicne 
att inta \lll':lInpia serie rJi rec\:nsioni c 
art icoli. utili non solo per ulteriori 
rJd tagli sui van IiIm, ma anche per 
comprcndcrc la perceziom:: e ricezio­
ne di qucste opere fra il pUbbl;co 
indiano. 
11 primo in rcrvento, a fir ma di 
t\lcssandro MOilt i, a ttraverso una 
ricca serie di esempi. cvidenz ia come 
l'elaboraziOlle invcnti va de lle storie 
d'amore bollywoodianc sia in realla 
legata, da lm lato, a prcci~ nonne sti­
lis tiche - l'Utl1i7Z0 della musica c del 
canto (wale forma sosIitutiv3 dd lin­
guaggio ve,rbalc, il balh:tto 0 danza 
C~)[TH;: forma espres~iva e artislica pri­
maria, c cli dllesso per la pittura - e, 
dall ' altro, all" rnclici dd teatro tradi­
zionale, sunscrito in partico1are, e ai 
suoi codici prescriuivi di comporta­
mento, La viccnda d' amore, declinata 
in una plurali tA di versioni, che vanno 
dal comico al dra mmalico e al grotle­
seo. di venta situazione social..: per 
eccdlenza, rapprc. .. enrariva dei rap­
porti um,m; 1I11 'interno della famiglia 
o della pill ampia comuniro. Da tale 
aggrov ig liato sc.t;'nario, cmergouo 
traul distintivi circa i1 seo$O dei ruoli 
prc<ieH:mliual; (per esempio, il signi­
t1cato di palivraro, cOnc.:tto chc iudi­
ca la moglie fedele e devola al Illllri-
10, oppure il pmi, cioc "i l capofami­
glia, ma anche iI padron~ d~i dcstini 
altrui", p. 4). 
Sono inol1rc pr!;s ! ill considerazione 
qllegli stratagcll1llli c,he, molto fre ­
quentemellte, cOlltraddistinguono 10 

sviluppo della trama in numerosi 
fi lmi indian; , L'autort: del saggio sug­
gerisce, ad esempio. il vigore O:lrmli· 
vo del bedlrick, l'c~pcdicn tC' d i una 
falsa 0 doppia identiui: per uno dei 
componenti la coppia, come tc!>timo­
niano sia Dj/wale Dlllhallia It! 
Jayenge (1995, J irctlo da t\d itiya 
Chopra) sia Djl Se ... (1998, d irello da 
Mani Ratnam), In quest ' ultimo caso, 
la dOIUm innamorala e persolmggio 
liminaie, poich6 te11'01ist8 kashmiri 
con progeui suicidi.l1 beatrick e tutrc 
le altre forme di camu fh!meruo cli 
identitit operano comc strategie pri­
maric nell 'orgunizzazioue de1ht strut­
tura filmica " in quanto si pougono 
come tonnc libcrc rispetto al cwice 
alltoctono del ma!ri!l1~)ni ~) combina­
to" (p. 13). 
Altrettanto ricco di acume e co mplc­
tczza di vii ione e il saggi o di Ac lfric 
Bianchi, il cui litolo puntua!izZll la 
dimensione simboLk a del cinema 
indiano, la cui serialit,i narntl iva, 
imparentata con J iver.;c art i jX:rfor­
nl3live, dalla d:mza al ballo alle 
espressioni dclla musica, s i dedina 
anmvcrso le epoche ~ k tt"OdCIl7C in 
moltep!ic! fonne, tanto che 10 srudio­
so identifica due dale s;gll iticative 
come i1 1929. anno in c ui viene l>re­
~entalo A Throw of Dice (noto anehc 
come Prapallcho Posh), film indiano 
diretto dal {edeseo Fram; O SI<;;:11 I;! 

reCl;:nlemente riscopcrto clal British 
Film Institute (2006), e;: il200 I, quan­
do MOIlSOOII Wedding, i1 film cle lla 
regista NR[ (Non Residellt Indian) 
Mira Nair C: prcmialo col Leon e 
d'Oro a Vcnczia. E imponallte, ql1il1-
di, non solo riconoscere come la cinc­
matografia indimta, iu realta, posscg­
ga una multifonnc e molteplice natu­
Ta, dal generc popolare;: al coloss.al 
bollywoodiano ai prodoui tipicamcn­
te indirizz..ati al1e;: comuuita asiatichc 
diasporiche ne! mondo, ma allche 
rifleltere sulla rivalutazionc estetico­
temarica dei rum indiani. 1nl tempo 
spesso eticheltati come privi cli valo­
re, ripetitivi e slegati da rifcrimcllti 
alia "culrnm alia" . A lal proposilo, da 
Im'analis; anenta ddle tipologie stan­
dard deUa trama dei masola movies, 
emerge Im' inc1inazione cl; insom~ r'Cn­
za tipica della cultura Indiana nod 
confronti del realismo storico, dipa­
nando quindi una stilizzaziont.: di 

TUoli e c-a.raueristiche. Nelle fonli 
antiche . aJ escmpio , occorre ricorda­
re che " il teatm sanscrito melte in 
sccna non gia l 'csscrc, beusi piutlosto 
il dover essere, d ipingendo uu moudo 
idcale a l cui imemo agiscono e si 
muovono modelli perfelli" (p. 26). 
Per fiOOd ire i1 peso di Bollywood 
come luogo socioculturalc, tuna,,;a, 
occorre anc l1e ripcllsar<: agli aspetli 
Ixrpolari cl; ,]ucste l'roduzioni: a1 di la 
della lo ro struttura poliedrica ed 
ccccssiva di drvertissement, i ti1m 
indiani rigctlano ogui S<:l1$O di rap­
prcscnt3zione realistica, azzerando 
completamente 10 sguardo sulla 
poverta indicibile negli enonni slum 
suburbaui del paese, per sconfinare 
invece in storie esageratamente fanta­
siosc, con la dassica sloria d'amore e 
il liero finc che deuano le sfumamre 
del romance suI grande schenno, 
come in occidclltc avviel1~ forsc per 
13 lettcratu ra rosa . O 'altrondc, 
Bollywood incarna per antonomasia 
il nlOlo del c inema corn:;: fonte crca­
trice d i sogoi, 0 mornem; di imratleni­
men to <lttcaverso cui le mil~se scorJa­
no le sofJerenzc e le l!liserie, aU' im;;: r­
LlO d i illl p::-oc:;:sso di com~inaz;onc e 
ibridin.azione d i ~;;neri. sotlogcneri. 
s til i poiche "il t;P1CO film popola.--e si 
prc~en ta infatl i come una mistum ele­
rogenea e ibrida di in!,rredienti chc. in 
un ' ottica occidemale, possono appa­
rire iucollciliabili" (p . 29), ma che in 
rt;:altit costi tuiscono le cnergie;: proprie 
dei ma.wla movies. 
Ndlc parti successive, it volume si 
con centra nclla ricoslru7ione del 
panOrama cinematografico indiano 
attravcrso nn'allenta scelta di tilOli 
significath';' "basati sn mm 0 pill sto­
rie d'amore. secondo 10 schema, che 
safebbc piaciuto a Polol1io, della 
oommcdia lmgico-comica-cosmopo­
litic<l -storiuo-arnorosa" lP,34), pre­
seutando fihn dcgli anni '40 e ' 50 
come _Uefa ( 1948), oppure Dcrlta.~ 
(J955), storia d':wao:~ paragonabile a 
Romeo e G iulietk'1 e ba5ala s uI 
rom3.l.lZO di Smatc handra 
Chanopadhyay pubblicato if! Bengala 
n:!i 19 17, per poi p rocedere nel COffiO 

dei decetllli con Pwab aur PascJrim 
( 1970), Deel1'UlI{I ( 1992), Dil To 
Pager! Hai (j997), Ulla secomJa ver­
sione di De,,'das presentato a Cannes 
(2002), fino ai rccenti Vivah (2006), 



Namu.wc)' LOlldon (2007) e La\'(1 All) 
Ka! (2009). Una varieL3. di recensioni 
c acticoii, tratti da rivisle indi ;Ule. 
compktano l'interessante volu111e -
prcscntato nel1'edizione 2010 del 
SaiotJe Intemazionalc del Libro di 
Torino in una serie cli iniziative dedi­
cate a l cinema di Hollywood c 
offrollO u!tenori S"plmti di discu~fi i ollc 
e rifle~"ione Sll quell'enonnc macchi­
na culrurnle che e il c inema indiano. ~ 

ESferino Ad ami 

Suhayl Saadi, Joseph's Box, 
Ullapool, Two Rav~ns Press, 
2009, pp. 670 .......................... 
Al centra del nuovo, magmatico 
romauz\) delle scrittore anglo-p:I\d ­
SI:1I10 Suhayl Snadi vi e una filta rete 
di stone incrociate, inlle~tatc su tr:ldi­
ziuni tln,liche, mili rivishati, narrazio­
ni riscopcrtc, pcrsonaggi che oscilla­
no fra mondi divcrsi, in que! precario 
equilihrio delle identita postcoloniaii 
e poslmodeme. Gia a primo sguardo 
la Irnma flOII puo essere riCODdona a 
una llarraziOlJe line-,ne, ma si sviluppa 
~u sen tier; J;vers ;. rami fic:lzio ni 
Icstuali. turbamenti on; ric i. in Uti 
ampio movimcllto d i dislotazionc 
gCI)gratiea che va daJla Scozi a 
al1 ' oric!ll~ , pa~sando poi per i l 
Mcd itcrranco. La narrazione si f1vvia 
quando Zuleika MacBcth, infcrmiera 
dorn iciliare di origini pakistane, nu­
v ienc una grossa e misteriosa scatola, 
mcnlJe :'I ta nuolando nelle aC4UC de l 
C lyde. Con I'a;nto di A lexa nder 
Wolfe. un suonatore di liulO cono ­
sciuto casua lmente sui luogo, riesce 
poi ad aprirla: i ! contenuto e costirui -
10 da una scrie di altre sei sCf1toic, 
dalla decorazione elahorata e dalla 
fattwrt arcana, che fun7iona come 
una sorta di mappa interattiva: dop\) 
aver svelato it segrcto del pruprio 
codiee, infa ni, ogni scatola rimanda a 
un IUI)g() Jlreciso. J due illtmprendollo 
eo~ i \ 111 pcn.:orso di scopcrta e inizia· 
zione, che li f.1.fil flullllare I'm ricordi, 
mUl1lzioni, leggcnde, da Glasgow al 
Ballistan, la regione monluosa nd 
K3 shmi r, con lappe intenn cdh: a 

G lasgow, ne l Arghyll shi re, Ile l 
LincolslIire, in Sicilia, n Lahore. 
La scrittura irru(;ntc. f,u1tasiosa e sug­
gestiva di Saadi ill~ist~ sull a potcnza 
della musira, come mezzo csprcssivo 
e eomunicativo, innestando il suono 
del liulo al tone poetico dei gha::al.l' , 
evocando le anticlte ballate seozzesi e 
le to nne dell' oralita popolare, indu­
dcndo ancbe la carica irri verl'n te 
dd la musica ruck ann; '60. Fm le 
misteriose indiem·jOlli c.he i d ue pro­
tagonisti devono dccrittare , infatl i, vi 
sono, relate in un groviglio di caratte­
ri latini, greci, arabo-persiani. ara­
maiei. anchc dclle note nlllsicaJ.i, che 
anraverso Alexander evocanO e tesso­
no ricorJi, ~tOl;C , frammeUli di iden­
tit:'!.: " the natme or the music which 
he was able to produce on suc h an 
i.nstrument also had alten.-d [ ,.,] and 
so the struchlfe bad dict:lIeJ I.llal the 
melodic line become dominanl and 
he had found himsdf embroidering 
loose texts around th:\t lille" (p. 237). 
La musica, con il suo vnlore llnivers3-
le. quimli, pare css(: rc strumcnto 
inlcreulturale di con/i'onto e cooo­
scenza, ammantato quasi di COlltlota­
zioni mistiche 0 meta fi sicbc, Se i1 
romanzo si mdiea profonu;lITIcnte in 
un tessuto post-babelko, iI linguag­
gio della mu~jca emerge come scgno 
caranerizZMlte la cundizione umana e 
i tentativi d; indagnre il s'uo d cstino, 
"ttraverso le storie, i sogni, i miti . 
Quando Zllleika e i\lex vanno in 
l3a ltistan. la 10ro peregrinazione (una 
vera e propria sorta cti pustcvlollial 
progre.ss) diventa l1l0mcnto di pas­
saggio, altravcfsamcnto di valichi 
'altri', poichc "they h~ld crossed an 
invisible frontier. A fron tier not meJe­
Iy hetween language groups - though 
that was profound eoough - but aJso 
between continents, music, and tbe 
conception of the sacn:d " (p. 574). TI 
romaIlZO trasfonna le proprie coordi­
nate spaziotempomli in una vera e 
propria fanta~magoria, la cui intcrte­
stualita opera a gracto eSlremo. citan­
do ed clahorando le ImdizioJli cultu­
ra li di paesi e papoli diversi, in un 
viaggio mislico le cui mete lanno ceo 
alle selte slazioDi deUa mistica Sufi , 
dcdicate al sacr ificio, aUa verila, al 
potere, all ' obbedienZ3, alia vita, alia 
mcmoria. e ali a belle lnl. Ma la dop­
pia cifra fondamentaie dell'intero 
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lesto riguarda soprallullo i concetti di 
mulabilita C cI)mplessila. cosi che la 
mappa trO\~dta neHa prima scatola ini­
ziahnenle pan: ~um ig l iare a1 percorso 
del Clyde, per poi mutare in forme e 
disegni di ff\.!rent i. come i t si~tema 
vascolare de l corpo umano, la f\.-'1e 
delle si napsi, i1 mosrueo del sistcma 
solare, della galassia, dell'univcrs.). 11 
climax dell ' esperienza extraselhoria­
le e raggi ullto daUa ragaz:t.a al Icnni­
ne d.:1 viaggio, quando i sog:ti, i 
ricordi, le speral17e. ma anchl!" gli ;,pi­
riti di cotoro che 110n c i sono piu, si 
aggregano in un turbinio di sensazio­
nl panicbe, cbe aspirano a una visio­
ne totalc, unn riappaciticazione de\-
1'ego e della \.!oscieu.za coo il mondo 
att raverso le sue rizo matiche estcn­
sioni, facendo coiueideJe I'llnidta e 
la mo lteplidta: " It were as 6 0ugh 
she, Zule ika Chasm framareza 
M"cbeth , b3d never Ot."'rn just a single 
isolated entity, but h3d br.:en compo­
sed of a myri:u"l or spirits. the spirits 
or thc blad~s of gra!», the branches of 
the trees, the apricots, the olives, the 
rowan berries. the leopards up on the 
high glaciers, thc spirits of numerous 
strangers in a thousand cities. The 
dead were tile living and the living 
were the dead" (p. 66 1). 
AI contrario del vaso di PandOJa, le 
magic he scatole che conlTaSSegnano 
il pcrcorso sono colme di energie, 
voci. I c ~tim\)oianze , st ratificazioni 
del passato e del senso della vita, 
sopratrutto per i migranti , i yiandanti, 
i el andeslini, cu loro che attraversano 
coniini e barricrc geografiche, ma 
anehe culturali e soc iali, Con un guiz­
LO postmoJerno, l ' espeJienz3 diaspo­
rica si ist rive sui corpo quale sito 
"idealc di rapprcse nt.1z ione deHa 
dimen.."ione umana . e Zl.llcika p<'rce­
pisce il proprio corpo - eontraddistin­
to da un colore della pelle pill scuro 
per il yolto e le braceia, ma piu cbia­
ro per le gambe c altr<' pani - come "a 
physical map of tbe world - the kind 
of map that haJ n.o borders" (p. 343). 
Nel tentativo di mcJi arc il peso colo­
niale del passato COil la sc hizofreniea 
contemp.Ha neita postcolonia le, la 
ragaz;w J ivcnta :,cgnu \'iver:te d~lIa 

dinamicita culturale del mlmdo, mell­
Ire I'autorc sottihnent:: spasta il punto 
di vi:-.ta vcr:.o un.a prospettiva limina­
le, q1L.1si una Scottishness in1ercultu-

11 



34 

india e pakistan 
mic c aperta a1 dialogo. come vien..: 
fm I' allro ricordato ll ell 'i nlcre:-)s~m t..: 
saggio cli Ziauddin Sardur, Balri 
Britain (London. Grant" Book s. 
200R), che dedica diwrsc paginc a 
Suhayl Saadi . 
Secondo la prosrcttiva diasporica. i 
luoghi che camUcrizzano l'itincrario 
dei due personaggi co.~ t i tuisc ()no una 
sorta di ponte culturalc. che uniscc 
luoghi e slOrie, dalla G r,m Bretagna, 
anticn epicenlro dell'impcm, lino alle 
colonic nsiatiche. pa.<;sam\o prr le 
rolle euro-meditcrnmec della Sici! ia, 
Iri SIC lcatro delle morti dei c!alldcstl­
ni nei giomi nostri. La sczione sicilia­
na, quindi, suggerisce analogic sui 
lema dell'immigra7ione, del movi­
mellta dei populi c delle culture, che 
tioriscono poi ncll' architetlu.r.:t ("'C k'l­
lic .. <li quella <kcadeu7:'1 malinwn icn 
che carmterizza !nolle cin il postcolo­
niali. in cui le vestigia di IIn gJorioso 
plIssalO cOfi\' ivono con una :wlfocan­
te modcrn itit 

" In Palenno in the twenty-Iirs l centu­
ry. ewn the churches were t:'l.lling 
d()wn. B ut then sbe wou ld come 
across a perfectly sculptured Arab 
window or a geometrica lly harmQ-

nious Nonnan lm:h and the city's 
architectnnics would assume a benev­
olent orchesl111l i( 1O like, that of a 
Xenakis comp(1~ition - :;eem ingly dis­
ordered. cbaori c und madden ingly 
obfus('atory, yet witll a quantum logic 
that lcillohed through eVetylhing" lp. 
342). 

In considem"Lionu dd suo passato 
arnbo-morcsco. la Sicili" s i presenta 
come luogo- soglia I'ra i continenti e le 
cuhure, in modo laic c he i suoi palaz­
zi. persi in Un dedalo di strade e vicu­
H, sommaM le di ra1.na~, ioni della sto­
ria, iconizzala ill quell o che Zuleika 
ddin isce un "bizzarcly Southe rn 
Gothic feel'·. inscrito in ma nie ra 
apparentemente incongrua in aLcuni 
cvnte&ti ~oc iali e cuItW'ali: ''But go 
much fm1h('r and it begins 10 look 
qnit .. · rid icol()us. Like women's Kirk 
of Scotland bats among the desert 
fathers, or like thooe English C hurch 
spires in llldia, she thllUght. Or thc 
red-brick coll eges o f Pak istan. 
Owzat! The valicose world of cric­
ket" (p. 377). 
In definit iva, si lrutla non tanlo, 0 non 
solo, di lln testo chc rinvigorisce la 
tradizione del real i~nm magico. ma 

SOpr.ltlUUO d i un romallzo polifl)n icl) 
che gioca abilmellle con la poetica 
dei luoghi , e il senso precipuo della 
diaspora come cspeliellza catarLica. 
di trasfol1nazione. d i passaggio chc i 
vari pcrsonaggi come ad esempio 
Arch ibald Ldns McPherson, I'anr-iano 
aviatol'C che combatt6 ndln scc(1nda 
guerra mondia1e, e cbe nel momell to 
dcHa ma lauia e assislilo da Zulcika ­
dc\'ono artTontare. al di la dclhl pro­
pria llimens io lle pers()na lc. 
L'a mhiziosa s trunura naITativa claho­
rata da Sa.adi dispiega loni c registri 
di versi, \'olgcndo dal postcoloniul e Al 
pOSlmod~'rno , andando a scandagliare 
i punti pill remoli delhl cosc ienza 
mnana. I'accettazioll(! dd la vilu ne l 
suo ca lc idoscopio di funne. ma anchc 
la dimctlsione del sogno, de l mi lo. 
dc lla fantasia. j\l lcnninc del suo pcr, 
COrsl1 d i ercsc ita spiri tuale c umana. 
7.u leih ricscc a lenirc le fe rite del 
pass.110 e i dubbi del prcsentc. palten­
do ilil un ' tmit:i minima di s igniticaro, 
che C ;lnchc mcssaggio d i r iconcilia­
?'.ionc uni ver~alc. ··the word. Ihe gifi, 
the musica l lOne. And the word was 
Joseph, Gi useppc, Ynsul" (p. 31 1) . ..., 
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Jennifer Johnston, Grace and 
Truth, London. Review, 2005, pp. 
250; Foolish Mortals, London, 
Headline Review, 2007, pp. 312; 
Truth or Fiction, London, 
Headline Review, 2009, pp. 185 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

L'ultima volta che in 'Tolomeo' ci si 
C occupali di Jenni ter Johnston e stato 
nel n. 7 (2003), con una intelligente e 
ampia rccensione di 71Jis is Not a 
.Vuve!, scritta da Davidc I3enini. 
Prima di lui. nel n. 4 (1998-1999), 
Roberta Gefter Wondrich si era 
addentrata piuttosto a fando C COll 

cvidtmle compelenza in akuni aspeUi 
nodali di The Invisihle rr;-)mJ e di Two 
Moons (entrambi ora pubblicati in 
italiano da La Tartaruga). Da allora 
Jennifer Johnston ha pubblicato altri 
tre roman71, Grace and Truth, 
Foolish Mortals, e Truth ur Fiction, il 
piil recente, il suo diciasseUesimo 
romanzo. Come in tutti i suoi roman­
zi, al cuore delle storie c'e un miste­
ro, 0 un segreto ben cusrtodito, 0 

comunque un elernento ignoto 0 

ignorato, ehe ha condizionato una 0 

piu di una vira. Come This Is }lut a 
Novel, che ovviamente e invece pro­
prio un romall7O, queste tre ultime 
opere sono, se possibile, ancora piil 
inquietanti delle precedenti. In reaita 
tutti romanLi di ]ennifer ]ohnston, 
che ha cominciato la sua carriera di 
scrittrice dopo avere compiuto qua­
rantadue anni, atlrontano terni e pro-

blemi inquietallti. Ma in questi suoi 
ultimi lavori gli eiementi conturbanti, 
a volte aspetti conlroversi 0 proibiti 
della morale comune, si intrecciano 
alia vita quotiJiana, emozionale, 
socia1c e politica c,)n piu crudelt~1 e 
nello stesso tempo con piu capacita di 
cornprendere - senza che questo si 
proponga di alleviare in akLm moJo 
la inelllttabilitit e la capacita distruui­
va degli eventi. Anzi, la domesticita 
del contesto rende quegli elementi 
piu pericolosi, perche sotto la spinta 
inesorabile della vita che scorre e 
coinvolge, la reazione umana e quel­
la di acceUare qualLlllque cosa in un 
silenzio terribile, 0 perfino quella di 
ricercare un silenzio ancora piu tota­
lizzante. 
L'aspelto veramente inqllietante di 
questi romanzi e proprio la scelta di 
]ennifer ]ohnston di assumere come 
prospettiva narrativa quella della vita 
quotidiana, cntro la nonnaliui visib ile 
della quale il mistero, 0 l'ignoto, 0 

l'ignorato letwralmente esistono e 
abitano in un patio non dc'tto di silen­
zio e invisibilita - uno dei slloi primi 
titoli, The Invisibile fforrn (1992), e 
verarnente Wl indicatore predicabile 
per tuUe le sue opere. La mescolanza 
di aspctti del 'thriller' e di aspetti di 
commedia, spesso di una sardonica 
'black comedy' , le invcnzioni di e1e­
menti sorprendentemenre fantastici, e 
la leggerezza testuale che ne deriva, 
mascherano indagini ostinate e pro­
tonde entro i meandri volontari e 
involontari dell'umano. In tutte le sue 
opere lennifer Johnston dedica la sua 

irlanda 

atlenzione creativa a personaggi pro­
blematici, a1cuni decisamente porta­
loti di danneggiamenti delta psiche, 
akuni vitrime Ji comportamenti deri­
vati dalla psiche danneggiat.'l di altri. 
Gh agonisti priucipali dei romanLi 
sono principalrnente donne, mog li, 
madri , figlie, nipoti; intol11o a loro 
agiscono i personaggi maschili, non 
centrali nella narrazionc, ma estrema­
mente significativi nella vita narrata. 
Come Imogetl in This Is Nor a Novel, 
Grace in Grace and Tmth ha bisogno 
di conoscenLa. Come a Imogen, 
anche a Grace si oppongono muri di 
silenzio e perentorie richieste di 
silctllio. In un certo senso anche la 
'conoscenza' diventa per loro mm 
reaita ilmnaginara l'immagine 
immaginata di una propria interezza 
umana. Per queslo entrambe hatlllO 
bisogno di consolazione. 
L'etimologia della paro la 'consola­
zione' interpreta con suggestiva pre­
cisione il bisogno runano: dal latino 
'crun-solari', dove 'salari ' e diretta­
mente proveniente da 'solus ', 'inte­
ro'; qUilldi il bisogno di consolazione 
e il bisogno di 'essere intero', 0 di 
ritomare a e~sere intero. Non si vuole 
afIrontare il lema in qnesta sede, ma c 
impossibile non ricordare la prima 
pagina di Dublillers, dove Joyce, 
dopo avere intenzionalmente evocato 
'paralisi' e 'sirnon ia', evoca la figura 
geotllelrica dcl lo 'gnomone ' , una 
fignra alla quale per costruLione 
manca un pezLo - un peno di 
coscienza i COlloscenza. Non c'e, 
pen.'!, e si deve dire, alclln branD espli-
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cativo neUa narrativa di Jennifer 
Johnston, che contenga indicazioni 
esplicite in direzionc di .layer.::. Certo 
e, di converso, che Johnston ha letto 
Joyce, sia con intelligenza sia con 
partecipazione. 
In Grace and Truth, il cui titolo gioca 
con molta discn::zionc su 'Grace' 
name proprio e ' grace', name comu­
ne, Grace, attricc: di successo, donna 
attraente e intelligente, figlia di una 
madrc single e suicida, ha scmpre 
valuto sapcrc c non ha Hmi saputo chi 
e ~uo padre. L'azione del romanzo si 
svoJge in un tempo piuttosto breve, 
avanzando parallelamente al prima 
stadia delta GuetT3 in Iraq del 1990. 
Grace, reduce da un torn curopco 
dove ha recitato Pegeen ne1 Playboy 
of the Western World, in improvvisa 
crisi matrimoniaJe, decide di portare 
fino in fundo la sua ricerca del padre. 
Piu di una volta nel romanzo Grace 
dLce ''J'm half a person" , pill di una 
volta dichiara di voler recilare 
Vladimir in Waitingff)/" Godo/, piu di 
una volta guardando i rqlOrlage della 
guerra alla telcvisione, ricorda 
Beckett: "Rabble, children, distraught 
'.>,romen clutching their scarves across 
their face, their eyes filled with grief 
and rage. 'They give birth astride of a 
grave' [ ... ] 1 got up and looked for 
my copy of Wailing for Godot. T tur­
ned oif the TV [ ... 1" (p. 74) . Quello 
che Grace troven"t non c quello che 
aspettava. Il mistero svelato e quasi 
peggiore del mistero ignoto. [rpure 
Johnston non porta Grace, io nan"311te 
della ~lOria, ma non delJa rivclazionc, 
a soccombere sotto il peso della veri-
1:.;'\. Non sarebbe conetto dire altro di 
una storia ben costlllita, cel1amentc 
non fine a se stessa, ma, anzi, echeg­
giante di passato ancestrale. 
Fino a oggi il romanzo piu lungo di 
Jennifer Johnstol1, e Foolish MortaL~, 
una conmledia amarognola e tuHO 
sommato l1oir, dove interagiscono 
molti personaggi, piu numerosi di 
quanto sia consuetudine di Johnston 
porre in un romanzo. Il titolo, prove­
niente da una battuta di Puck in A 
Midsummer Night~· Dream, contiene 
gia in se la qualitit santonica e nello 
~tcsso tempo indulgente che caratte­
rizza il romanzo, e che gli flLTInette di 
es~ere, pur con tuno il dolore umano 
coinvoito, molto trascinantc e diver-

tente. Tutti i romanzi di Jennifer 
Johnston, qualunque aspetto rappre­
sentino della vita dei "foolish mor­
tals" sono di lettura trascinante. Lo 
sono per 10 stile terso e controllato, 
per I' economia rigorosa della scritrnra 
- non una parola inutile - per la sun­
patia (assolutamente etimologica) di 
Johnston con i suoi personaggi e con 
gli impliciti lettori. Poco dopo l'inizio 
del romanzo, il figlio dice alia madre 
"We're not kids any longer. Time to 
move out. Lead lives of quiet despera­
tion like everyone else" (p. 20). la 
stOTia di Foolish .Mortal.~ e piuttosto 
complicata: Henry, gravemente felito 
in un incidente automobilistico, dove 
muore la sua seconda moglie, ha 
pcrso momentaneamente la memoria. 
Intomo a lui agiscono la sua prima 
moglie, due figli, un maschio e una 
fcmmina, un fratello, emigrato in 
Canada, e tilla rnadre pittrice - e iJ 1'ra­
teUo della seconda moglie. La compa­
gine familiare si rivela pooo a poco, 
viva, pulsante, molto pill comple~~a 
dell'attendibile. Dolore umano e com­
media si sovrappongono con straordi­
naria ~emplicitlt e credibilira. Tra le 
pagine piu belle, teatralmente 0 anche 
cinemalOgraficamente, una cena a 
casa della prima moglie di Henry, 
Stephanie (IIemy giace in ospedale), 
dove ~ono invitati il fratello di Henry, 
George, e la madre di Henry, Tash, 
una pittrice di talento. Tulti beyono 
molto, mangiano con gusto, sono pro­
fondamente umani, anche negli egoi­
smi, e alla fine si vogliono perfino 
bene. Stephanie e un bel personaggio, 
lill bel ritratto di donna, ma Tas11 e 
addirittura ecceziona1c, una delle 
migliori creazioni di Johnston, dal ­
l'abbigliamento colorato e artistico 
(ma con moderazione) all'eccessiva 
indulgenza all'a1cool, agJi egoismi, 
perfino alle debolezze senili e ai fl ash 
descrittivi dei suoi movimcnli. Lo 
stile succinto e e~~enziale di Johnston, 
la preponderante presenza del dialo­
go, 0 meglio della interazione di pill 
parlanti, rende qua..<;i impossibili le 
citazioni, se non molto lunghe. Un 
aspcito intere~anle da notare e pro­
prio queUo delle voci: le voci ~ i alter­
nano, non c'e un solo io narrante, il 
narratore senziente varia; inoltre di 
lamo in tanto la narrazione vira alla 
tcrza persona. 

11 pill recente romanzo di Johnston, 
Trulh or Fiction, e anche il piu com­
plcsso. Anche in queslo caso i1 titolo 
pone i termini del problema: cosa 
separa la reaita e la finzione entro i 
sentimenti nmani? neJ vissuto 
umano"? quale moraJita possiedono i 
concetti di realta e finzione? Anche 
Truth or Fiction e una commedia 
familiare amara. AI centro, questa 
vol1a, un personaggio ma~chile , 

Desmond Fit7maurice, grande scrit­
tore, famoso negli Anni Trenta del 
Novecento, ora quasi dimenticato. 
Una giomali sta, Caroline, la cui vita 
quotidiana introduce e pervade il 
romanzo, deve intetvistarlo, non 
volontaria. Tl dialogo prevale. Alloro 
prima incontro 10 scrittore si tradisce 
con le sue stesse parole, che .Tohnston 
sceglie con grande e COllSumata peri­
zia: "'1fT understand you aright, Miss 
Wallace ' 'Plca~e call me Caroline' 
'You wish to take the unimportant 
g~ubage of my life and ~tir it in wit h 
the impOItant, with my work. You 
wish to make me intelligibi le to the 
masses. 1 never wrote for the ma~ses 
to read"· (p. 28). Allche in questo 
romanzo la verit.a, ~e verita e, ha i 
suoi misteri. Una certa scia qlk1.si 
scandalistica ha ~eguito la pubblica­
zione di Truth or Fiction - scia che 
non si vuole a~solutamente toccare, 
qui 0 altrove. 
Pur non comparendo direttamenle 
nelle opere di lennifer Johnston, una 
ulleriore citazione da Wailing .If)r 
Godot - una affem13zione pronuncia­
ta da Pozzo - pue. esercitare la fun­
zione di glossa conclu~iva a una ana­
lisi dello stile e dei procedimenti nar­
rativi di lohnston: 'The tears of the 
world are a constant quantity. For 
each one who begins to weep, some­
\vhere else another stops. The same is 
true oflhe laugh". E tra il pianto e il 
riso gli stolidi mOTlali compiono le 
azioni quotidiane, si vestono, COllY'er­
sallo senza vero scopo, si fanno il 
bagno, mangiano ottimo cibo, (le\/ono 
molto whiskey e molto vino, donno­
no, e ricominciano. Le storie create 
da Jenllifer Johnston, come si e 
acce1lllalo, possiedono per costruzio­
ne un grallde appeal, eppure sono i 
suoi redl I'elemento che esercita la 
maggiore aUrazione. Jolmston, che e 
figlia del playwrith Denis Johnston e 



di una gmnde atlriec c rcgista come 
Shelah Ricliards (a ~ua volta provc­
nicnte da una lamig lia di atloti), ha 
uno Slmordinario t.'1 k:nlo per la scrit­
Iura h:atrale, per i dinloghi, per le 
voci, per I mov imenli scenici all ' in­
lema cli uno sp:12.io dnto, Lei, perso­
na lrnente, nono~U\nte abbia scrilto 
cinque luvori tcalm!i , dice di non 
saper scriverc plays, "Non per il [ca­
Iro", rua riconoscc di averc lm forl c 
gu:;: ln per il lingulIggiu lealrnle, per 
una scrinura che eonta sulroralita, 
sull 'essere detta, p:lr laI3, e che, pro­
prio men!re e p:lTlata, contempora­
llcamentc ~ cvocare la coreograIi a 
de i gesti e dei movimcnli. Di fatto ci 
SOliD poche e brevi descrizioni nci 
SIIOI romanzi, c quelle poc be S01l0 
bellissi me didascalic !"Ullzi,lllal i aUa 
cuslruzionc immagill:l.Iiva di un pal­
cosccnico, cosi come le !luceinte fr.tsi 
n(; (;es~arie all ',lvanzamcnto dell' azio­
ne, sono essenziali suggerimenti 
illterprctativi per i persllnaggi. In 
Tcalt i'. tulli gli (; lcmel1li di teatro 
potrebbl."To cssere a llreUanlO benl' 
elementi d i t(;atro rudiofonico, pro­
prio per la eap..'Wila di Iohnston di 
ercare scenogratie rH poroto; c, Qvvia­
m(;nte, per le slessc ragioni, la sua 
scritlum c un invito alia trasposiziom: 
ci ncmalogralica (cosu che di fatlo si e 
verificata, se purc in troppo poche 
Il('casioni). E propriu la scenogmfia 
della parota. comunquc, a rcndere i 
lomanzi di Iennifer JolUlslon una let-
1m3 ilTesistibile . ..., 

Lorcdana Sails 

Eamon n Jordan . Dissident 
Dramaturgies: Contemporary 
Irish Theatre, Dub li n, Ir ish 
Acade mic Press, 2009, pp. 288 .......................... 
L' artc del dissensll: drilmmi e 
drammaturghl irlandesi conlempo­
ra nci. 

11 teatro irlandcse c un fcnomeno cuI­
tW'ale che negli uh imi dccenni ha 
suscitalo un interesse sempre mag­
g iore presso la cn tica e il pubblico 
ang lofono. in ambito accademico 

um:ll1islico e probabilll1cn Lc tm i piu 
studiati, dibattuti c r..:ccnsiti; cio trova 
facile riscontro non solo nelle mmlC­
rose pubb[icazioni I: Ics i d i doltorato. 
ma anc hc nei moduli, nei corsi J i lau­
rea. nonchc ncl [e summer e w if1ler 
.\·("IIoo[s dedicate per ]'appunto ai pro­
lagonisti della drammamrgia irlallde­
~c. [I tema dell"idcnlila, 0 meglio 
delle identita al plurale. ha conscrva­
tu nel tempo la sua cenlralita, e d' al­
tJondc si osserva flllcon oggi come il 
cosiddeno 'socia.l and c uh ura l 
e ncounter', l' incontro/scontro CO il 

I' fl ltro. sia oggetlo d; pl\-'OCcupazione 
per gli addetti ai lavori e per un pub­
blico variegato di studenti, lettori. 
audience teatralc c le[cvisiva. Oggi. 
lunavia, '1'allro ' nOLI C piu esclusiva­
mellle un cOlmazionale di rcligione 
diversa bensl un migl"tlnI, un immi, 
grato. 0 mcgliu ancora lIn IIMV Irish . 
Si osscrva, dil:tlti. che la dicotomia 
protesblltc/eattoli co nO)l rapprescnt.'l 
piu il fOfJOS per eccc llenza della pro­
dU7.ione teatrale e letter.1 !" ia irlandesc, 
e cbe approcci Lrad iziona li come 
quello post-co lonial..: u qndlo anti­
colonia le banno lasciatu spa7io, 
altneno in parte. a letrure pluridisci­
p li nari che poU'euuD o definire 'post­
l1.1tional', incentr:1.1 e sullc prioriM di 
1ma nazione in cost'UlLe espansionc e 
creS\;ita multiculturak 11 processo di 
pace ne! Nord det l'lIese, il boum eco­
"ornico della Ceitic Tiger e l'apertuca 
dell e frontier~ cornunitaric hann{'l 
se oza dubbio COnlri huito a creare 
nllQvi equi[ibri e a produrre nuove 
percczioni della r..:alla passata e pre­
seote. Tutl.o Cll) VJCllC immancabil­
mcnte e punmalmcnlc captato da 
quetlo c he e staLo dcliui to 'sismogra-
10 culturalc' : un te;Itro dinamicu che 
in lrlanda antieipa clabora e articola 
I'insorgere di lluove encrgie e pulsio­
ni I (Scan Richards. ' To me here is 
more like there: Trish drama and crit­
icism in the 'cullision culture' , Irish 
Sl/ldies Review, 15, I. 2007, p. L). 
Si pnrla. di mullictnicit;\. di coesione 
socia1e, di tolleranza c di minoranle 
etniche in Ulll110mcnto di tr.1nsizione 
e di tone tensione. E in questo conle­
s t~ che nascono opere di notevole 
pres tigio cd emergOllO riflessioni 
a hretta nm signi ficfl tivc cume 
Dis.~itlel// Dramaturgies di Eamunll 
Jordan . 

irlanda 
Jordan, docenle di Drama Studies 
presso 10 University Coll ege di 
Dublino e autore di \'a lidi studi su 
Fmnk McGuinness ( 1997) e Martin 
McDonagh (2006) nonche cumtorc Ji 
Theatre SlIifJ, I' impl.natue raccolta cl! 
!'.'lggi sui teatro contempomneo irlan­
dese ed ita nell 'anno 2000, sottolinea, 
nclla premessa al rcc..;nte volume 
pubblicato dall' Irish Academic Press, 
t:hc .;de grandi opere t(;atrd i . .. gene­
raimcll te appartengOIlO a !!lomenti d i 
lbrte transizione, disintcgra7ione 0 

sfa ldrun.:mo ineui la sovrapposi l ione 
() il confronlO tra individuo c societ:' 
sono in coslanlc evoluzione La 
perdita significalivlI di valori consi­
derati fo ndanti e l' insorgere di una 
nuova consapevolczza conlribuiscQ­
no alia n:lscita di sitnaz ioni dramma­
Licbc)} (trarl. mia). 
Le r~enti vic~lldc che vedono ooin­
volw la Chiesa caltolica in Irlanda, 
come in Gennania c in ltalia, sono 
fo rse un esempi o c loquc nte della 
' perdi t3 significIILiva di valori fon­
danti' cui fa liferimento Jordan ne lla 
den . .'!a..; illuminanle prcmessa altcsto, 
dcdicaLa per I' appull to alia rase di 
'lr:lllsizione, disilltegrazione e sfdlda­
mento', che sccondo l'autore ha sli-
1Il01ato e sLimo la la produzione teatra­
[e contemporanea irlandese. 
Probabilmente no n Illuneher.mno rea­
'l ioni a livelIo u ealivo, e slando a 
quanhl suggerisce Jordan, potrebbcro 
enwrgcre riflcssioni c nuov e espres­
sioni leatrali che chi-uneremo 'di ssi­
dent ' . Dissidenle, spiega I'autore, e 
un tcalro 'ehe cOn tcsta, che cerea il 
confro lllo, che dcstab ilizza'; un leatro 
che ' non c conservutivo' ma ;:: he De l 
contempo pulrebb:: rivelarsi ' perver­
smnente sovversivo nel suo essere 
conservativo' (Irad. mia). Numcrosi 
gJi esempi portati da Jordan nei sei 
capitoli ricchi di ri rnanJj a opere 
canon ichc come Truflslations e 
Philadelphia Here I Come,! di Briall 
Frid ma anche a OpCf>..! mo:nu note di 
dr:lmmat~..lti emergenti. E questo 
uno dei meriti dd Ju smdlO di Jordan, 
cbe rilegge leMi ben noti aI pubblico 
istmito in materi a mentre introduce 
nuuvi nomi e nuov i dram mi ch..:, a 
suo parcrc, domineranno il panoram.1 
teatrale Il3.zionalc dq~1i anni a venire. 
E tunavia non si puo no n nl)tare cbe 
tant{'l la selezionc dei lesti, quanto 11 
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irlanda 
registro e il tipo di lctturc proposte, 
riducono iltarget ad un'audicncc tut­
t'altro che digiuna, cbe conosce un 
po'di storia dell ' lrlanda e del suo tea­
Im, meglio ancora se si (ratm di per­
sone che l1anno avuto esperienze di 
frcqncntazionc dei tcatfi dell'Tsola e 
in particolare della capitale. 
Jordan c un vckrano in qucsto sensa; 
non 5011anlo pcrchc inscgna la disci­
plina da anni ma anchc perchc, da 
tempo, scguc con occhio yigiJc le 
vicende culturali del suo paese e 
riflette in modo sagace e onesto sul­
l'impatto c11e queste hanno ayulo (e 
continuano ad averc) sulla pmduzio­
ne tcatralc nazionalc. NI)ll mancano 
infatti momenti di critica e ironia nei 
confronti di un teatro che l'autore 
stesso nOIl cerea semplicemente di 
applaudire ma che at contrario sotto­
pone a metieolosa analisi riconoscen­
done eventual-i Iimiti. La sua c una 
visione ampia e per m,)lti versi multi­
disciplinare che prellde 111 considcra­
zione tanto I'autore, il suo milieu e il 
testo scritto quanto la mise en scene, 
illavoro del registae quello dell 'atto­
re e, nOll da ultimo, la ricezione da 
parte del pubblieo, della critica e 
della stampa locale e internazionale. 
Sono questi, in smtesi, i punti salien­
li di Dissident Dramaturgies, un 
volume che, come osservato. si nrli­
coin in sei capitoli, si arricchisce di 
una 1l0tevo1c mtroduzione in cui l'au­
tore ricostruisce il hackground socio­
culturaJe di riferimento, e di unprimo 
capitolo dedicato alia metooologia, 
gli obiettivi e il eontenuto della ricer­
ca svolta, oltre che di una suggestiva 
nota conclusiva. 
Ogni capitolo c dedicato a un 'pat­
tern' ossia alia costante, riscontrabile 
a hvello fonnalc e narrativo, che con­
ferisce al dramma il suo potenziale 
sovversivo che per Jordan e dato sia 
dal confnmto/scontro con il eanone, 
sia dal rafforzamento dello stesso. 
Emb1cmatieo e il caso di Martin 
McDonagh che, ricorrendo alle con­
venzioni del realismo cosiddetto 
'pastoral' , crea I'illusione che quanto 
avviene su11a scena sia essenzialmen­
le ana logo a quanto avviene nella 
realta. L'apparente ricerca di autenti­
citi! e verosimiglianza c strntegiea, 
poiche dietro di essa si cela un'imma­
gine di realti! che stride con la realli! e 

cbe insieme la eontesta, svincolando­
si delibcralamente da rappre~entazio­
Ili tradizionali, tipiche del 'pastoral' , 
del Wesl uf Ireland. Il n::alismo di 
McDonagh, asserisce Jordan, e per­
tanto 'plastico' 0 'ibrido'; in quanto 
non tradisce del tutto la realti! ma non 
tenta neanche di mutilarla. 
II modello naturalistico del 'pastoral' 
c uno dei sei patterns presi in esame, 
e sei sono applmto gli aspetti che 10 
studioso identifica nel corpus di 
opere teatral i prodotte in [rianda negli 
UitiOli trent'anni e soprattutto in quel­
le 'grandi opere teatrali' che egli defi­
nisce 'dissident'. Si parla di ' history 
and memory'. e in partieolare di un 
passato che pw.'l essere reak oppure 
inventato, frutto della fantasia di chi 
ricorda,o ancora contrairatto. 1 prota­
gonisti dei drammi qui considerati 
sono alle prese con immagini contra­
stanti di un passato rievocato in circo­
stanze particolari. E inevitabilc che 
ne! contesto irlandese entrino in 
gioco questioni post-coloniali legate, 
appunto, al difficile rapporto Ira 
lrlanda e Inghilterra. 
Allro lattore importante c la meta­
tealralita del dramma, caratterizzato 
dal ricorso alia tecnica del play within 
the play e, in parlicolar modo, dello 
history play, con I'intento di rappre­
sentare I'idea di discontinuita (non a 
caso al meta-teatro sono legate imma­
gini dissidenti del doppio, di alterita e 
di polifonia). Vi c, nel teatro irlande­
se, mm certa lendenza a romantizzare 
ca senlimentaliZL.are J'jnnocenza; per 
contro, vi c chi subisce il fascino ill 
un'innocenza 'seuucenle', la quale da 
vita a un tipo di drnmmamrgia radica­
le che pertanto risulta anch' essa dissi­
dente. E il caso ui opere come queJle 
di Marina Carr, hank McGuinness e 
Mary Jones: in esse]' innocenL.a viene 
rappresentala ndle sue varie accezio­
lIi - pnrezza, infantilita, semplicita , 
assenza di peccato - e viene appro­
fondito I'aspctto dc11a violazione del­
l'innocenza attraverso la morte, 
l'abuso sessua1c, l'incesto e 10 stupro 
- aui di violen7.a perpelrati per 10 piu 
su giovani vittime. 
Interessante, al capitolo quinto, e la 
riflessione sui mito e sulla neeessiti! e 
le funzioni delle stesso. 'Mcta-nalTa­
zioni organivative', le mitologie 
eostituiscono sistemi significanti 

condivisi: talvolta 'enabling ', poiehe 
con essi si prospettano nuove possibi­
!iill espressive e arlifici fortemente 
motivazionali; i miti sono pero anche 
'disabling' e dnnque possono rivelar­
si entitii. 'invalidanti inibitTici e para­
lizzanti'. Preva1c un approccio revi­
sionista attraverso il quale certi miti 
vengono sistematicamente ribaltati; 
emblematica in tal senso e la conce­
zione assodata di vioJenza sacrificale 
come pegno per il rinnovamento del 
Paese, nn tipo di mitologia chinra­
mente pericolosa e invalidante, sem­
pre piu oggetto di critiea da parte dei 
drammaturghi contemporanei. 
L'ultimo capilolo prende in esame 
I'nso drammalico della narrazione, 
atfidata principalmente a monologhi. 
Le tensioni dialogiche tra res/actae e 
res fidae, disperazione e redenzione, 
liberia e costrizione caratterizzano le 
opere qui annovnate, incentrate tutte 
su processi, modalita e potenziaHta 
dello stOl)"tel1ing nd contesto lealralc 
(c interessante il riferimento alia 
potenziale consolation of narrative, 
ossia la possibilita di raggiungere uno 
stato ill consapevolezza e accettazio­
ne dei propri drammi attravcrso il 
l11onologo). Il tealro irlandese oirre 
una 'drammaturgia dell' eccesso' , 
conclude l'autore, una drammaturgia 
'tangenziale piuttosto che rappresen­
tativa', ehe fa sentire la propria voce 
ma e anche diffidente, manipolatrice 
e nel contempo paladina delle ingiu­
stizie. Si tratta, insomma, di una 
dratmnaturgia che sa prendersi suI 
serio quanto e quando serve, ma ehe e 
anehe tanto rantasiosa da essere fon­
damentalmente dissidente. 
L'iOll11agille che emerge e quella di 
un teatro ambivalente e dinamico, di 
una polifonia di forze creative al 
lavoro in qud calderone multicultura­
le che c l'lrlanda dei nostri giomi. E 
poco importano la recessione e i 
recenti scandali in seno alia Chiesa: 
questo e un paese la cui cultura e il 
cui teatro val la pena conoscere piu 
da vicino . ...., 

I Sean Richards, 'To me here is more like 
there: Trish dmma and criticism in the 
'collision culture', Irish Studies Revh'll~ 
15, 1,2007(1 -15)p. 1. 
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Robert Anthony Welch, 
Constanza, Belfast, Lagan Press, 
2010, pp. 85 
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Constanza e l'attuale nome dell'allti­
ea Tomis, il luogo de1l'esilio de! 
poeta latino Ovidio. Welch lie fa il 
punto di riferimento ideale per un 
percorso clegiaeo ehe richiama quel-
10 dei Tris£ia, anche se diversa e 1'oc­
casione ehe ne sta all 'origine. II volu­
mc e infatti dedicato al figlio [gan, 
motio almegato nel tlUlllC Bann, in 
Trlanda del Nord, in lIna tragica notk 
di due almi fa. Ma se diverse sono le 
canse esleme a cui le due opere si 
ispiraIlo, analogo C il senso di perdita, 
angoscia, abbandono e alienazione di 
cui entramhe sono permeate. Ben 
consapevole del pericolo che l'ecces­
siva prossimita temporale deU'evento 
luttuoso puo avcrc sulla quaJifl della 
pocsia, Welch costruisce accurlamen­
le una struttnra formak attcnla e 
severa tale da impedire al dolore 
acuto di trasi'ormarsi in un pianto 
disarticolato, all ' angoscia di deborda­
re in melodnunmatico sentimentali­
smo: divide il volume in cinque 
sezioni, di cui solo una, la terza, 
richiama direttamente nel t;tolo i 
Tristia: la prima e l'ultima poesia 
sono modellate su due distinte liricbe 
del pocta cincse dell'inizio de11'otta­
vo secolo, Meng TJaoran, e la penulti­
ma lirica, dal signillcativo titolo 
"Funeral Skirl" (lo "skirl" e l'acuto, 
dolente suono prodotto dal cantino 
ddla cornamusa), e rigidamente 
costruita su tre strofe, di cui la prima 
in distici ottonan rimati e le altre due 
in secchi senal·i pure rimati a coppic. 
Le sei poesie che fanno parte della 
quarta sezione sono precedute ciascu­
na da una citazione dalla Biographia 
Liferaria di Coleridge. Come 10 ~tes­
so Welch spiega in UIla hreve nota, 
queste poesie traggono origine da un 
dono: una copia dell'opera dello 
scrittore inglese usata dal grande stu­
dioso e poeta irlandese Sean Lucy, di 
cui Welch aveva avuto occasione di 
seguire k lczioni all'Universita di 
Cork nell 'anno accademicol96 7 -68 . 
11 volume gli era stato recapitato per 
posta dall' esecutore testameIllario di 

SemI Lucy, David Gardiner, anch' egli 
suo allievo, ma presso la Loyola 
Un.iversity di Chicago. Le acute note 
critiche di Coleridge, le mIDotazioni e 
le sotlolineature di Scan Lucy, "full 
of passion, intellect, humanity, and 
tenderness" diventano il pretesto per 
queUe che sono un misto di riflessio­
ne, memorie, immagini sui senso 
della vlta e dell'esperienza, dei senti­
menti che la guidano, delle scnsazio­
ni che risvegliano. Altre poesie sono 
cbiaramente antecedenti alia morte 
del figlio ma, inserite ill una sequen­
za, acquisiscono un'allusi ..... ita inquie­
tante e luttavia esteticamente control­
lata. In ci6, Welch si colloca perfetta­
mcnte all'interno cli una tradizione 
ktteraria irlandcsc, del Nord come 
della Repubblica, o.:;he ha avuto molta 
tortuna ne! secolo appena lrascorso, 
ma che si origina ndla poesia bardi­
ca, dal Seicento in poi, in cui senti­
mento lirico, consapevolezza sociaic, 
funzione narrativa e funzione simbo­
lica fonnano un tutt'uno non districa­
bile. Anchc gli echi di altri poeti -
Seamus Heaney certamente, ma pure 
l\1ichael Longky, John Montague, 
Jolm Hewett e Patrick Kavanagh per 
citame solo alcum - che potrebbero 
sembrare memorie di lctturc filtrate 
inconsapcvolmcnte nella coscio.:;nza, 
sono mcglio interpretabili come 
emergenza di quegli aspetti dominan­
ti di wm cultura che la rende imme­
diatamcnte riconoscihile, prima che 
agli estranei , a quelli stessi che la 
condividono. La ftgura paterna, per 
esempio, che compare in o.:;ontinuo 
rapporto dialc\1ico 0 conflittuale con 
quella del figlio, ha una rilevanza 
straordinaria in Heaney, Montague, 
Kavanagh e, piu ancora, in colui cbe 
sembra essere il capostipite di una 
discendenza nella quale agevo1mcnte 
si possono fare rientrare tutti quelli 
~opra nominati: Jmnes Joyce. E un 
rapporto spes~o amhiguo, fatto di 
tenerezza e di ostilit~\, di rancori mai 
compktamente sopiti e di rimurso, di 
emulazione e di competizione, cui 
non e completamente estranea la reli­
gione cattolica - la medesima per 
Welch e la maggioranza degli autori 
citati ehe con la figura paterna sta­
bilisce una relazione diversa da quel­
la protestante, perchoS Jiverso e illoro 
rappotio nei confronti di Dio padre. 

irlanda 
In "The Return" e 'A merry heart 
goes all the day, your sad tires in a 
mile-a' (quest'ultimo tito10 mutuato 
da un verso di "The Winter's Talc") la 
figura paterna appare lontana e ostilc, 
la durezza di cuore che la caratterizza 
e percepita quasi come la cau~a di 
un'infclicita filialc che la mancanza 
di nn colloquio ha reso anGora piu 
dolorosa. 1 versi di "The Return" 
scmbrano seguire il percorso del 
figlio in tutti gli angoli clella casa, nel 
veslibolo, su per lc scale fino alla sof­
fttta dove la madre che 10 cerea 10 
tm ..... a nascosto in un angolo in posi­
zione felate, chiuso nel suo dolore, 
nel timore di un rimprovcro patemo 
che 10 terrorizza. Per il padre o.:;he 10 
richiama alia memoria, questa figura 
COS1 vicina e cosi 10ntana insieme 
diventa l'io.:;ona di un mllto, inconso­
labile dolore universale, di una prote­
sta silenziosa contro la violenza del 
mondo. Ndl'altra pocsia, il pcrsonag­
gio fittizio di un "old knight" che c 
stalo appena accolto in "onc of the 
ancient orders of chivahy" assiste 
o.:;on dolore alla panenza del figlio che 
si allontana dalla casa paterna, 
'\vearing grimy shoes ./ with the laccs 
still unfastened". I1 figlio che si allon­
tana, e che quindi si perde, e quello 
stesso a cui il padre non e stato vici­
no, distratto dai doveri e dai richiami 
del mondo. La trascuratezza nel 
vestire del giovane c manifestazione 
esterna del vuoto che l' assenza del 
padre ha indo\to nel figlio; la sua par­
tema verso una destinazione igtlota e 
correlativo oggettivo della morte, del 
non ritorno. Ma piu spcsso quella che 
emerge e una figura paterna traboc­
cante di tenerezza, non rassegnata 
alia perdita, che in un'atmosfera, un 
ricordo cerca di non pl'l"dere un con­
taUo che sembra sempre volersi dis­
soh·ere, attirato da fo rze arcane e ine­
sorabili. In "The Blackbird", una 
delle poesie piu delicate dell'intera 
1"<1ccol1a, it pol'ta accareLza con too.:;o.:;o 
leggero e quasi pudico un merlo 
morente caduto ai lati di un sentiero 
di narcisi (i fiod della morle per 
acqua, ma anche quelli veri, reali, 
tangibi1i delle cento varleta di narcisi 
del giardino botanico dell'Universita 
dell'Ulster a Cokraine, in cui Welch 
insegna e in cui e stato preside per 
molti anni). L'immobilita tremula 
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della piccola crcatura divenla 1cOna 
della fragilita della vita che nasee gia 
segnata dalla morte; mu 10 squall ore, 
la fiustrazione , il dolore che guesta 
fragilita comporta vcngono alkggeri­
ti , e come riscattati dall ' uruco grallde 
sentimento che rcnde 1 'noma degno 
di essere lloma: la carita che consola 
l'altro da se, l'avvicina a se e ancb..: 
se solo per un momenlo 10 identifIca 
con se slesso, 10 fa diventar(' se. Un 
scntimcnto che cmanava anche daL 
tlglio prcmaluramente cadUlo e attra­
Vl':rso il quale i1 genitore ritrova la 
solidarieta e la comunicazione che la 
marte gli tlycva strappata. II rapporto 
padro:-figlio 0 centrale a [nUa la rac­
colta, ma e spesso quest 'ultimo il pro­
tagonista, ora discreto, ora preplltcn­
temente propositivo ed csigentc, che 
chiede di ,.:ssere ricordato, ascoltato, 
consolato, sopraltutto di essere 
anIato; anzL di diventare l'oggetto di 
una contcmplazione talmente intensa 
da diventare simbiosi, parte irrinun­
ciabile de!la vita paterna: "I watch the 
small; hairs stir [ ... ] scc ; that huge 
smile as you look back at me, ; 
delighting in your accuracy & skill." 
("Voglia di Vivere", sic); que! figlio 
ch.: sa assumcrc anche le funzioni del 
Cristo riSOrio, che ne! mosaico bizan­
tino intravisto casualmente su un 
biglietto d 'ingresso ad uno dei tanti 
musei dell 'isola ill Creta, porge la 
mano al padrl' Giuseppe ("the 
amazed old man") disteso nclla 
tomba per farlo risorgen: con lui: un 
pensiero consolant.:, quello della 
resurrezione, che alleggerisc.: l 'ango­
scia deU'orrore della solitudine e de! 
buio associati alia morte: "How .:Is.: 
could a leper ; face the dark tunnel of 
that lonely shore / unless he hoped 
he 'd see his children once again?" 
("The Air-Sylph's \Vings"). 11 figlio 
assume maschere diverse ehe 10 
vedono di volta in volta corvo, ange-
10, bambino spaurito, figura severa e 
ammonitrice 0 dolente e meditativa 
come Torquato Tasso. In "The 
Balling.:ary Sequence", le tre poesie 
che la compongono sono come tre 
tapp.: di avvieinamento agli ultimi Ir.: 
wrsi del terzo elemento della sequen-
7a, in cui il figlio a~sume le sembian-
7e di un corvo ("My son, pnhaps 
now a raven himself amongst the 
dead"), che nd mito, come fa notare 

Levi Strams e come 10 stesso poeta 
sottolin.:a, e un mediatore fra la vita e 
la morte. Ne! milo celtico il conio, 
"Bodb", e una rappresentazione della 
dca de!la I:,'llerra, ma di queUa antiea 
divinita qui l'ucceJJo sembra aver 
conservato soprattutto I' energia, la 
vitalita, ossia tutto quanto si oppone 
alla rigidila e irr.:wrsibilitil. ddla 
morte, queUa stessa morte di cui nel 
mcconto di un episodio della faneiul­
lezza patema (un corvo gli si era 
posato suI belTetto al ritomo dalla 
scuola .: 10 aveva accompagnato fin 
quasi alia sua abitazione) il liglio 
bambino sembrava aver colto attonito 
I'milluncio: "his two eyes standing 
out of his head" ("The Raven"). Un 
~enti m(;'llto opposto si respira in "In 
Memory of My Son, Egan; and of 
Torquato Tasso, Poet": qui il mistero 
della morte ha le sembianze del silen­
zio e dell ' oscurita notturna. Welch, 
conoscitorc e studioso del milo clas­
sico, oltre che di queUo eeitiw, ha 
cenament.: pr.:s.:nte la V1SiOne 
dell'Ade presso il mondo grew: non 
un luogo sereno di pace e finale 
accettazion.: dei ritmi vita-morte, ma 
uno spaziu-condizione avvolto in 
t.:nebr.: di orrore in cui gli spiriti dei 
morti si aggirano, ineapaci di comu­
nieare fra lora, chiusi ciascuno nel 
rinereseimento di una vita perduta per 
sempre, net desiderio di rinnovarla ad 
ogni costo. A Odisseo, che 10 riti.:ne 
signore assoluto di quel r.:gno di 
ombre, Achilk confessa che preferi­
rebbe servire I'ultimo dei pastori 
piuttosto che regnare in que! luogo 
oscuro di infdicita. Que! senso di 
so1itudinc e di abbandono ehe il figlio 
si appresta a inconlrarc precipito nel­
l'angoscia il piu sensibilc e tonnenta­
to dei nostri poeti rinascimentali, 
Torquato Tasso, che del giovane 
seomparso diventa ora icona dolente. 
Fedde al dettato estetico che sovrin­
tcnde all'intera raccolta, Wdch affida 
a una variazione su una lirica del 
poeta cinese del quinto s,:cllIll dopo 
Cristo, Meng Haoran, il compito di 
concludere il percorso elegiaco ch.: 
una rileltura dei versi del poeta cine­
se aveva iniziato. Come la prima Eri­
ca, "Winter Comes Early", si era 
aperta con la visione di una vela che 
rimpicciolendosi scompariva pian 
piano dalla vista, lasciando un senso 

di sconforto e di angoseia che aggiun­
gevano valore simbolico a lllla mera 
malinconia erepuscolare dd pocta 
cinese, allo stesso modo "The 
Promise", l'ultima poesia della rac­
colta, trasfoona la promessa a un 
amico di tornare a godere di un'ospi­
talitl g.:nerosa.: di una conversazione 
gradevole in un periodo ben dctinito 
dell'anno, "the autumn festival''. in 
un appuntamento simbolico ' '\\-'hen 
the chrysanthemums are in fiower", 
che fond.: insieme due modi eulturali 
opposti di "Ieggere" il valore da con­
ferire al fiare autunnale: quello fime­
reo della cultura occidentale e quello 
d.:ll'immortalila, della solarita del 
mondo orientale. In una delle poesie 
della sczione "Tristia", "Ovid in the 
Fenton: Leeds 1973", il poeta riwrda 
le parole ch.: un suo mentore gli 
aveva delto nelluogo in Clll pl'f tradi­
zione si e piu sinceri con se st.:ssi e 
con gli aItri - almeno ndla cultura 
iberno-inglese: il pub: "play the fool 
anywhere you like I but not in 
poetry". Ora che il mpporto padre­
figlio - un mpporto spesso cont1ittua­
le ma fondam.:ntalmente amoroso, 
per cClti versi pudico - chiedc con 
forza di essere espresso, ora che il 
figlio non c'c piu, le parole del men­
tore acquistano la forza e la pr.:scrit­
tivita di un antico oracolo: non c'c 
sincerita, non c'e vera partecipazione 
sen73 un distaeco critico-estctico ch.: 
ne garantisca la verilli, s.:nza compia­
cimenti 0 vanita. L'esercizio della 
poesia nchiede disciplina, fatiea, 
peregrina7ion.: e nessun rispannio di 
irnpegno, anche fisico: "Strenuous 
exettion I is what's needed, & to the 
uttermost. I W.:'r.: talking physical 
exhaustion, near- Icollapse of the 
arteries, ,,,,reckage ; of blood poison­
ing the duodenum, / rank odours ris­
ing from the body's I inevitable dis­
charges". ~ 

SEGNALAZIONI 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Patrick McCabc, 11/e Holy City, 
London, Bloomsbury, 2009, pp. 212 

Non tuui i romanzi di Patrick 
McCabe hanno avuto 10 stcsso suc-



ceS50. 11 piu n OlO C indubbiamcnte 
The Bllldwr Boy, del 1992 (shonli­
s/ed per i l Bookc! r ri:i:l:, vero;;one 
cincmalOgrafica d ireLla da Neil 
Jordan), m~'nlrc. per cscmpio, 
Breakfas t Oil I'llI lo, de l 1998 
(anch'esso .~"orllisti.;d per il Hooker 
Pr i7e, e piil hmJi un 111m d ireno da 
~ejJ Jordan) c The EmcraM Germs vf 
lre/al/d, del 200 1, non meno ricchi e 
dirompcnti. al di luar; Jc \J ' IJlanda 
no n hatJtlo uvuta malta i'Orllma. 
L'accogl ieIlza uflicialc della " ri l;ea c 
stata tuno somm:llo piu geuerosa con 
fVinlenrO<.)d , dd 2006 , 01:1 senza 
a\cull clamon.: intcrnazionale. 
The Holy City. vincilorc liel ' Irish 
Novel of the Year Award' , ~ il suo 
nOllO rornanzo, nna ' dark comedy ' 
piultosto bi7..zarm, li cca di allusioni 
lctlcl1tr;e, cinelllawgrafichc e lllUsica­
l i (il Portruil cli Joyce, q\ lalchc pocsi,\ 
di Stevensun, ma anch~ Hitchcock, 
Jamc~ Bood, i Bcattles e motw musi­
ca pop); e un romanzo pil ccvolc Ja 
Icggere, anchc se. forse. per qlla lc ullo 
ilTitanle proprio per la quasi oss~ss iva 
I'icchezza III allusion! c et i imarsi. 
McCabe e scmpre sl(llo ,1n maestro 
uc l10 hwnour macabro e un grandc 
cOSlmllorc di personaggi mcntalme n-

le di ~lurbati. II protagonist(l di The 
Holy CiIY. il sellallla.'iC IU! tloe 
Chrislopher J. McCool, nalT..ltore ill 
prima persona de l!:1 storia c indubbia­
llH' l1 l ~ unreliable lIarrator per sflrdo­
!lica costruzione nUlorialc, ha episodi 
prcgressi di Cll re psichiatrichc c una 
confusa mas~a d i ricord i, che 10 
domina e 10 ricmpie di pass ione nar · 
r:lliva. 
Christopher J. McCuol, e Ull vcccbio 
dandy osses~i vanwntc immerso in un 
suo magnifico, d ega nte, lusing hicro 
pas~:1.I0 , che, come molti in.d izi prcsto 
COlllunica llo alrimplic ilO lettore , C 
conli nU<lOlente manipo l<ll o. accre­
~c iuto e ricamMo cun evenli, nomi, 
film, 3ttori , uttr ici. dOjlObarha, o..:api di 
abb igliamento , tull i degli A ll ni 
Sessl'nla de l Novect:ll\o. Clllis (Iui 
dice "just c:dl me Pops") c aoc'he 
molto fiero di cssen;o Slato considcrn-
10 bell o (;omc l':dture Roger Moore, e 
di csserc alia SLUl e t:\. ano.;o ra 100 110 
aura e-m.: per il gemil scsso. Alcll lIC 
sue dc.~criziolli di fibrure femmioili 
sun(l dei godibili cl,\chi sull ;) Kim 
N,,)Vak di Vi.!rUga. inclusa la mislerio­
sa Vesna - ma de !in irla mistcriosa 
oon e davvero suilicientc, salvo cite 
non si (lUO eOll1ln~ttcre qui 10 sgarbo 

irlanda 
di tivclure un plOI, non molto movi ­
mCllta to, Illa ccrtamente !eso e 
apprezza bilc. In realla la na rrazionc 
del pass:uo si intrcccia alia narT'dZione 
di un pn'·sente conlinuamellle disloca­
to to ulla q uasi utcmpow litll , tanto da 
far pcnsare a una struttufa di romaoz o 
ne! romunzo. 
Ben piu Ji qualclte pcm;iero, 0 sos{X:t· 
to, viene leggendo brevi pass! wmc 
que~to : ·' In. lo\'e\ holy c ity we dwel l. 
For mc. my love, YO ll w ill never be 
ju st a corpse" (p.5); 0 qucsto: "And if 
they evcr do actually enquire " ner 
Vesna f ... ] I will always supply Lhe 
usnal excuse - thal she's gOlle 10 vi ~il 
her mother in Dubrovn ik" (Jl .6). Ma. 
pagim dopa pagilm, la nalT:lzione si 
compliea ultetionnt lltc. McCabe ama 
il l/air, il m:lcabro c la comlnl,.--dia, C 
sa CO lOC I;ombinarli e rapprcscnlarii ; 
11 passato e il prcscntc del suo pcrso· 
naggio e del paesc intcro e del suo 
cuntcsto confl uiscono in episodi c 
fr.lmmcnli lalllo inca lz:lll ti quanto 
J ilagallli cntro una grande m:lppa 
iOlll1aginaria - c spes.so implicita -
dell a !,;u ltura. religione. Ic ttcmt\ITOI, 
hurghcsia irlandesc, e oon solo dcg li 
Ann i ScssaDla. ~ 

Fn mccsc/J ROIIIOlIQ Pad 
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malta 

Paul Xucrcb 

A REMARKABLE COLLECTION 
Achille Miui: The essential 
Achille Mizzi. Maltese poems 
chosen and translated and with 
an introduction by Peter 
Serracino Inglott; edited by Tani 
Cortis. Grafika Logika, pp. 137 .......................... 
Achille Mizzi is arguably Malta's 
greatest living poet and one of a 
handful of Maltese writers \vl1o can 
give Dun Kann a run for his money. 1 
remember reviewing his first collec­
tiun. "L-Ghar ta' l-Lnimmi", way 
hack in 1967 and being much 
impressed by the quality or the wril­
ing and of the intellect and imagina­
tion behind it. Ever since then, Mizzi 
has produced a large and fine body of 
verse, and I would advise anyone 
\vishing to know his work in depth to 
study a copy of his collected verse 
"Pocziji" published in 1993. Anyone 
likely to be put otl" by the massive­
ness of that colkction (no longer in 
print) could not do better than sink 
themselves in the book I am review­
ing, which is a collection of a good 
number of works that rank among his 
best. In addition, it includes very able 
parallel Fnglish translations by Peter 
Serraeino IngloLl, translations greatly 
welcome not only to readers with lit­
tle or no knowledge of the Maltese 
language, but also to experienced 
Maltese readers who might find, as I 
do frum time to time, some of his 
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I 
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vocabulary difficult. Mizzi has an 
enviably large vocabulary, mld like a 
few other writers he often reminds 
me of how limited my Maltese 
vocabulary is, compared to his. I once 
\"\-Tote that his vocabulmy is probably 
the richest ever used by a Maltese 
poet, and by tbis view T still stand. 

He is one of those poets wilD fasci­
nate me most, those who live a nor­
mal, very respectable life and yet 
have a highly charged internal life 
that thrills with th(; excitement of 
being in tonch with worlds beyond 
the one ill which they live, and expe­
rience an amBLing life of the senses 
through \vhich they can and seeming­
ly often do escape from the dull life 
so many of them live on the surface. 

His deeply felt Christianity is most 
obvious in those poems where he 
talks to God, in awe or with the fear 
of being rejected, but also ill those 
poems - many of them from his early 
period - he is amazed by the myster­
ies of life and the marvellolls birth of 
the universe or of the human race. In 
these works, his use of evocative 
imagery cannot easily be forgotten, as 
in these verses from the translation of 
"Dawl" (Light): "The universe was 
packed in a particle / like energy 
pressed in a nanow cylinder. / The 
sky was rent asunder: ./ from the 
blinding flash / a thousand suns fie\v 
into the void i a thousand worlds .. 
And III another later poem, 
"hnmortalitiJ" (Immortality) he prays 

fervently to God to redeem him from 
a stage of inditl'erence by wounding 
his spirit: "In my innermost soul, bat­
ter me, 0 Lord / FUlTOW me in my 
keel / to drive in the graft ./ from the 
tree of Eden ./ with the taste of 
immork'llity." 

Here the translator, however, fails 
througll being too clever. Tn the origi­
nal, Mi.l..li asks God to \vOlmd him, 
whereas the translation changes the 
metaphor to "battering" ill a deliberate 
echo of a gr(;at sonnet hy the seven­
teenth centul}' poet John DOll11e that 
starts witll the words: "Batter my 
heart, three-person ' d God ... " The 
original metaphor of \vounding \vas 
meant by \tfizzi to prepan:: the reader 
for the insertion of God's gran in the 
wound. Again, in his translation of 
"Ilsien tml-nar" (Tongue of Fire) I Jail 
to see why the translation uses "mn 
garhed! with flaming tongues" when 
the original specifics dearly llmning 
wings, a metaphor leading us to the 
poet's transformation into the mythi­
cal bird, the phoenix, burning to cin­
ders and then resurrecting. Perhaps 
the translator is here tl}'ing harder 
than the original to bring in references 
to the Pelltecostal tongues of fire. 

I must say, however, that most of the 
time, the translations are very subtle, 
with a choice of rich vocahulary that 
tries to dojustiee to Miai's own, and 
that there arc times when Sen·acino 
Inglott 's use of a different metaphor 
than Mizzi's is quite successful. 



Wisely. he does nm :lnother time try 
too hard to cmphasi7.e .\1 izzi's delib­
erate rclercncc to a poem by a poet 
nl1w h.a lf.forgollcn, John Masefield, 
whose "Cargoes" provides a list of 
precious goods heing carried by an 
ancient quinqucrcme and a sixteenth 
cCllI ll ry Spa nish galleon. In 
"Karovana" (Camvan) the Jlhra~s 
" From Ni nivc h, from Ophir~. Ilnd 
"exotic topazes and emeralds, pea· 
cock fealhers ... "shnuld summon up 
for all tbose who remember the p<lCm 
from frn'-ofl schooldays, SOIllC verses 
Irom Mascficld's poem. Bm perhaps 
hnu the poem not been speaking of 
beasts of burden but or a boat HT ship. 
Scrruo.: ino Tnglott might have beC tl 

tcmpt.::d to speak of a cargo ra ther' 
than '"a 100d of lavender, ~Ifrt)n .. ," 

Readers oftvlizzi must be prepared 10 
tollow hi m in the intricate journeys 
he makes within himself; a painful 
journcy III the death-bed to which he 
must come ~ome day (in "il-M i:wt", 
Death), an cm:hanted jOlUilCY to a 
wood where he feel s so tr,.msf(ll'nled 
1110It ;; it would nol surprise me ift slil 
open a vein I ,md the blood that oozed 
out was green" ("ll-Bosk", The 
Wnud) to a world summoned up by 
Tehaikovsky's music- in which he 
becomes fm the moment a fierce 
S luv i~ wanior, epically heroic hut 
tCITifyiu)J, in "\1arche Slave"a pocm 
in whieh. M:izzi reaches an intensity 

and rhytlullic power he has n uely 
reached since be wroic this middle­
period poem. 

Many of the poems were dearly trig­
gered off by tbe expcrienccs of hi s 
senses, as in onc of his mllst evoca­
t ive early poems, " Enigma varia­
t ions", with its tw p pans, Chim'e di 
Violillo and Chim'c di !lasso, a work 
inspireJ by music (Elgar 's Enigma 
Variat ions, one imagines) in which 
two musical clefs summon up for him 
and us different colours, d ifferent 
scents he describes en chantingly; 
"Feminine scent pierces nostri ls like 
a dagger. ! In the mind's pool ! a v io­
Ict streak is run by ~ rose.! Smu dges 
of reddish hues abmmd. ! indigo. v io­
le t. rose and lilac" and "Forests catch 
tire and i'urious beasts !Jolt. / That's 
not chcrry. f those are rc(1 berries of 
venom, f Hollowed out bastions 
cringe / until they burst iJl\o nothing:' 
And 1ll a mueh later poem. 
"E7.llreizmu" (F.xorci sm I Mars fl skal~ 

at illl'wn]) the sky, the se:.! and the air 
become extensio ns of him self, 
enchanting h im and purifyi.ng him: 
"The ori ent has already kindled its 
forge i On the horizon the red faced 
sun / melts down the golden ingots 
.. .1 And here be low~ / The ashen 
choppy waters / like chilled mercury i 
feci the weig.ht o f darkness, drowsy, 
lethargic / depressed ,l with the lonely 
load / of delivery." 

malta 
In this collection there is, I think, just 
onc piece in which Mizzi goes out of 
him self and pOUr5 his- loving memory 
on fI dear I)ne. his recently dead 
younger brother, a gentle person who 
found much juy in bird-trapping. 
"Fil-mcwt hi' hija Ca li" (On the death 
of my b rother Charles) is a poem in 
whic h the theme of "Never more" is 
spun out with quiet sadness out of a 
wounded heart: " With the flute-like 
trills of the· skylarks / so dear to you, 
let me hear your voice I Charlic. / 
Speak 10 me ChHr lie / when dew set­
tles on the mearlow I where bird trnps 
lie." One of hi s longer pocms, it SlU"C­

Iy mnks with Guze Delia's piece on 
his brother ,md Oliver Friggieri 's on 
his infant chi ldren as the most heart­
breaking of Mahcse e legies. 

I can say nothing stronger about Ihis 
volume's qualily than thm even 
Serracino Ing\ou 's often impressive 
English versions ean give only a 
notion or the original poems' excel­
lence, These <Ire poems that must be 
read. No onc wh~) loves the sound and 
feel of Ma ltese ~'e r>;c written by a 
master nlld is rendy to fly with him 
intIJ internal and external realm s of 
the imagination shou ld fai l to OWll 

this volunlt' and 10 immerse them­
selves in it. ..., 

4 ) 
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Valcrio de Scarpis 

Recensione di Rain di Don 
Paterson ....... .... ............... 
Alr insegnll del lrnsfonnismo si pre­
Sl;':nlll r ultima raccolta di lirk-he daUo 
scamu ti tolo minimalista Rain di Dun 
l'alerson. da molt i ritenlllQ i l poela 
piu rapprcscntntivo degli attuali svi­
luppi J ella pocsia scuzzesc (insign ito 
del Queell ~' Goki Medal for Poetry). 
Esso richi311HI i tllOli. Raill e Tht' Rain 
of Sea, di due composj,7.ioni Ira le piu 
sugge~liv(: dellu raccolta, vincihicc 
del ';"mW(Jl'd T'oehy Prize nd la catc­
goria Rest Collec/iun : pernltro forlc­
mClllC di~O!n()gcllcu ndk rcali:aazio­
ni slili slichc ollre die ndlc tcmatiche 
pres<:111atc. III eSSH, i\lfaLli , il pocta (in 
passato tradllttore cli Machado e 
Rilke), quasi in 1I\1i1 virtu(}sislica frc­
ncsiu compositi va. traSCQln: cli scrit­
tura poetic<l iu scrittura poetica, 
im.: ludendo libcre tr.H.1u£ioni c ritl!ci­
menl! cl i maniera, eclenicilmenle 
desunti ctai modellj pill disparati _ 
An'os!a con sprcgiuJ icam st;io1tczza 
proprk' vcrs ioni c disinvoltc imilllzio­
l1i impnmtatc alht scrinura di auluri 
qua li Roben Oesnus, Antonio 
Machado, Sa!vatote Quasimodo, 
usar Vallejo. pet Cilar"..: alcuni, alle 
sue molteplici illvcnzioni originali 
arlicohlle su un <Jl\1pio spettro di 
lJlotivi; d:!! piil inlimtllUe!)le persona­
]i, IC!:',:lIi agJi uflclli familiari e alle 
al1sie di gcnitore (The Circle: for 
Jamie; Correclives; The Swing; The 
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SIIJ!), of the Blue Fluwer) alle ardi te 
sue p<;!reb'TinaziOlli .lld l'immagi.uario 
e nella memoria. 
A quest'ultimo tipo :'Ippa rlicne il 
monologo drammat ico, quasi dCg'no 
cli un Browning, c-he uccllpa Una posi · 
7jone cenlrale ueUa mccolt:l, ' ;!Illasli· 
co ('apriccio all 'inseglla del c:ol1('7.io· 
nismo anliquario prutu· industriule 
incentrato sui rocuperv d i w la vClusb 
batisfera (rhl! Bathysphere). III esSQ 
I' anncggiarc attornn al cimcl io cd il 
suo collaudo in marc a~lIm()nO delle 
intense va1enze emotive pel' iI sogget­
to. L' io lifieo, infatti, traspona I·inter· 
locutore virtuale, elctto it intimo C()l1 -

Gdente, entro una dimellsi one intro. 
spettiva, carica di suggestioni oniri· 
ehe. L'immersione (e sopratlull e 
I'emergere) delhl batisfera c1ivcuta 
per i1 protagonist<! un'cspcnenza 
ealartiea ehe gli svcla l'csSCI1:£a dell:; 
dimensione esistenzialc del .... ivere. 
Preprio al suo riaffiorare dai flulli [' io 
lirico interagisce con un monde Ira· 
sfonnalo nella Sl.la SVSlaru:; vi lale; 
nell' espressione vis iella ria della CO.\)· 
clusione paiono quasi riec l1eggiare 
annollici richiamanli In manicr.l di 
W.B. Ycals 

57 1 saw my own mind surge into Ih(: 
world 

and close il aU inside one hum~n 

ICar: 

t saw bow <:\'ery man-made thing 
will rum 

its londy f),cc \IP to ItS likc iI ehild 's; 

61 I saw that time is lo\"c, and time 
reqnires 

o f everything its full expe:ndimre 
umt IOh': might he con~rved; and 

Ilu:J.l J S<lW 

.ha. love is no. what we me;m 1') fhe 
word. 

65 For some idea of i! choose 11 poinl 
ill lhe middle of a .vaterfal! . ruld slare 
I\)f liS long ~ you call I'.bnc. Now 

look awund: 
s...--.: how ('vcry ("(,,:k and uw flows 

upwan!s? 

69 So the wbck world bloolD5 \:onlulU-
ally 

widlin its tme an::! hidden element, 
a sr:a, a beautiful and lucid sea 
thmugh which il pilots. rising with-

out end . 

Qu i si coglie. ritcngo, la dfra distinti­
\'a del Paterson piu maturo: combina 
la com:re lezza de ll 'osservaZlon e 
fe.l1omenica (come ne ll'etfetto conse­
cuti vo di moyimenlo della cosidddta 
' illusio\le del la cascala') con un atto­
uire sense di mpita contempla:.l:ione 
podica resa melaforicamente attra­
verM) it richiamo all ' clcmc.l1to liquidtl 
del m aTC. 

Annloga concretezza evocal iva 
govern,) il diven;sst?men:. irOJl ico 
apologo enigmaticamen le a lius ivo, 
c he apre la mccolta, TIH} Tree.~. 

l ' inneslo trn un all>ero di lim<'ne c 
uno di Il!<lucio, lfullO dell· cstm crea­
tho d i un contildiuo, genera un ibli d o 
che mediante un procedimento dl per· 
sonilicllL.iolle sembra acquisire cilrat­
{cri umalli. Le due piank si lengullu 
twviughiate i ll uno stmggeule abbrac­
cio vege!ale. J: ottuso nuovo acqui-



rente ddl'appeu:amenlO di terra scin­
de l 'innesto c trapianta a distanzu gli 
a lbcri, che restano tuttavlU protesi 
I' un verso l' a ltro ill un hmtati"vo 
vacuo di abbraccio. I veTSi coudusiv! 
danl10 adilo ad una signilicazione 
al lcgorica. L'apologo sembra alludere 
al problcma deUa stalla manipoiazio­
ne della natura da parte dell'uomo. 
questionc che investe ogni ambito 
inlercssato dall ' ecologia, 

23 "n le}' were treeS, and trt"es don', weel) 
or ache or "hoUI. 

24 And trees are nil thi$ poem i~ ::thou\. 

11ll1are del nord irllctllpe~ta pun esse­
re visto come un ciCUlenlO pittorico 
connalumto alia ntpprcsclltuzionc 
delle zone costiere scol7.esi. The Ruin 
(Il Sea c\'Oca appunto uno scenario d i 
questo tipo, qui 05scrvalO dal finestn­
no di un treno in SOSla su un binario 
latcrale, in allesa <li pro~eguire verso 
no rd. L'empatia che d ' un !ralto si sla­
bili~ec Ira osscrvatore e ambienle 
narurale prcndc il sopr.wvento sulla 
concrelezza t.lclla descrizione oggetti­
\'a del paesaggiu circostante. 11 nubi­
lragio scorto al l11rgo deHa costa si 
caric:J di connotazioni eapaei di cliei­
tan: ri~poste ernotivc [tell'io lirico del 
poema . Egli si in!crroga se sia il dela 
a ffollato di nubi a lambire il mare. 
corn~ neU ' al teggiamcnlo di una 
madrc ch~, sciolti i Jnnghi capelli, si 
china in un gesto affeltuo~o sulla sua 
crearura, oppurc se sia la dislesa del 
mare stesso, in g Lli slI di neonalo, a 
suggere teneramcnte llutrimenh.) dal 
ciclo. n protaganista e come po;;sedu­
ro dall'intensita kastica dello spctta­
cola spiato. di cui si scme spettatore 
colpcvo le, indelicato iU[ruw. 11 treno 
che mmoro~r.mtc transita in dire­
l ione eontraria non fit che eonferma­
re la sensazionc di estraneiti, appena 
aV'.'enita in maniem quasi v iseerale: 
irr imediabile sepamziom: tm U0l110 
conlcmporan{.'O e 1l.1tura. 
n poeta trdtta allche qui il tema del, 

I'ceolngia su seula globa le, che gli ~ta 
a cuore. E' que~t() prccisrunente il fal­
[ore unificante dd la poliedrica teoria 
dl liriehe pres.:ntata nel volume. 
Soues.a ad ogni sua cTeuzione poetiea 
si avverte una visione del n1olldo 
apena alia g lobaJita. allllllltieu1tul"""dli -

smo c fonementc cOllsapevole del­
I'assello ecologico del pianeta (affine 
a qllella di slloi compatrioti quali 
Kalhleen Jamie e John BurllSide). La 
preoccupazione cifca il mpporto tra 
individuo e ambicnte r.apprescnta una 
costume neUa sua scrinura poctio.:a 
carica di umanila; (: paradossalmente 
sia garanzia di eosmoplllitismo nel­
I' apcrtura intemazionalc (come del 
n:sto testimoniato dal suo interesse 
per i lX)cti stranieri) quanto lest imo­
Ilianza di fOOc!!;'t allc aUlclllichc mdi­
c i scozzesi: t..'()n."isl.l~Jl lc in una genui­
nita del scntire e in una di...annante 
franchezza nel porsi di frome a1 puh­
blico. 

34 I Iow dill I blunder ill\(] here? 
There would be all hell to P.1y. 
IlUrnoo and shut lily eyes and lay 

37 my head again~t the growling gla ~s 

and waiteol for the tmill to pass. 

L'aeuta serieta delle ri fl ess ioni e delle 
remilliscenze che infonHano j slIoi 
versi (palerson stesso ill ulla inlerv i­
sta ha definito il poetare come 'alto 
commemorativo') non e~clude la pre­
scnza di ironia nella poctica che gJi 
appartiene. Fortcmente iranieo se 
non proprio sardonieo - e il pezzo di 
apertura sui due albcri, come 10 sono 
anche d iverse li riche brevi della rae­
COIL'l in qucstione, [3glialc ;;ul modu-
10 deU'cpigramma, Ira cui ne fi guru­
no anehe di serilte in gaelico. 
Una pungente aUlo-ironia pervade 
JIlolta della sua produzione e aecrescc 
la eomplessitii. della signifieazione 
opemla da questo ..:onsumalO poeta. 
L'ultima liriea, ill ..:hiusura. ne e UIl 
sign ilicalivo escmpio , Raill. 
Sotto una veste cli illecta discorsivila 

il poeta lratia il lema dc lla pioggiOl 
come fattore 'atmosferico' nella sce~ 
ncggiatura filmiea tmdizionale. Nota 
UnJoristicametltc che l'e lemento del la 
pioggia pre!-.ente in un tilmato ne 
rivela illlilledialamente la lipologia: 
scmbra dit:hiararc al10 spcrtatore I 'ap­
panenenza di ql)(:,'S\O a un gene re 
assolutamente innocuo 

13 ;md <111 things flow out from that 
source ri .... the raill] 

along thdr lawl wll tercOllcse. 
I lo ..... e \ "C!" bad or Il\erk,ng 
such a film ean do no wrnng. 
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Ma aJ di la della bnttuta salaee il 
rocta in chiusura trovn modo di riba­
d irt! la profonda allin ita che a,,""Vertc 
If a gli esseri umani e I'elemcnto flu i­
do, puri lJcalore, de l1;l pioggia. DOl 
maestro di cnigmatica (alllo)ironia (al 
VCI'$O 28 possiamo riterire l'auribulO 
'fallen' tanto alla pioggia quanto ad 
una urnanita tnlviatll, post-edenica), 
concl ude con apparente noneuranza 

25 fo rgel lhc ink, the milk, the blood -
3\1 was washe..l cleAn with the flood 
wc rose up from the 1~llIing waters 
[he fallen ruin 's OWI1 sons and daugh-

teN 

29 and none ofthi~, M ile of this matters . ..... 

Marco Fazzini 

Don Pa terson in Conversation 
with Marco Fazzin i 
......... .o .................... .o .o.o.o.o ........ .. 

Doll Pater.'wlI was horn ill Dllndee ill 
1963. He works as a IJIlIsiciaJl and 
ediror, and teacfre.\< ill (he Ullivel'Sify 
O/SI Alldrew~'. His most recent pub/i­
r.:u liollS are LandiJ.lg Light, The Book 
of Shadows, The Hlind Eye, Orpheus, 
a v(.'1 :1'iOI1 of Rilke s Die SoneHe an 
Orphells.. He is fhe first puet io hm'f! 
beell mmroed the r S. Eliot prb! 
nl'ice. Amollg "'~. lireI'm), awards are 
a Fm'ward Pri;;c, Ih t' Geoffrey Fancr 
Memorial Pri::e alld Ihe Whitbread 
Prize for Poelly. lie has recelltly 
received un OBE for his work. This 
ill/en'iew was panly p.lblished. ill 
ltaliall. ill lilt! volume called Incroci 
di pocsia conte mporanea (,\<farco 
Fa::::;"i arId RiI/O Cor/ill/ra, eds., 
VenL'.zia, Ca/oscarina, 2f)09). 

M.A: 

IVhell llid y OIl start to w/ile? 
When 1 was 2 t . tbough 1 had a 
smmge ink ling when I was six or so. 
which 1 forgot about. My fathe r 
recently produc~d a page from an 
exercise book which said (sic) 'when 
[ grow up I an goig 10 be a peat and 
r i!~ peoms'. When I slarted. I did 
have Ihe sense of a wee machine that 
was wOWld lip and rCildy 10 go. I 
think poets are pronabl y born -
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lhey're mutants, word-savants, and 
their relationship to language is very 
weird. There's far too much crosstalk 
all fOWld; the rule-sets that define 
their mental spaces all overlap, and 
all the right-brain lexical entries are 
overwired, and have lOO many 
synaesthetic connections. One day 
they'll find something fucked up in 
the fusiform gyrus, or something. It'11 
come as a relief. None ofthis - here's 
the tragedy - is any guarantee of a 
decent poem at the end of it. No W011-

der most poets go bananas. At least if 
you have II gift for art or music, you 
can paint or play every day, 

Did your parenb' encourage your 
interests ill writing or did they react 
against your litermy and creative 
leanings? 
I didn't have any interests, so there 
was nothing to encourage - but my 
lather was terrifically supportive of 
mc bcing a musician, so yeah, the 
idea that 'ati was an okay thing to do' 
was certainly in the air. When 1 start­
ed to get somcwhere with the poetry, 
they wcre very encouraging. But 
Scots are loathe to send you down 
any road that has no money on it. h's 
no longer an especially poor society, 
but it still thinks like one. 

Have you ever chosen a particular 
poetical work to inspire your poetry 
or would you rather speak aholll a 
/..ind of comprehensiveness in your 
readings and influences? What are 
the writers or artists you fi.~el most 
attracted to? 
Not a partiG"Ular onc - but quite often 
I'll have certain poems at my side 
while I write, poems that I know havc 
solved particular lyric or technical 
prohlems I'm encountering. I doubt­
or at least T hope there's much evi­
dence of their influence in the final 
result, as it's never the surface of the 
language I'm imitating. I was work­
ing on something last month, and 
there was a particular transition [ was 
struggling w-ith. and [ thought ... now 
who's done that kind of thing? Then I 
remembered a bit of Milton, and a 
Hecilt poem called 'A Hill', and 
printed thcm out and had them beside 
me for the day. What a joy to always 
have such teachers. But I get far more 

inspiration these days from rcading 
science, and some philosophy, 

What:~ the origin of a poem? Do you 
accept the idea that it can he origi­
natedffrst in a sound or a rhythm or 
in a larger forma! intuition rather 
than in some urgent message to be 
expressed? 
1 think there are pretty much a thou­
sand routes into it. This'lI sound 
naivc, but all I'm awarc of is the 
sense that something tilat needs say­
ing, and that I don't have the words 
for it yet. So the poem's not just the 
means of expressing it, but working 
out what the hell it was; 1 write poel­
ry to flnd out what I'm thinking first, 
and if makes a song, it's probably 
true. There's always some scrap you 
get for nothing, though, some bit of 
the thread that you can pick up and 
follow, and it might be a sound, a 
line, a form, a rhythm, a tone, a feel­
ing - or, as you put it - som.;: larger 
formal intuition. So long as it has 
some ... possibility. and there's a 
sense of something to be assuaged. 
When there isn't, wh.;:re th(.'Te's no 
itch to scratch, 1 've usually decided 
what I'm going to write in advance_ 
This is always a bad idea, as there's 
no excitement to communicate. 

Would you .Ipeak aboul a period of 
gestation in lvhich the poem is being 
pre-determined,! 
Well - the poem is never pre-deter­
mined, fllld I'd suspect any poet who 
writes that way. T doubt I'd want to 
read them, As I' ve ~id, I wrile to find 
out what il is T think, or to fmd out 
something T haven"t lhought. All I 
start with is a kind of generalive 
proposition. 1 don't really believe in 
'gestation', and think il'S a false 
metaphor - or at leasl a scary one, 
given the number of deformities and 
stillbirths and false pregnancies 
involved. Thinking about poems, 
making noles, redralling them, pol­
ishing lhem, publishing them, it's all 
part of the same process, 

The philosopher Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, in his essay 'Oil Ihe 
Contribution of Poetry to the Search 
fnr Truth', says Iha! 'the word of Ihe 
poet is autonomous in the sense Ihat 

it is self-fulfllling. .. To speak of truth 
in poetry is to ask how the poetic 
word finds fulfilment precisely by 
refusing e.xtemal verification of any 
kind' Would you agree with this 
statement (lr -would you rather accept 
the Platonic objection to the truthful­
ness ofpOl?try: 'Poets o./ten lie,? 
No, T think Gadamer's is a rather silly 
slalemenl. It mah'S some sense if Y(lll 

read it metaphorically, but then again 
what do~~n't. Of course poetry 

finds, and indeed ex.plicitly seeks, 
'external verification'; ifs only 
through such a process that th.;: read­
er can tell a good poem from a bad 
onc, and it'~ only by placing them­
selves in the role of reader that the 
poet can attempt lhis verificalion in 
advance, and see where they 've gone 
wrong, or gone right. It concurs with 
the reader's experience of the world 
in an unexpected way, or shows them 
something they hadn't noticed about 
il. They either go 'yes: that's the ',',.'ay 
it is ', or they don't. Without that ver­
ification, you have surrealism or non­
sense. What distinguishes poetry as a 
practice isn't its epiphanies, just a 
certain kind of linguistic contract 
betw-een poet and reader, their agree­
ment to play a certain kind of game­
one of rewarding the reader for' read­
ing in too deeply', of oversignify ing. 
Gadamer muddles a neulral descrip­
tion of that process with a definition 
of poetic success. I actually don't 
think he's saying anything much 
more dum ' beauty is truth, truth beau­
ty', Yes, the poem is an unusual kind 
of art in that it both makes an imagi­
native, dramat ic or argumentative 
proposition, then presents the evi­
dence for the truth of that proposition 
in the coherent unity of its final form; 
it works at all unusually high level of 
phonemic and sem ic intebTI"dtion that 
can seem almost circular in its inter­
dependence. This might indeed con­
vey the impression of something .. 
self-fultilling and autonomous. But it 
needs a reader. 
Anyway in poetry it's not quite beau­
ty that's truth - it's Slyle. Poets under­
stand a very simple pre-Socratic 
tnlth, which is that if you're nsing a 
form of words alld not a symbolic 
mat hematical language to express 
something true about the ,",,'orld, slyle 



~Illd brevity arc two of the pli neipnl 
mean~ by whidl tlIO-;e \\'or& .. might 
mun' closely approximatc that reali ty. 
Style in pocuy ha). a lyTic a). wel l a~ 
rhe torical compollent. bUI again it 
isn't very tll y~ter iou s. It 's about 
phonemes. their ctllllbi1l:ll.oriul I1l le~ . 
anu their scnmmie \'a\cnei~:); it's 
about et,uteptual d{'ma ins., (lnd Il{lw 
they ' I\:: bl.:nctcd i ll a lln~u",pcclCd way. 
It 's inlerc~tin g tkll Gadarncr spun off 
th e ('raty lus in that way. So did 
.lakobson, hut he reaches much mOh,' 

sane ami maHcf-o f-I':!cI tOnC hh illllS. 
T here are way). of talking .~cn~e on 
thi~ sllbje l.: l I' m thinking of some­
one like Rellvcll TslU" bm I think we 
can ~afe ly di~rqptrd most o f what the 
philo;,ophers think about poetl)'. They 
h:1.\'c 11 teHdency lu speak met:tptl{ln­
~~ a ll y, in t(' fIns of magical or a1chcmi­
eallransform(llions and id('<l lise(l Lllli ­
lie ;" and overstate things ralher hys­
teric:l lly. That'). our job! There's no 
magil', Ihough. O r al least I think it 's 
a process alllcn:lble to a linguistic and 
scmiotic descri ption - eVen if the 
fee lings P()\: !1l~ leave llS wit h are 
Ill ystcriou~ in the extreme. 

"-ouM YUII eXl'ccf (0 k(','p \~Titing 

Imetr), rf.'gll/nr/y? 
I hope <;{'! Though I'm not sure about 
'regularilY' - I wouldn't like to think 
I' d nailed the trick {,f it. If yOll !cam 
Ilolhin,l; else, .. it's that a blank sheet 
Ilf paper is a blank !-.hl:et tlf paper. and 
it <;holl Idll't get any easier. I think Ihe 

poem is less a r .... "'(:ord (,r an epiphany 
that's already taken plac\." so mllch a~ 
a dl lCUlllcot o f il). r~al -time un ro lding, 
and it ha~ 10 be thero.;, on the r ag..:. I 
mean your own shock and sllq)lise or 
emotion as yOll were writing it. So 
the n!nder fe ci;, it 1110. They dOIl ' t 
much cart' huw mo"ed you were on 
holiday', in bed or on the train a year 
before you wrote the poem. That') 
n l way~ a tn ll order, :lnd so it ~h{)lJ ld 

be. 

Ri'lwio Pog,xioli. il/ (Ill essay I'lIb­
h:I'ho'd itl ]1}5 9 . .lollow.~· AlIdn! Gidt' S 
eOIl(epl oldi~ponibi ljk and fi e sra i("i': 
'At any rate wl,/){ mo ves the gt!lIIlill(, 

tral/,~lai()f is 1101 1"1 millwlie urge, hw 
WI cfc. fil'i.: aOillif)" the af/factioll nfo 
cOl/lc1l1 '10 (lppniling Ihal hI' 1"011 

ir(('nt(fj' it wifh u , ·otuCIII (~r Iris 1."1"11, 

tllu,," eJJa iJling hill/ to control tlw {atf.:r 

through a ./or", II'lrkh, thaI/X" I/O! 

illbul7I, is at hw,1 ("ollgeniol to him .. 
(.\i:e Rellalo Poggio/i, "11u: Adrkd 
Artilicer", ill Reuhell Tlro\\'('I; ed. , 011 
Tral1~l atioll. ('alllhridge, .\lass .. 
H lIl"l'ard (.illivel"sify Prcs.\", 1959, 
{I.I.J/). 1>0 y ou helicl'l' ill what 
Got!lhe called 't,ledil'c (~di!/ily "( 
Yes, I do, and t lh ink thai 's adm irably 
well pm. Though one aspect of it i ~ 
emircly selfish; 1 think poets traml:lIe 
not ollly because they iden li fy broth­
ers or si"ten. in the spirit, bUI bel:a\ls.c 
th1..'y open [I path to a lIe\\ way of 
doing it. It 's the .~~n~ Ihal somehll \', 
hy assuming th is vo ice in the Illrgo.;t 
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I,mguugc, you' ll los;: or llwdify the 
vn iee you ' v.:: m i<;takenly comc III 
th ink o f as your own. So sometimc~ 
it 's in their vision o r Ihei r ~tyle (I 
made a small book (If Mnchaoo Yer~ 
sions :1 few years hack, in the hope 
that )Ollle of his bmv..:ry would rub 
Cln; L doubt il did). bu t loQmetimes it 's 
tet.:hnical. I th ink of Rilke translaling 
:\tllchebllgelo's Snl1lle/s berme he sat 
down 10 wrik: th<.l SOl/nets 10 
()rp!wu,\". II wasn 't rea lly a conscious 
prepnrative al all, but at :.ome.lcve] he 
kn.::\\ that 's \\ ha t wns needed 10 
!-.haq}('u tIP some eOIll!>osi lional tools. 
and move Ihl:m dow lt the t:ollseioltS 
chain, from artful dcxh::ritlcs 10 motor 
sk ill~ - ;md that'~ h.,\\, he pradi~ed 

th.::m into Ilneney. 

Would y o u (~nmm':/II 011 Ilri.l· nbSt'rl'(/­
fiOI/ and add .\·o/llerhill )!. 10 thej()lloll"­
iug slr1lCIfl(!/J1 of aglln~li(" faith S/III/­
mari:('d hy " ';1111/1'1' S/('WIJS ill his 
"AdaRia '; 'Aftcr 01/1' hits ah(llldolle(1 
a b~'lie( ill gnd (sil:). poefly is thm 
(,,\'S{,lIce which take.I" it'\" l,lace as llfl! :1' 

redcnJPlinJl. . 
I think i l '~ t rue-ish ... u p to a point. 
F irstly, after the abandOIll\lcnt of rai th 
it's up HI t'\'e ry man I lr WOlllall 10 find 
Ihe fo rm o f tbeir own redemption, 
and everyone is entitkd to hate poet­
ry, S ~I it needn' t be Ih:lt Here's where 
I 'd qllibhle with S lC\(m~, Ihougb: i 
dou't th ink {'ur lives need redeem ing, 
It's a Christian \\ ord, and wc havc no 
need for il. Wt: weren't sinlbl in Ihe 
first place. Nothing wn8 broken, :l nd 
nothing needs fix ing. 1 I.hi nk what we 
need no\~ i" j u<;t to see OllfscJves as 
the thinking.-cml of evolved mattcr in 
this (:{\ r!lcr o r the cosmos, tht: wily 
nlllun: h:!s evolvcJ \{l have a look al 
it sclf": and matu rely ass ume the 
resPOll~ibi l i li t:s that imp lic~ . There's 
nClbody her..; but us chickens. yt:1 the 
theis li<.' t.i llacy cHntinllt:<; to dog uur 
IIJinldng long after wc give IIp on 
fa it h - we keep ta lking as ir Ihere 
rea lly was a pl acc wherc tm th 
resided. and against which we might 
d l('ck out brilliant answers, at ~umc 
[K'in t. RedcmptlHlI is quielly pr..xli­
t:ated nOI j u~t on the existence o f a 
sin, bll t tlte trulh -swnd:t rd th:tl defin es 
it. I th in.k poelry frees liS from C"\llct-

1y thal idea, ac.tually - that of a Imllt 
we C:!1l. ' I direclly access, but \\ hid l 
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exists in the hands of some remole 
and inscmtable third patty. and which 
..... c have to guess at. Poetry shows us 
liS freelance truth-improvisers, folk 
who can conjure ideas as true as you 
want ' em, and it restores our human 
independence a litt le. Besides. I th.ink 
there's more truth in Eli zabeth 
Bishop than you'll ever ti nd in the 
bible, which spends most of its time 
pointing to it elsewhere. Poetry 's 
place in the l i fe of the spiri t well, 
JX)elic language has Iwo foncl iolls; to 
make thi ngs c lear and distinct where 
they weren't, and to join them back 
up again when they were broken 
aparl. It 's a nahlral fu nction of lan­
guage, and the way that langllage. 
certainly, reJeems itself. 

Are there places lhal hGl't: t#ten cspe· 
dally ;mporlallf to your poel1y 
(muybe hal'e lellllhellueln's easily 10 

mewphor) ? And are fllq ,h;: same 
ones r}lllt have been importam in your 
lifl:? 
Other than the primal territory of lily 
childhood - which of course iN onc 
big metaphor-pot - no. {'m not really 
a 'poet of place' . Although there are 
places I love. I ' m 1I0t wry good at 
physical descriprio n. 

WOIlId yOIl like 10 SUlIllllllrize yOllr 

feeling abolll Ihe importlllwe of 'ile 
re/Miol/ship between Imagination 
al/d reality fo r your {Jot3fly'? 

We ll, 1 think the imaginatiou is one of 
the ways We correct reality for en'or, 
Reality 'S all the stuff thHt just hap­
pens to face up, aud be relatively 
well-li l. It's also jusr wlmt hUman 
evolution has chosen to cxtnlct from 
tbe totality of thing.<i. I mean - at the 
extremities of our senses, Ihe infor­
mation is virtually white no ise, and 
the human nervous system liher~ it 
down to something intelligibli.: , but 
usd'ul only for humans. Al l lhe retina 
does is register colour, intensity, bits 
of light and dark. After that - all (Jur 
sensing of edge and border, all our 
discrimination of distinct objects - is 
pure neuml computation. All rm say­
ing is Ihat when you think of it like 
that, then it seems a luxury 10 think of 
the human imagination as distinct 
from reali ty, given reality is, in a real 
S(; t1 SC, complete ly dreamt up in the 

first place. When wc introduce these 
alternative univ\,:rscs illto the world 
through our poems, they don't just 
change ' the way people look at thl.": 
world ' - because ' the way people 
look at the world ' is a ll th l.":re is of the 
world. You 're changing: reality itself. 

Do you think it of important 10 share 
your work as it del'elop:"'! 
It lL..;cd to be whco J didn 't know what 
I was doing. Now J know what "m 
doing a liu le better, I only sbow it to 
a couple of filiI;. who kn ow exactly 
what I' m trying to do. r used to take 
advice from everyone, as you shou ld, 
bu t gradually you credi t yourself with 
a bit of discrimi nati on and. expertise, 
and can safely discount the opinions 
o f those who do n 't have it. 
'Gradually' is the kcy word , though. 

Which killd of .~/wme lloes poetry 
cOllse ill surviving ils author? 
Well - anYllung more thall five years 
old is the work of another guy, so you 
have to leant to walk away, nnd not 
feel any shame. It was difftcult when 
I heard that you ' d translated a coup le 
of very early uumetred poems of 
mine, because 1 don 't rc:eognise thei.r 
author at all ! Out SI) 1') l1g as you can 
say - well, the poems are tme 10 who 
you were at th.:: lime, you have 10 let 
them go. The poems aren' t yours any 
more anyway. Easier said than done, 
especially when it 's clcar that some 
previous incarnation was a bit o f 
scbmuck, someone you'd rather for­
get. And the dend feel no shame, so I 
don 't see tbat bein g a problem. 
Sounds like a relief. 

tV/lOt i.~ Ihe adl'II/J1age, 01" Ihe oddity, 
of being a muslciall alld a poet at the 
sume lime? Dill j azz nr blues help ill 
your poelly career? flow do you sel~ 
Ihe connection hetween /he two arts, 
and the {Jf!rji:)rmal/ces .well as those 
of'Amiri Bm'aka (USA) . or M::Invake 
Mbuli (Soulh Aji-icaj , or the past 
exp eriellce of the Beat Generatioll 
poet.\" allll Ihe link 111 01 crea ted 
hetweell the jazz scel/;: lInd (lie (H'fll/l 

garde generation nJ poe/s? 
[' ve always been a no n-blues jazz 
musician, though c,,!;ntually I ended 
up as heavily invo lved in 'stmigbf 
classical music and electronica. I'ye 

no interest in jazz-poetry crossovcrs 
- the tw.) art fonns strike me as very 
badly suited to each other, and have 
very dil1i:rellt relations to time, very 
din"o.;n:nt compositional priorities. [ 
think illese collaborations were pri­
mnrily socia l - you'd find y('lur~elf 
part of group doing both things, Hlld 

someone woulJ go hey! Why dOli I 
we .. . But il 's a faise hybrid. Poerry is 
already s..:t 10 music. Music has ils 
own poetry. They just tread on each 
other's h) es. lI iphop, the song-lyric, 
operd - these are real fonns, they' ve 
evo lved together, or arc at least prop­
erly collaborative. 
In tcn lts o f connectio ns, it does tune 
ill your car, I think . You h!;ar 
phonemes a bit better. I think 111\ISi­
cians henr mctrc better than poelS. 
Metre in poetry is a tar simpler affa ir 
than Ihe wh,)lc busioess o f metric:.1 
s ub.livisio l1, J isplacemenr. timing 
and emphas is in music. In poetry il'S 
j ust the interplay of real sense-rhyme 
and abstra ct metricnl pattern, i.e. 
improvisation against a meirono rnic 
pulse. 1 mean I'm as worried about it 
as the next g uy, but it's probably the 
one aren, the only area , where I 'd 
allow mysclftne arrogance of saying 
that I actually know what "m do ing, 
and r suppose I have music to thank. 

111 becoming accessible is poefly ill 
danger (If giving lip roo IIwell? What 
are the implications of publicity? 
GLlly 1f you think that accessibility is 
synonymous with oversimplificati on. 
r thillk it's possible, as Frost did. to 
write of things of immense phil o­
sophical subtlety in a language [olk 
cau 10110w. Here's trouble: to do that 
you have 10 be really good, and work 
rea lty, really hard to find clear ways 
of sayi ng str;mgc things. It takes a 
de monic patience. I'd love these 
things fo r my own work, and I Ve!y 
much doubt it'll ever happen. Hut I 
do understllnd that the stranger, more 
compl ex lI ud more difficult the idcll , 
the greater your obligation 10 clear 
expression. A lo t of ' difficult' poetry 
j ust hasn 't bothered to make th o.) 
:lttempt. 
The most worrying aspect of publici­
ty i ~ being o vertaken by tbe \Ic~irc 10 
be loved. In practical term s that 
somcti m.:s just me.illS Writillg more 



funny poems, since the laugh is the 
only audible response you ever get 
from an audience. Though I've 
noticed how much people like being 
moved by poems, and I tly to '''Tilt: 
more of those. Shameful it took me so 
long to realise, but if you learn noth­
in g else, readers want poems to be 
ahou! them, not you. They get bored 
with yOW" nervous wee displays of 
ckvcrness and erudition. 

Do you consider yourself a Scorrish 
poet or an English-language poet 
wriringjor a larger audiwce than the 
local one? 
English-language, straight dmvn the 
line. Except for those rare occasions I 
write in Scots, then I'm a Scat - as 
there's no way you can pretend it isn't 
a nationalist signitier. I hold to 
Cioran's line that a writer's country is 
their language. I'm a Scot culturally 
and politically and (mostly) ethnical­
ly. all of these are relevant. But as 
writer I'm an Anglophone - so to say 
r was a Scottish poet would graft a 
nationalist agenda to a linguistic one. 
That's not to say that there might be a 
thousand-and-one aspeeis of the 
poems that arc ;Seottish', of course. 
The trouble is it's that while you 
might consider thi~ the least interest-

ing aspect of your work, someone 
coming to it from another country 
(especially the uS, I've found) will 
ol1cn use your nationality as the most 
salient identifier, wh ich is under­
standable, but mistakcn, T think - it 
invadably comes at the expense of 
much more important things you're 
getting up to. 

What~· your idea about the late devel­
opmen/s in Seal/ish poetry? Alld hmt· 
do you sec yoursclfas a part oia kind 
of late lwentierh-cellfury canon? 
Man, that really would be the ulti­
mate hubris! No, 1 don't see myself as 
part of any canon, and no sane man 
would, I think. And I genuinely don't 
know why a blmch of us ,vilo appear 
to be preHy good at this sprung up in 
the same generation. Something in 
the air. In the water. Same thing hap­
pened to Swedish tennis players in 
dle 80s. Wc had good role models in 
Eddie Morgan and Douglas Dunn. I 
know Douglas will enjoy being com­
pared to Bjom Borg .. 

H()"w do you judge the jimction and 
role oi institutional and govemmellt 
illiliarives in support o.f"arts and writ­
ers in your count!)·? 
It 's broadly supportive. But like 

• 
SCOZ13 

everywhere else there's a bizarre 
emphasis on finding new talent at the 
expense of supporting and develop­
ing the old talent. I'm not complain­
ing I've been very lucky - bnt 1 see 
others who've been less so. There's 
also the unfortunate tendency for 
very small cOLmtries to survey their 
talent at far too hi gh a degree of reso­
lution. Scotland's a country of just 
five million souls, and that has a 
whole bunch of practical conse­
quences: you can't support a national 
opera; you should be very careful of 
administrative overspend in the mar­
ginal arts; and you.'re probably only 
ever going to have a handful of poets 
who are any good. We're not 
Gennany, or Italy, and the sooner we 
realise it the better. 

Lookillg hack over all your poetic 
work what do you think is its most 
characteristic jeatllre? 
Stupidity, incompetence and mean­
ness of spirit, but I'm the wrong 1:,'liy 
to ask. T mean you can say what one 
would like others to find there .. I'd 
like folk to say that I didn't repeat 
myself. Although I probably do. I 
shudder ill think of what its most 
characteristic feature might be . ...., 
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• Clnema 

Luisa Pellegrino 

District 9 di Neill 
Blomkamp, Souy 
Pictures, USA 2009 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Non a Los Angell':s, 110n a Manhattan, 
non a Citta del Ml':ssic:o, ma a 
Johannesburg arrivano gli ali eni crl':ati 
da Neill Blomkamp, giovane reg ista 
(1979) di originI!': sudafricana , residen­
te a Vancouver, 31 suo prima lungome­
tragg io. Nel 1982 una navicella spa­
zia l l!': atterra proprio nella megalopoli 
sudafricana e dopa pochi mesi vengo­
no trovati al suo interno migliaia di 
orribili alieni in fin di vita. I cittad ini di 
Johannesbu rg decidono di accogliere 
queste sfortunate creature - sopran­
nominate ·prawns" per le scag lie chI!': 
ricoprono la loro pe lll!': e li f anno somi­
gliare a gamberi - sulla Terra e da 
questo momento in ava nti inizia la 
lo ro epopea, tra il tragico e il grottl':­
sco. Considerati ben presto esseri 
abietti, sporchi, brutti e amorali, gli 
alieni vengono quasi immediatamente 
segrl':gati in una zona della citta, il 
District 9. Difficile non ricorrere all'as­
sociazione con il famoso District 6 di 
Cape Town, slum nel quale, nel 1970 
durante gli anni del l'Apartheid, la 
popolazione di colou red e asiatici 
venne deporta ta verso township peri­
feriche come le inospitali Cape Flats. 
District 9 diventa un Vl':ro e proprio 
ghetto, con tanto di filo spinato e pro­
tezioni di ogn i tipo: un'enorme barac-

\ 

copoli. Vent'anni pi u tard i, 10 slum e: 
ormai luogo di vio lenza e pove rta, nI"l 
quale la criminalit~ organizzata, quel­
la Nigeria na in pa rt icol:lfe, trova terre­
no fert ile: traffico di arm i, contrab­
bando di cibo pe r gatti - de l quai l': si 
nutrono gli a lien i - prostituzione, so no 
solo alcune tra le attivita piu diffuse 
all'interno del District. "Where the re's 
slum, there's crime" procl ama un 'ope­
ratrice del la MNU, Multi-Nationol 
United, organizzazione 'uman itaria', 
alia quale viene affidato il compito di 
sgomberare il Distr ict 9 per riportare la 
'pace' in citta. Wi kus van der Merwe, 
protagonista del film , un giovane 
Afrikaner, che non fa della scaltrezza 
la sua dote principa l 1", viene nom inato 
capo della missione, perche genero de l 
direttore dell'organizzazione. 
Fuor di metafora, Blomkamp fa gioca­
re ag li alieni il ruolo de lle ciassi piu 
povere, degli imm igrati che affo ll ano 
le township della cittil di 
Johan nesburg. L'aspetto mostruoso 
degli alieni non fa chI" incarnare ogn i 
ste reot ipo chI" accompagna 'I'altro' per 
defi nizion e: bru tte zza , sporciz ia, 
malattia, violenza. La MNU ricorda 
una ben piu importante organizzazio­
ne internaziona le che proprio ai piu 
poveri dovrebbe guardare, ma che 
sempre piu spesso si dimostra incapa­
Cl" di agire fatti vamente nei contesti 
diffici li. II regista non ris parmia nessu­
no' non le elite 'bianche', che, con la 
finta pretesa di difendere la civilta, 
mascherano corruzione e t rafflci ancor 
piu viii di armi e dena ro; ne tanto 
meno parte della popo lazione di co lo-

re pronta ad approfittare di chi vive su i 
gradino di poco piu ba sso, geste ndo 
t raffici il lecit i quali contrabbando e 
prostituz io ne. La violenza sembra 
esse re di casa nella finzione del 
District 9, prop rio quanta e di casa a 
Johannesburg: armi e spa ratorie fa nno 
da sfondo continuo al succedersi de ll e 
scen e. 
Blomkamp divide il fi lm in due pa rti 
ben di st inte : una prima, nella quale il 
film si presenta come un documenta­
rio. in cu i la tematica socia le, nono­
stante I" proprio anche grazie , alia pre­
senza degli alieni, si fa piu importante 
ed evidente, attraverso le riprese di 
township e di immag ini che rispec­
ch iano il quotidian o della citta. 11 film 
e un vero e proprio 'mockumentary', 
genere ormai molto utilizzata, soprat­
tutto ne ll'ambito fantascienti fi co, si 
pe nsi ad esempio a film qua li Wild 
Blue Yonder (L'lgnoto Spozio Profondo, 
2005) di Herzog, 0 Forgotten Siiver 
(1995) di Peter Jackson, produttore 
dello stesso District 9. L'uso del la 
forma documentario serve ad anco ra­
re la storia al rea le, come anche I'uso 
di riprese con te lecamere a circuito 
chiuso ha la stessa funzione. Ne lla 
seconda parte, sebbene inse rl to in 
questa cornice documenta ristica, il 
fi lm si apre piu chia ramente al mondo 
del la finzione piu estre ma: il protago­
nista Wikus va n der Merwe, du rante la 
mi ssione pe r 10 sgombero degli al ien i 
dal District 9 viene a contatto con il 
liquido di una st rana bomboletta nella 
baracca di Cristopher, che 5ta pro­
grammando la fuga de ll a sua comun i-



ta da questa terra cosi astile. 11 con!:;!­
to ha delle serie conseguenze su Wikus 
the cominda a trasforma rsi in ali eno. 
Ini z13 cosl la sua awentura nel1a 
Johannesburg de l Di strict 9, e li si sus­
seguono combattimenti, piani c pro­
gttti di fuga nell'iperspazio. attravcrso 
un sapiente usa di ('ffetti specia li, 
secondo la migliore tradizione dei fil m 
di fa ntascienza, con una serie di dta­
zion i cinematografiche che va nno dal­
I'autoriale La Mosco di Cronenberg, al 
commNcia le Michal Bay dei 
Transfo rmers. Van der Mervl/e, perse-

guitata dalla ~a stessa organizzazio­
ne che vuole testa rlo per util izzare 
nuove armi da fu oco. tmva rifugio 5010 
all' interno del Di stnct 9, dove aiuta 
Cristopher e il suo fig li oletto ne t loro 
tentativo di fuga. In qu esto grottesco 
quadro, in cui s' incontrano e si c:o n­
fo ndono la rea lta e la piu a:;s.oluta 
delle fmzioni, e possibik intravedere 
I'unica t raccia di umanita nei grandi 
acchi dell'alieno e del suo piccolo, che 
ricordano tanto quelli dl Ull piu ramo­
so extra -terrestre. Gli alieni, dei quali 
nessuno si preoccupa di conoscere lin-

cmema 
gua e provenienza, isolati nella loro 
disperazione, sono gli un ici a salvarsi 
in questo girone infernale e la fuga su 
di un al t ro pia neta sembm esse re dav­
vero I'unica via possibile, in un mondo 
in cui la convivcn za non c pra ticabile e 
non to neppu re contemplata. Wikus, il 
nost ro eroe, anche lu ;, t rovera riscatto 
ag li occhi dello spettatore, ma sol o 
quando, obbligato da una metamorfo­
si -rushd iana~ che lentamenle rendera 
mostruoSD il suo aspetto, finalmente 
riuscira a capire l'Altro ..... 
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Anll3 Nadotti l' Carmen COlldlio 

Omaggio a Mahasweta 
Devi ... ....................... 
Scrittrice, attiv ista , drammaturga .. . 
minuta. scura, forte e comllattiva .. 
Mil hasw~ta Devi e tutte qu este cose. E 
una narratrice che ha dedica to la 'li t .. 
al le battagli l': per la giustizia socialt' . 
mettendo in campo una scrittura com­
plessa e origina le. rac(olta in un cor­
pus di quarantadue volumi e conside­
rata un d assico de lla letteratura in 
lingua benga li , nonch ~ un fondamen to 
per gli stu di postcolaniali. III mio 
manda ~ diviso in dut' parti: chi ha 
bisogn o e chi non ha bisognoo, affe r­
ma in una bella vid eoi ntcrvista de l 
2002. E in effett i e dalla sua ca pacit.il 
di schie rarsi , come donna e come 
scritt rice, da!!a pa rte di tr ibali e dali t ­
quelli che il mahatma Gandhi chiama­
va horijon, fig li di Dio - ragionando e 
informandoci sulla loro s{oria ed esi­
stenza collettiva senza perdere di vista 
i singoli individu i, the deriva la forza 
narrativa di Devi, con una lingua 
incredi bi lmente ricca e t he continua­
mcn te si rinnova . • Da anni coll ezio no 
parole. Ogni vo lta che mi imbatto in 
una parola 0 una frase j n te res~ nte, la 
annotm. 
NeU'attenzione per le parole, per i, 
contrapporsi 0 mescolarsi delle lingue, 
per il potere sotteso a ogni lingua, sla 
la strategia discorsiva e poli tica di 
Devi. e una dell e ragioni che ci hanno 

\ 
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indotto ad ap l"i re con lei, e con iJ rea­
ding del suo capolavoro D:oIJP:Jdi, 
I'edizione dl l ingua Madre 2010, in 
cancomilanza e come con lroca nta 
della Fiera del libra di ra ri no. 
Nata ncl 1926 Cl Oacca (oggi 
Bar"lgiadesh), Devi. che vivc e tu ttora 
lavora a Calcutta, st ud io a 
Shantin iketan, I'univcrsi la fonda ta da 
Rab ir"l dranath 'Iagore, dove negli ann i 
'30 e '40 si formb un'intera generazio­
ne di intellettuali e artisti, tra ( ui il 
grande regista Satyajit Ray. 11 cinema, 
il t('atro, la musica e la poesia b rono 
per qud gruppo di persone, e Devi tra 
10fO, forme d'arl e e d'impegno, prati­
the quotidianc di dfl essiane l'": di 
espressione. strum ent i per eonservare 
un immenso patrimon io cu ltura le e 
adatta rlo alia comun lcazione nel pre­
sente. 
Non e un caso che al l'uscita in Ita lia 
dei suoi raceonti, (Lo predo. Einaudi), 
Mahasweta Devi abbia vinto il Premia 
NOr"lino \2005), asstg:'latole da una 
giuria che eontav3, tra gli altri. Pder 
Brooks, Mag ris, Olmi. Nai paul. l e Roy 
laduril'": . 
la sua opera non smette di ispirare i 
ma ggiori sc rlttori in dia ni. Amitav 
Ghosh le re nde omaggio affermando. 
"Nell a scrittu ra di Ma hasweta Devi si 
fond ono perfettame nte ir"\teli igenza 
fo rma le, stile e impeg no sociale. E una 
delle grand] SCriltric i del nostm 
tempo; un'impareggiabile cronista di 
questo difficile momento storico". 
Arundhali Roy ne ~9ue I'esempio pra ­
tieo, nella sua opera di mt'd iazione tra 
i triba li e il gove rna. Kiran Desa i ne 

propane la lettura quale va lido exem­
pfiJm poslcolaniah':: "N:mi aveva scel-
10 un triste rtsoconto di MahasVleta 
Devi sulle vialtnze d::: lla pCl lizia al 
tempo del movimcntCl naxali ta, tra ­
dolto dalla Sp ivak che, aveva letta di 
reeente sull' lndian Express, era diven­
tata un' ico na mettendosi il sa ri con gli 
sca rponi m i li tari" (Eredi del/a 5canfitt(!, 
t raduz. di G. On eto, Adel ph i, Milano, 
2007, p. 259). 

Bibliagraria: 
M, Devi. Le: cott;;ra, t raduzlone da l 
beng ali di Babli Moitra Sara f e 
fed erica Oddera, Theoria, 

Roma, 1996. 
-,---,--_' La predo e altr! racconti, tra­
duzione da l benga li di Babl i Moitra 
Sarafe Federica Od dera , cu ra e postfa­
zione di Anna Nadolli. Einaudi, Torino, 
2004. 
~ __ ' La trilogic: del seno, Irado­
ziane da ll'mgJese a cllra di Ambra Pi rri. 
Filema , Napoli, 2005, 
__ -' Invi5lbili, traduzione dall' in­
glese a cura di Ambr .. Pin i, Fi lcma. 
Napoli,2007. 
.,,--,-_. Interview With MahQsweta 
Devi, a cura di Dibang, in Indian 
Summer, 55 ' Festival di locarno. 
Edizio ni Olivares, Mil,lrlo, 2002. 

Talki ng Wri ting: Four Conversat ions 
with Mahaswt ta Devi by Naveen 
Kishore" 

M,D, ... One day, two or three Naxalite 
boys came 10 me, and sai d: .How 



come you 're writing about t he 
Naxalites in the rural contex t? What 
about us, who are being bl,.l l chered 
daily on the streets of Calcu tta? 

N.K. How did V~U reply to that? 

M.D. I said I heard them out I told 
them I would try. Out of that came 
Mother of 1084. It became such a 
rage. It was first published in a ci ne­
magazin e. They had to reprint it. It got 
smuggled into jail. All the Naxa lite 
prisoner;. read it. When they came out 
in 1977, and even long befo re that, 
because of M other of 1084, I was thor­
oughly accepted by all of them. 

N.K. 50 you had 011 this journalistic 
thillg happening ot one level. 

M.D. Yes, I had started writin g in th e 
Benga li newspapers and periodica ls.. I 
have written In so many of them: 
nBasuma l i", 8Yugantar': Lfl t er on in 
"Bartaman-. Now I write in "Aaj kal". 

N,K. Books for children, schoolbooks ... 

M.D. Yes.. Books for children, I did that 
series for Oxford University Press. The 
<Imount of work I have done, I used to 
wri te eighteen hours daily. 

N.K. The notural way the writing 
appears to happen. But. is that reaffy 
how i t happens? I mean. (Of example, 
do you have to do a lot of rewflting? 

M.D. I don't rewrite. I've never rewrit­
ten. 

N.K. So. do you like reading what 
you've written, after you've written 
and then say: ~This is OK.? 

M.D. Perhaps not right at the outset. It 
happens sometimes. But - the pub­
lished books - I occasiona lly read 
those. 

N.K. Oh, you do! Well, thotS in trrest­
ing! 

M,D. I try to fathom why people have 
li ked a particular work. I don't th ink 
I've written anything extraordinarily 
mind- blowing. About the wri t ing the 
ideas arrive like th is: I was going to 

Samik's house, directi ng the ricksh<lw­
wallah with motions of my hands, as is 
my habit - right. left While I was 
doing this, I arrived at Samik's house, 
and sa id ... th ink of two hands, as if 
they are 'wringing the neck of the air '. 
Boshai Tudu emerged from that. 

N,K, That's a tricky word to irOrlslore. 
How had it beef) tronsla tedt? 

M.D. I don't know. And I love to use a 
lot of word.s, which my Bengali editor 
mentioned ... like, towards the end of 
~B<lshai Tudu", I write: "He enters a 
cave. Stand ing at th e door is a dwaro­
pafika." Dwarapalikas are t he sculp­
tu res of women you find guarding 
temples of t he old days. Draupadi was 
there. She just says: ,There are the 
poli ce. Ru n away.,~ And she vanishes. 
Ka li $<1 ntra was an extrem ely impor­
tant character. A Bcng<lli crit ic has 
commen ted t hat i t is my only really 
<l nd truly politi<A1 novel. 

N,K. Don't you ftellost? Because I got 
the feeling that there are so man V . 
You know, almost that you ore haunted 
by somebody. ghosts. characters Gnd 
people. f suppose chat 01/ of us are. But 
with you it is slightly different because 
they ore almost like dire scenarios of 
books that you've done. 

M.D. They've become part of my sys­
tem, I've been able to get a glimpse of 
Cl vast human society, tribal and non ­
tribal, al l of them. Also, because I 
wrote for the newspapers - investiga ­
tive sort of writ ing - I often say that 
my world is divided between two 
things - the needfu l and the needless. 
I am interested on ly in the former. I 
don't have much interest for the need­
less. And, Naveen, there was a time -
the amount of housework Iha t I did, 
you'd be astou nded. The heaps of 
clothes that I washed , the amount 
tMt I coo ked, the utensil s that I 
scrubbed and washed. I've done all 
that. 

NK I've often f('lt that, whenever I get 
very low. It's like everybody's word 
steps on a flash. In the middle of that 
you need to create - whatever it is that 
we create in our small wa}'S - and for 
me the source of inspiration has 

interviste 
always been ... Take what you've token, 
do it, create in alllhe circumstances. 

M.D. Me, too. It's very hard to explain 
to people, 

N.K. Where were you the happiest? 

M.D, Me? I love going places. I was 
the happiest on my trip to Pafamau, 
Puruli a, or any other trihal area. But 
over th e yea rs I find that I'm the hap­
piest when I come back. to my house, 
and si t at my table. 

N,K. I used to likc that house of yours, 
But cven now that I meet people who 
have been in that house, prople either 
we hovc introduced to you or yOIl 
introduced to us. they st ill can't believe 
you /dt Bollygunge Station. Why did 
she give lip that? The light was so 
good! 

M.D. The area wasn't so crowded in 
those d<lYs. It was a sm all house, sur­
roun ded by coconut groves. Snakes, 
civet cats, sq uirrels were daily visitors. 
Plenty of birds. And that big, big water 
tank, where everyday I would go and 
swim. I would love it. At that t ime I 
began to understand, it was there .. , 
when I left Bijan, of co urse. I was ... 
carri ed aW<ly by Asit, my second hus­
band. But that would lead to a divorce 
- I hadn't envisaged Ihat. Secondly, I 
don't know. I haven't really though t 
about it - that if my husband had liked 
a wom;)n very mu ch, would that have 
led to a break-up of our marriage, or 
not. This was the late 'SOs, early '60s. I 
don't know what he would have done. 
But when I saw it had happened. t left 
him. Do not th ink that I did not bleed 
for it. In si de, som ething was very 
empty. Moreover my son, Bappa. My 
concern was that hI:: was a teenager 
and would have to live in that locality. 
go to the same school all his li fe. It 
seemed that I had jeo~ard ized every­
th in g. Not that I was not a loving 
mother. Perhaps .. . I don't know what 
created this barrier, th is void inside 
me. Something I was not getting . love, 
attention, ~hysical satisfaction - I 
don 't know what. And another thing 
t hat haunted me for so many years, is 
th<lt ~hysica lly I was very attractive. I 
had been con5('ious of it from the l ime 
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tha t I was a teenager. Over-attention, 
this and that. That was also there. Bul 
Since: I married him, I was determined 
to make th i~ marriage a success. At 
tha t time all of uS were laken up by 
Communist Idea ls, and all of us 
believed tha t revolution was waiting 
behind the: lamp-post. Thai we had to 
go forward and usher it in. The frustra­
tion of those days was total, it was not 
just mine, many fe lt that way. But I 
didn't become - what shall I say? - A 
frustrated person, who doesn't do any­
th ing. I was determin ed to live, I had 
that. Marrying Asit was ai-right, it le d 
to that I came to live at the ir house, 
which was ve ry ve ry different. But -
t hi s lone li ness surroun ded mc, some­
how - I tr ied ve ry hard - I created a 
baffle wall around me. But th rough my 
wri ting I could be myself. Asit thought 
that my writing was qui te mundane, 
and I didn' t know enough. But I used 
to read a lot. and travel a lot. And dur­
ing my marriage to Asit. we started 
going to Palamau. 

N.K. But the work wirh the tribals? 

M.D. Yes, that was the time when 
was interested in Iribal life so much. 

N. K. Was he also involved? 

M.D. No, no. I hadn't started among 
the triba ls as yet. not yet as I was with 
him. I left that house, I left him , in 
1975. When I left Asit in 1975, from 
the time that I left him, what I 
thought was fantastic was that I was 
no longer accountable to anyone : 
about when I'm co ming home, about 
what I'm dOing, <l nd so on. 

N.K. 50 you left him for yourself, in a 
way? ThaIs why you mowd to that 
house? 

M.D. Yes, on seeing tha i, Sohag (the 
actress) said: _Mashi. what a horrid 
bathroom!_. But I told her: .It is not 
somethi ng you will understand. All mv 
life I've lived m so manv houses. This is 
my house, this is mv room, this is mv 
bathroom. In thiS place I can be 
myself .• That was a very great release. 
A verv great freedom. 

N.K. It's very difficult, you know, at 

prEsent, to eJ(plain to people th iS busi­
ness of~mine~ 

M.D. But at that time it was no joking 
matter, living on my own. TIlen came 
Nirmal Ghosh with his f<lm ily. His son 
was ... His wife was not ~actly correct 
in the head. The daughter was like that 
too. So he brought his son and told me: 
_He might become like them if he is 
made to stay With them. He's a good 
bOyl. 5amik. I loved 5amik a lot. Loving 
children comes from my hea rt. I hod to 
leave my son at an early age. I t ho ugl1t 
I'd been given another chance. And 
Ni rma l was a tremend ous sou rce of 
in spiration for my wri t ing. He hClS 
he lped me a lot. Tremendously. He 
would expl ain theory to me (I didn' t 
understand any). He was very conscious 
poli t ica lly. And, onc thing was. he 
admired me 0 lot. Perhaps I needed all 
that None of them are alive today. Bijan 
died in 1978. Asit died - when I do I)ot 
know. Nirmal died last Vear. All that is 
gone. l!l February 2002, Nirmal died. 

N.K. And you've writl~n th rough all of 
this? 

M.O. I've written all along, I've vm lten 
through it all. In the 80s r fe lt most 
fulfi lled. That was the ti me. 1977 -78, 
and through the 80s, it's un thin kable 
how much I wrote. Aranyer Adhikar 
(The occupation of the forestl l wrote 
earlier. It was serialized in "B etar 
Jogot': But I was talki ng about Mother 
of 1084. That was in 1973. I was 
known as a writer who wrote in the 
cine magazin es. No on e sa id that mV 
writing was particu larly remarkab le. 
About the Na xali tes ... often my son, 
Ba ppa (Bappa was verv involved men­
tally) - his friends had gone into the 
movement. He would say: _Mother, 
we'll have to shelter him, this has hap­
pened, that has happened •. E'Ien now. 
as I skip through the pages of old 
issues of "Bortika~ . I notice how BaPI)(I 
had, from the very beginning, started 
contributing poems and stories ... 

N.K. How old wos he? 

M.O. His fi rst poem came ou t when he 
was eighteen, or something. (t was a 
long poem. "The father who refused to 
identify the dead body of his son, I hate 

/lim. The brothers ond friends who are 
s(ill Shamelessly acting normal, I hote 
them. The poets and the clerks, the 
educoted intelligents.ia, who engineer 
rhis brutal killing on the streets, I hate 
them. Thi~ blood-soaked s /aught~r­

house is not my COlllltry. "Thi" ongoing 
butchery is not mycount,y: 

N.K. He wasn ·t always sort of in-off 
the fact that he was the son of 
Mahasweta Devi? 

M.O. No. None of these usual tension s. 
But he was very sad and broken inside. 
Not so much for what has happened 
betwee n his fClther and mother, bu t 
because I left him. It was always there. 
So, Naveen, at the fClg end of my life, 
I'm very happy co ming near him. 

N.K. At the moment of Puja rites 
what's happening? This is a season of 
great octivity for you! How does this go 
parallel with the books thot you're 
working on, the stories. 

M.D. Now what's happening IS that 
new stories don't get written through 
the year. But there's a demand fo r 
them during the Puja season, and a lot 
of fi ction gets written. 50 many stories 
have been written this way. For 
instan ce, I wrote Dra upadi <It 
Paricllay's req uest. for the Puja. (t was 
the sa me With 5tana dayi ni (The 
breast-giver) . I wou ld also write in t il e 
interi m. But I can't any more. Last year 
I didn' t write much, but the yeClr 
before. 

N.K. Last year you were olso travelling 
a lot .. 

M.D. I've been trave lli ng a lot since 
199B, working for the de-notified trib­
als. I've been on the move throughou t 
the year. 2002 W<lS spent going 10 
GUJarat, I went there so many times. 
This time round. after being gloriously 
defeated in the Sahitya Akademi con­
test, I told al l of them, don't call me 
any more. I won't come back. And 
after losing the election, Naveen, now 
I know how fortu nate I Il <lve been! Or 
else, I would Ilave to rush about this 
twib le heat. 

N.K. But we were 011 telling yauf 



M.D. Yes, all of you had warned me, I 
owe it to all of you, especially to t he 
per;on sitting within , that I shou ld 
give time: to my writi ng. Besides the: 
comp lete works are coming out in 
Bang lades h, an d the editor has to be 
helped a lot. It is a fantastic expe ri ­
ence, going through long-forgottcn 
stuff. going over t hings li ke - why did 
I write a particular story in the fi rs t 
place? Where did I get the germ of the 
,>wry? Whtre had I made my nott's? 
How did I do my homework? The fun­
nlt'st pa rt is, I can recall even the 
smallest detail of a story 20 or 25 
years old" the (,'>'>dV, or the report, or 
the newspapers, everything. 

N.K. Because you don't actually give 
lhe impression of being the kind of per-
5011 tiwl reseorches a lot. At one level '0" 

f know Ihac you do keep your books and 
papers. exercise books and col/ecr 
thi/lgs. 

M.D, Yes, I keep them. For years you' .... e 
been co ll ecting these shop doo rs, in a 
sense. Yes, for years I've bcen co ll ect­
i ng words. Whenever I come ac ross an 
interesti ng ward or phrase, I note it 
down. 

N.K. And then define what th~ stOfY is. 

M.D. The subject of my stories, the 
people - they use those very words, My 
ed itor told mt the other day: ~You have 
used so many sort of word s. No other 
Bengali writt r does. So a glossary has 
to bt created of all the words t hat 
you've used_. Another thin g I have 
believed: If I write someth ing and you 
alone understand it, that does not 
serve my purpose. It has to reach the 
common people. Comm on readers. 
That's why I write. For mass cirtula­
tion! Many of us face this difficulty 
nowadays. That wt can't communicate 
with tht people any more. Those who 
don't undmtand anything, "those who 
move with the tim t s". Th ty don 't 
understand what I meant. Ajoy Gu pta, 
t he editor of my complete works, he 
understands. Even if I use a single line 
from a poem, he knows where i t is 
from, and who wrote it. and that it is a 
quotation. He understands. But I carl 't 
explain it to people who don't under­
stand. I can't even make people under-

sta nd lines from an old fi lm son9 that 
I'vt referred to. There used to be a tra­
dition of Bengali songs. A rich tradition 
of Ben gali the<ltre. Th e professional 
st<l ge W<lS promin ent. If I spe<lk of the 
old days nobody understand s. The tra­
dition of boo k-se llin g, for exa mple -
people would gift Bengali books at 
weddings. on birthdayS, even dUring 
the Pujas - those days are gone. These 
days children demand speci fk gifts for 
their birthdays. I brought this up at 
homt yesterday - one of Anu's re lat ives 
had come over. He's in a bank. So he 
was <lski ng me (he comes from a (or­
por<lte set up), how I manag e to ru n 
the business, the bookshops, etc. and 
whtther people stil l rea d in Calc ut ta. 

N.K. They used to give us gifts. Today 
you con reil the generotion that buys 
books as gifts ... Vety rore/y. 

M.D. Yes, vtry rarely. And books used 
to bt bought mostly by the lower mid­
dle d<l ss. I remember read ing <In <lrti ­
cl t about Pe nguin. I forget who wrote 
it - "The Statesman' just reprinted it ­
which sa id t hat, fo r Pengu in paper­
backs, in <I ll of t he EngliSh -speaking 
world. Calcutta was one of the biggt st 
markets·. 

N.K. But it's the lowest now. Calcutto. 
Ma/lipur, etcetera. It's rhe lowest sell­
ing market. 

M.D. It was in that context that I was 
asking a bookseller th e other day -
he's a bookse ll er, not a publi sher - and 
he told me that I was wrong. He said 
t hat even now old Bengali writers' 
ghost stories and adventure stories are 
still very popular. Books by 5hibram 
Ch<lkravarty, Hemendra Kumar Ray, 
50u rindramohan M ukhopadhyay. 
Books by R<lbindra nath Tagore are st ili 
popu lar, as well as Leela Mazumd<lr 
<lnd Sukhal<lta Rao. BOO K, t hat we 
grew up re<ld ing. Peopl e still read 
t hem. Since th en, th ere haven't been 
writers like t hat, re<l ~l y. 

N.K. I think I remember stories about 
this ... Even including the fact rhat you 
were sturting to write olltside tile writ­
ing community. 

M.D. Oh, yes! Wi thin the writers' com-
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muni ty, there was a lot of resistance. 
Even my fa ther's friends - sen ior peo­
ple - said: .Mahash weta ? Wha t could 
she possi bly write? Wh<lt does she 
wri te? It's just report<lge». Things li ke 
t hat. But I h<ld vowed th<lt I would 
make writ ing my profession, by which 
I wou ld survive. I've had to pay <I very 
heavy price, for which I'm mighty 
proud. I knew Ihe wri ters' community, 
all of them, bu t there wasn't too much 
of a rapport with them. And now 
there's none whatsoever. 

N.K. Yes, I noticed it. 

M.D. Absolutely ... very li tt le contact. 

N.K. It's inreresting, now that you 
bring it up. 

M.O. I t hink that, in desperat ion, I 
w i ll write a story for t he Pujas, in 
which I am bein9 condemned as a 
witch. I' m a t ribal woman. And I'm 
su rrounded by t riba ls of th e present 
gen erat ion, who don' t know how 
th ings were done in the old t imes. 
Th ey'v e decided that I'm a witch. 
Ultima te ly th ey leill and bury her. 
There is even a TV news item, where 
t ht reporter who knew nothing about 
t ribal culture com mented: . She's a 
Hindu. And t hey've buried her.. 
Tri ba ls are nei t her Hindus nor 
Muslims. I'm going to write it - "I'm a 
witch, I'm going to be kil/eG'. Or "I'm a 
dowry victim, I know that I'll be burnt". 

N.K. Now I know you a little bit But 
you hove never given me the impres­
sion thot you would be emotionally 
agonizing ov~r the relationships. 

M.O. There arc stories where I've writ ­
ten about my family - my fa ther, my 
brothers. It's fun reading them, but 
those are true stories. I came from a 
very unconvention<l l family. My mot h­
er w<ls diffe rent. My brothers <ln d sis­
ters didn't lead a li fe li ke I did. They 
would compla in : . Ma, do you know 
what siste r has done? She's gon e off 
to a t riba l village •. My mother would 
say: , You're not doing it, are you7 "If 
she wants to do th<l t, let her.. She 
never said "no" to me. Ever. Once she 
s<l id: . No one understands my daugh­
ter. It's very easy to swim with the 
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tide. She's always swimming against 
it •. I'm still doing that. 

N.K. The way you got the news when 
Gandhi died ... Do you want to talk 
about that? CausE it's interesting to 
me! 

M.D. That was 1948. By then I was mar­
ried, Yes, positively, I was carrying Bappa 
at that time. It was January. We were 
living as a joint family, with Bijan broth­
ers and sisters, his father and mother. 
Their house was not that big. At night 
we would cook for ourselves. Not me 
alone, my sister-in-law as well , and my 
mother-in-law. But that evening we 
were supposed to have gone out some­
where, probably to a film, or someth ing. 
I said. ~By the time we return , it'll be 
nine, we'll do the rice then, the vegeta­
bles are ready~. Suddenly, strange ly. 
Calcutta .. . noise and hubbub tota lly . 
there's a continual noise in the city, 
vendors, buses on the road, al l of it 
began to stop. A hush descended. Only 
the radio could be heard - radio was the 
only thing around then - the radio was 
turned on - then we heard - they said it 
repeatedly - "Mahatma Gandhi was 
shot at, this afternoon. He died shortly 
afterwards". They kept repeating it. And 
all around, there was this sti llness. Al l of 
us were very worried about who had 
killed him, a Hindu or a Muslim? 

N.K. Did they announce that? 

M.D. Much, much later. We anticipat­
ed that this was not information that 
would be given out immediately. But 
lo ng before the next day came, and he 
was cremated, the news came that 
someone called Nathuram Godse had 
killed him, and that he'd been caught. 
Not that he tried to escape, or any­
thing. Everybody was looking for a 
direction, for what they should do. 

N.K. The Congress party, Ideology .. 

M.D. Abso lute ly. Everybody. 

N.K. Today that wouldn't be possible .. 

M.D. Everybody. So many of the slum 
dwellers and others were weeping. I 
was also weeping, because it was such 
a shock. 

N.K. I remember that day routine. It 
was a sort of ... a similar sort of quiet 
hush. 

M.O. And not many years before that, 
in 1945, I had observed him very 
closely He had gone to Santiniketan, 
and stayed there for seven days. I sa w 
him again in Calcutta in 1946, when 
he had come to Beliaghata. 

N.K. It's interesting how in those times, 
if you look at across the world 
(Russia, Asia, Europe, ete), the stature 
of the kind of people: not just across 
only politics, but the arts and you know 

M.D. They are nowhere. Absolutely. 
Nowhere around. And Gandhi was 
accepted and recogni zed all over t he 
world. It was tremendou s. I'll never 
forget, when he was in Beliaghata, in 
1946, the distressed Mu slim families 
saying: .Return my son. Give me back 
my son! •. Because the boy had been 
ki lled in the riots. He had grea t 
courage. 

N.K. Do you think tiJatcourage is miss­
ing today? 

M.O. Courage is missing, The stature is 
missing. There's no one like that any 
more. And Gandhi was different. I'll 
tell you what he was like: when he 
went to Shantiniketan - I don't know 
how long ago he'd been there last - he 
had been there when Tagore was alive, 
and after many years, he had re turned. 
As he stepped down from the car, he 
sti ll recalled all the people who cooked 
in the kitchen and he asked how they 
were by name: .You are Bola. Where is 
Hari? How are you?». Asked after their 
sons and daughters. And his smile was 
so beautiful. Shining. 

N.K. Had you already started to write 
at that time? 

M.D. Yes, but without mentioning my 
name. In between I had written a li tt le 
book, about two years earlier, Our 
Santiniketan. Th at was about my 
school days at Santin iketan, from 
1936-38. When we gained the 
Independence, the Communist Party 
had a slogan: "This freedom is untrue. 

Remember that. remember that!' At 
that time we were not aware of when 
the Communist Party was modifying 
its policy or of how directives were 
being imposed from Russia. At that 
time, when Independence arrived - 15 
August 1947 - even before that, 
Calcu tta was bathed in blood. 
Everywhere. All over India. But that 
day all of Calcutta was on the streets, 
there was jubilation all around -
Independence was here. After that 
first day's excitement. we learnt to 
hate that indepe ndence. After that -
suddenly - the policy changed. It was 
withdrawn. And a new understanding 
was reached with Nehru for a lasting 
peace, for a lasting democracy. But 
surveillance was on, and police records 
of Communists under suspicion were 
kept. 

N.K. For those of us who were born 
later, this star cost of whatever you 
want to call them: intellectuals, 
activists, writers, film-makers which I 
started to say that there's a sense that 
this business of betrayal at various lev­
els across party lines. 

M.D. I know so many people who feel 
like that. 

N.K. It took them 5 decades to feel dis­
appointed. 

M.D. That level of frustration did n' t 
set in for me because I never worked 
according to Partly doctrine .. 

M.D. Not only did I not stop working, 
I expanded my areas of work. That's 
what saved me. I'm a survivor. 

N.K. What happens to a belief that it's 
betrayed? 

M.D. Look, about belief - I have never 
found any reason to feel negative or 
pessimistic. The old values are ai-right 
for me and I see no reason to depart 
from them. You see the way I leave. 
You've seen it before, you see it now. 
And I'm not doing a lot. I'm not doing 
anything great. This is the least I can 
do. I don't even feel the urge to be 
otherwise. We believe in the same 
value system. People talk about my 
being a Naxalite sympathizer. Yes, I 



sympa th ize with th em for sacrifi t ing 
their lives for a be li ef. Even whe n th ey 
knew that writing a slogan on the wa ll 
would court a bullet from the police, 
they did it They were yo,mg jewels. 
Party just used these people, and 
threw them away. And forgot all about 
them. Now they are: lookin g forward to 
my death, so they can slip in and give 
me a state funeral. I won 't give them 
tha t chance. 

N.K. But there's somebody who doesn't 
get what I coli chat anger or thor 
despair or depression that got you. 
What made you want to tok!" your own 
life? 

M.D. That was the time when ... Even 
before that, I - this was during a par­
ticularly rough patch in my life with 
Bijan - I tried taking sleeping pills. 
The n I was really in - I thought I was 
in love with Asit I thought - easy 
solution. When I wa s in hospital, I 
repe<ltedly asked for Asit. So he was 
brought to the hospital, and went back 
- poor man. Even he though t it was his 
moral duty to marry me. Anyway at 
the ti me that I'm ta lking of - Asi t had 
happened - but that was a time, when 
I was absolutely blank with despa ir, at 
being separated from my so n Nabarun. 
Then I did it really seriously. But I came 
out of t hat. DiSillusionment or a sense 
of pessimism doesn' t affect me. I don' t 
believe in it And I don' t th ink many 
people have survived It. From that 
pOi nt of vi ew, there is so meone I 
admi re a lot, from withi n ou r Sabar 
Community - a strapping young man 
called Makar Sabar. I've written a story 
about him as well. Makar Sabar got 
mar ried. A Saba r woman, after mar­
riage, wants ch ildren. Two or th ree 
years went by, and no child was born 
to them. They are extremely independ­
ent, and free from any hang ups, these 
Sabar tr ibals. The girl said, when it 
didn't happen: d 'm offl . So in the 
Sabar community, all you have to do is 
tear a leaf, and you are divorced . She 
went and she remarri ed, and ha d ch il­
dren. She marri ed so meone else. 
Makar married a second ti me. That 
went sour as we ll, because there were 
no children. Then, the fou nder of OIU 

Sabar Samiti. Gopi, who was a school­
master (they respect schoolmasters a 

great deal) said: «Makar, I'll take yo ur 
wi fe for a check-up~. At the hosp ital, 
they fo und nothing wrong with the 
wife. The n took Malar himself. These 
Sabars were so obedient - If you asked 
a middle-class boy to have a check-u p, 
he wouldn' t agree - but Wakar did. He 
went. Coming out of the hospital, Go pi 
told me, he couldn't look Makar in the 
eyes. He as ked Makar whether he had 
had an operation of any kind. M"kar 
couldn't remember at fi rst. t hen he 
thought hard, and said: .Oh yes, some­
thing had come to Our l a nd~ . 11 Vias 
referring to Indi ra Gandhi' s 
Emergency . • Somet hing had come to 
ou r land. They were ta kin g us all to t he 
hospita ll . You see. the 5<lbars had 
been branded a "crimina l tr ibe" , and 
the agent, or tou t, or someone, said to 
him: .Look, if you come with me, 1" 11 
give you a hundred rupees, you won·t 
feel any pai n. If yOu don't I'll pu t you 
in jail, and you won't be able to get 
out~ . So he went. And a vasectomy 
was done. Then he found out - t hey 
said to him: .You have been castrat ­
edl . Then he came back home, and 
said calmly to his wife: lit's my fault 
af ter all. You leave, and mar ry some­
one else». 

N.K. And did she leave? 

M.O. And she let f. 

N.K. Second time. 

M,O. Yes, t he seco nd wife left as well. 
Then sh e re-ma rried. Long after, I was 
there when a tank was being dug, 
quite far away from our Samiti. These 
Saba rs were being entrusted wi l h car­
rying the daily wages to the site. 
Someone to whom 1 ru pee was pre­
cious, was bein g given 800 or 900 
rupees to carry. Makar Saba r di dn't 
return that day. We were very anxious. 
When he came back the next day, he 
said to us: .While I was walking, I 
wa lked all the way to my second wife 's 
house. She has married ag ain. What a 
beautiful house she has, and two love­
ly kids. I fe lt so happy>. His wi fe had 
said:.1 wo n't let you go, you must eat 
with us... Her husband had sa id: . Why 
don't I get some l iquo~? We'lI enjoy 
ourselves». And so they drank a lot, 
sa ng songs, and lau9hed . He was 

interviste 
happy to fi nd her well- settled, with 
ch ildren . 

N.K. Beautiful. 

M.O. How much we have been talking ! 

N.K. We have touched a lot in these 
last few days. but this business of soli­
tude! Inviting solitude, as a pre-condi­
tion to writing .. . I wonder if solitude 
run exist in the middle of chaos. 

M.D. It can. 

N,K. Can you be detached enough in 
the middle of chaos? 

M.O. I've been pract ising it for (l long 
t ime, I've worked It out. Du ring my 
second marriage, I taught my self to 
be alone. No one enters that solitude. 
No en t ry to everythin g. No sou nd, no 
chi rping of birds - not hing . 

N,K. This business of communication ... 
f say something, you hear it and S!1y 
something else. There's a sort of "con­
stant~ Do you get that sense often? it's 
not an overall state. But often one 
wonts desperately to comm un icate 
and talk. 

M.O. You often feel that (I n instan t 
commun ica tion has been bu ilt You 
don' t have to pretend, don' t have to . 
invent word or gestures. 1'm searching 
fo r people l ike t hat all the t ime. To 
whom I can ta lk. I don'! have any close 
f riends. 

N.K. What do we want from close 
friends? 

M,O. Noth ing. To Sit together. To talk a 
little. Someon e who doesn't admi re 
me: ~Oh , what work you have been 
doing, How well you write. and thing s 
like t hat . Just to be human belllgs. 

N.K. Do we fnghten our Ciose friends 
away? 

M.O. We? I don't thin k we have man y 
close friends. 

N.K. Why is that? 

M.D. Somehow they feet uncomfort -
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able. Perhaps we don't ta lk their lan­
guage They can't share 50 many 
th ings. It happens. And the young peo­
ple who come are so full of admira­
tion. I often say jokingly, that I am like 
a flying Taj Maha l. They like to show 
me around. But I actually do not like it 
I want to be left alone, which they do 
not do. So when I am alone, you come. 
And we tal k. Someone like you comes, 
and we can ta lk. I don't have to pre­
tend. Not that I'm very good at pre­
tending. I am what I am. That's it. 

N.K. Being with yourself .. 

M.D. You have to be yourself, you are 
ta lki ng to yourself. Yesterday I liked it 
a lot when you were talkin g about 
your father_ I never knew these things. 
Knowing that, I understand you better. 
What your life has been like. Your 
being with your school-friends ... your 
father coming late ... Having put aside 
all the pain of the past, holding his 
head high, a person. You're 50 strong­
ly an individua l. There's only one 
Naveen, who, without worrying about 
it all, accepts everything that has hap­
pened and has become what he is 
today. I find it fanta stic. I'm discover­
ing the man you are, the human being 
you are. 

N.K. You don't want good people 
around you! 

M.D. I can't stand good people. There's 
also terror that suddenly Naveen will 
become a good person. What then? 
You stay as you are. The best th ing is 
that wc ca n communicate even with­
out ta lking. I li ke it, that's why I insist 
you write. I want to get back the feel 
of the '80s. It is unthinkable how near­
ly every night I was writing something 
major. And the re was so much 
research going into what I was writ­
ing. like Bashai Tudu. But somehow 
your research is not really visible. Yet 
we know that behind you r books there 
is a tremendous amount of research. 

N.K. Do you want to talk about this 
dailiness of research against more aca­
demic research? 

M.D. I have never done academic 
research, though I read a lot on any 

subject. Abou t Chotti Munda, I have 
seen that all of the boys are named 
after rivers. There aren't many rivers 
there: «What will happen after this?)). 
He says: ~What do I know, Ma?! Who 
knows what wi ll happen?~ He doesn 't 
know what wi ll happen after that. 
When the names of the rivers are all 
used up, how shall they name the ir 
boys? There will be a day. When the 
river names are used up. How shall 
they name thei r boys? 

N.K. That day is not very far away. 

M.D. No. They are jo ining all the rivers, 
now ... Joining them, selling them 
Joining them, selling them. The rive rs 
are drying up, as well. All over Ind ia, a 
ca lam ity everywhere, an imme nse 
darkness is descending on us. How 
calmly Mu rli Manohar Josh i has tw ist­
ed history - in the textboo ks. The his­
tory of the Muslim invasions, from the 
8th century onwards, and how th ey 
became part of the country - all t his 
has been wiped out. 

N.K. And he has a lot to answer for all 
the stories about the Gujarat. I'm wor­
ried for the orphans. What is going on 
in their heads? 

M.D. I haven't come across a sing le 
middle class boy or girl who has con­
demned th is. Still, some of the old 
Gandhians, or the PUCL, Peop le's 
Union for Civil Li be rt ies, etc. They have 
worked with some of the young people 
- it is best to target young peop le. 
That's what Ganesh has done so well. 
Twice I've addressed classes. I was 
asked: «How did you enter the tribal 
villages?. I replied: «I just entered. 
Nothing happened. Noth ing happens~. 
Here as well, I come and go from their 
villages. Noth ing hap pens. They are 
much better than us. In a way ChoW 
Munda is a cont inuing story, becaiJse 
they have remained the same. Perhaps 
the locale has changed, perhaps a few 
more houses have come up, but it's 
not ... You like Chotti Munda? 

N.K. Yes, I do. Surprisingly I haven't 
read Ganesh Mahima just now! I got 
one, I took one home. 

M.D. Ganesh Mohima is not. Chotti 

Munda is my best work, among the 
novels. There is an epic qua li ty about 
it, bringing Chotti to modern t imes 
and whatever he does, becomes a 
song. Song is always ora l trad ition. It 
is carried from period to period. There 
are extremely te llin g moments, like 
that Pahan who is leaving that desert­
ed vill age with a pack of dogs. And the 
boy who beheads the man who has 
plucked all t he chillies in his field. But 
afte r that he doesn't know how to run 
away. It is not in his nature. He is 
going to su rrende r. He knows that by 
killing someone he has done wrong. 
There is an inte resting story I wrote 
about 20 yea rs ago. It was called Akla 
[You're Alone] The re is a li ttle boy 
whose parents have gone out. and 
who is all alone at home. He has noth­
ing to do, has fin ished his homework, 
he is watch ing lV. Suddenly, next to 
him, comes and sits - a li ttle boy. The 
boy asks him: «Who are you?» The li t­
tle boy answers: ~ I 'm Ekl a. I came 
because you were alonel. «Whe re have 
you come from?. «Th is time through 
the te levision antenna. Just before 
th is, I was conso li ng the fairy atop the 
Victoria Memoria l. She is very sho rt 
tem pered. Often she gets very angry at 
the way Calcutta is changing. So I 
consoled her". After that the Akla sto­
ries were 50 popular. Satyajit [Ray] 
loved them. He used to love all my 
ch il dren stories, stories about dacoits, 
and so forth. In th e one that I'm writ­
ing now, I say: As I write it is summer. 
Suddenly, I hear somebody sniffling 
with a cold. I switch on the big light 
... And I find Akla sitting the re. He ha s 
caught a col d. He looks exactly the 
same, still wea ring those shorts, no 
shirt, t he same mop of hair on his 
head. He has a bag beside him, in 
which there is someth in g that is mov­
ing. I say: ~Akla, where have you been 
all this t i me?~. He says: ~What can I 
do? Did you even th ink of me?». ~But 
you look exactly the same!~ . He says: 
llNatura ll y. You 're the one who created 
me, in your story. I didn't exist before 
that, and after that you haven't 
thought of me •. I feel very gu ilty about 
it, all those stories that I wrote about 
Akl a, other dacoit sto ries, and 50 on. 
Nothing happens un less you know 
how to dream. This is the story - the 
Esta blishm ent is out to destroy, by 



remote control, all the brain cells that 
induce dream s. But so me dream s 
manag e to escape. I'm after those 
dreams, that have escaped from jail. 
And everyone's lasl statement is ~I did 
nothing, I only dreamt this': The right 
to dream is what allows mankind to 
su rvive. Whatever has hap pened in the 
wo rld from ancient times. the right to 
dream If you end the right to drea m, 
which the entire world . which every­
onc is doi ng - you dest roy the world. 
The right to dream shou ld be the fi rst 
fundamental righ t. 

N.K. The right to dream? 

M.D. The ri ght to drea m ... ~ 

• Naveen Kishore ~ editore della Seagull 
Books di Calcutta che ha in prO<jctto d; 
curare la pubblicare dell'opera omnia di 
Mahasweta Devi in ing lese. La videointer­
vista di Kishore all'a utr ice, nlmata dal rcgi­
Sla e docu mcntarisla flushan Kripala ni, e 
qui riproposta pcr g~nlile concessione dl 
N.K. nelia trascrlZlonc Integrale in inglese 
di Giorgia Borri (laur~anda d~ 1 COr<>O di 
Traduzione, doppiaggio ~ 50ttotitolaggio 
d~lIa Facoltil di Lingue di Torinn). 

Jtala Vh'an 

Interview with Athol 
Fugard 2010 .......................... 
On February 12, 2010 Cape Town inau­
gurated the new Fugard Thea tre in an 
old building for merly part of a congre­
gationalist church on Caledon and 
COlrrington St reet, District Six. 
Named after the great So uth Afri ca n 
playwrig ht Athol Fllga rd and support­
ed by producer Eric AbrOlhOl m, it will be 
the home of the com pany lsa ngo 
Portobello directed by Mark Dornford 
May together with singe r and actress 
Pauline Malefane, The new theatre 
opened its doors with The Magic Flure­
Impempe Yoml ingo sa ng by Malefa ne, 
who in 2004 played Carmen in the 
awa rd winning fil m UCarmen 
eKhayelit5ha. 
On March 24 the new theatre present-

I'd a new play by At hol Fug ard, The 
Train Driver, directed by Fuga rd him ­
sel f tog ether with his old friend Ross 
Deven i~h. 
The location of the theatre in the his­
torical sill' of the legendary District 
Six., destroyed by apartheid in 1966, 
and th e ded ication to the grea test 
artist of the South Africa n stage, com­
bine in a highly symbolic and vital 
gesture of renewal and innovation by 
opening to a popular musical genre 
rooted in the African tradition. 

Athol Fugard's classic plays of his early 
pe riod are based on sequences of pro­
t racte d dia logues among two or three 
characters lin ked by specia l ties- of 
blood, family, fr iendship, cohabitat ion, 
dependency, as in B/oodknars, The 
Island, Hf."Jlo and GOOdbye, Boesman 
cnd Leno. Such pattern reappears on['t 
again in his new play The Tra in Driver 
where a distressed white man wander­
ing in the squ alid cemetery of a squ at­
te r camp in Ihe Eastern Cape of South 
Africa meets a black graved igger and 
talks to him. The two men are linked 
by the haun ting presence of death 
pervading the lives of both. In a situa­
t ion ironi cally but unmista kably hint­
ing at a famous scene in Hamlet, an d 
driven by the need to get rid of his 
obsession with the image of a dead 
woman, the train driver proceeds to a 
tortured search fo r her corpse anony­
mously buried there. 
Athol Fugard conveys the tragedy of 
lives lived in tota l indigence and 
despair together with the perspective 
or a South African rea lity irking with 
danger and anguish. and combines the 
two elements through the exi"tential 
torture of a consciousness - that of 
the white man under whose trai n the 
woman threw herse lf - who feels 
gu il ty and searches for redemption. 
The wh ite man 's unbea rable grief finds 
an echo in the gravedigger's attention, 
10 his listening 10 a confused but ler­
rible "tory. Ethics and rel igious feeling, 
constan t components of Fugard's 
themes and characters, co me back on 
stage in a di squietin gly tragic new 
synthesis where the old evil s of South 
Africa spea k in accents stronger than 
ever before. 

1. Athol Fugard's The Train Driver 

interviste 
was produced at the Fugard Theatre 
in Ca pe Town in March 201O-a new 
play for a new th eatre in a new 
South Africa. In which way did a ll 
these elements interconnect and 
intertwine in a unique event? 

I had alread y made a tentative start to 
writing The Train Drive r when I hea rd 
about the new thea t re and wa s 
approached by my dear frie nd and 
Colleague Mannie Manim tu have it 
named after me. I initially balkcd at 
thc prospect of it being named after 
me, and twice declined , before fi nally 
agreeing fo r persona l reasons. But th e 
prospect of a new th eatre in our 
Moth er City with a ~ t<lge waiting for a 
new South African play to open it was 
more than I cou ld resist. Ever since I 
fi rst read about Pu mla Lolwana (the 
woman who killed herself under a 
train, togeth er with he r child ren] and 
her children in The MOl l and Guardian 
I WilS both disturbed by it and chal­
lenged to bea r witness to it. At first I 
tried to do so in prose and had given 
up until the Ihought of dealing with 
the story from the trillll driver's point 
of view occurred to me. I transposed it 
to an Eastern Cap e setti ng as that was 
the one world I kn ew intimate ly and 
loved. 

2. How did it feel to be back in Cape 
Town, not far from ucr and close to 
District Six, and be able to address 
th e South Afri!;:an audi ence in a new 
spa!;:e bearing your name? And pro­
duce a play set in Port Elizabeth, 
with a setting so classically fugar­
dian? 

The occasion was one tha t provoked a 
fee li ng of profound humility. I take 
ve ry li tt le pride in my work. They are 
stories about my peop le I am not 
author of the lives I have t ried to share 
with felJow South Afr icans. 

3. The hero of your play is a white 
train driver who encounters th e 
tragi c story of a suicid al black moth ­
er-in a way, a retu rn to a classic 
fugardia n pattern of interrogating 
existential ~itua t i o n s . Is redem ption 
possible for th e train driver-and if 
so, in which way? 
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The possib ili ty of redem ption ;s the 
rock bottom act of fa ith in my writing. 
If I ever believed there was no hope for 
a particular life, I would stop writing. 

4. How does Athol Fugard see the 
role of the stage in contemporary, 
post-a partheid South Africa? 

The sa me as in the old one: na mely to 
be ru th less in our examination of wha t 
is happening in our countty. .... 

Jtllla Viva" 

Interview with Ross 
Devenish, 2010 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Ross Devenish is an importan t South 
African fi lm ma ker who has also 
wo rked for thea tre and television. He 
has a strong and long-standing re la­
tionship with Athol Fugard - the two 
arti sts are old pa ls and have been 
working together in the production of 
fil ms that rema in as classics in t he 
history of cinema. In 1974 Devenish 
directed Boesman and Lena fr om 
Fugard's play, wh ere Atho l played 
Boesman; in 1977 he directed the 
splendid film The Guest where Fugard 
inte rpreted the rol e of t he Afrikaner 
natu ralist Eugene Ma rais in a setting 
of stark beauty, the South African 
karoo. In 1980 he directed the film 
based on Fugard's play Marigolds in 
August with Athol as the ma in actor. 
Ross Deve nish has worked repeated ly 
in the theatre a lso in co nnection with 
the work of South African playwrights 
such as Zakes Mda and John Kani; he 
was co-director in th e recent produc­
tion of Athol Fugard's The Train Driver 
in Cape Town which inau gurated the 
new Fuga rd Theatre on the site of t he 
District Six. 

1. You have been working with Athol 
Fugard many t imes in the past, both 
on the stage and in films. What is 
the secret link you two have created 
in such a lon g co-operation? 
I can only ta lk for myself. Fi rst ly it was 
an adm iration and appreciation for 

Fugard's work, especially in a country 
which had a colonial view of cu lture, 
believing that cu ltu re came from else­
where. We were here sim ply to provide 
raw materials fo r in dustry, and the 
stories of ou r lives we re of no inte rest 
and no importance. Fu gard rejected 
this notion and I ad mired him for that. 
Also as a friend he is great company to 
be with . He a lso gives one much to 
th ink about. 

2. What can you tell us of Athol 
Fugard as an actor? 
I have worked with Fuga rd several 
times as an actor. I have also had the 
privilege of being an observer of t he 
rehearsa l process on severa l of his 
plays: first Dimetos, and then making 
a documentary for BBC of the 
re hearsa ls of A Lesson from Aloes. This 
has given me invaluable insights into 
how he works, and I would say we 
have developed a common la nguage 
based on that experience when it 
comes to di recting him. The important 
point to ma ke about Fugard as an 
actor is that he th rows himself into 
the pa rt re-lives wha tever the charac­
ter is experiencing, anu he does not 
shy away from their pain. 

3. A comment on Athol Fugard as a 
stage di rector. 
Fugard builds ~rformances from what 
the actor brings to his pa rt. It is almost 
as though the director and the writer 
have never met and he explores the 
text with fr esh eyes This way he hopes 
that the actor will find where the part 
and his/her life intersect, an d th at way 
the performance can become t he 
actors' own. Th is requires tha t t he 
actor remembers what has been dis­
covered. 

4. What about Fugard's themes and 
evolut io n in his latest play, The Train 
Driver? 
Fugard feels that all his li fe's work has 
led up to this play. he becom es visibly 
distressed when he tells the story of 
Pumla Lolwana, her pred icament and 
the death of her ch ildren. That is 
where it started and this event has 
haunted him for almost ten years. 
Early versions of the play can be found 
in a book of sh ort stories, Karao 
Stories. In this complex story he has 

refined it down to two people on the 
stage. He always describes himsel f as 
a min iaturist, but through th ese two 
ch ara cters an entire world emerges, 
including a sense of un ease for the 
country 's future. 

5. Your own art as a film-maker, in 
conn ection with Athol Fugard's writ­
ing . 
I have always felt st rong ly t he desire 
to explore the South African reality on 
film. Not often easy as even the small­
est film needs great sums of money. 
Where there was the grea test synergy 
between us was wi th the making of 
The Guest based on an episode in the 
li fe of Eugene Mara is, t he South 
Afr ican natu ra li st , poet, morphine 
add ict and sui cide. Marais had fasci­
nated me si nce my ch il dhood days and 
aftcr we had made the film version of 
Boesman and Lena, where Atho l 
played Boesman, I suggested that this 
was something we should look at next. 
I think it stands up to scrutiny today 
despite being made in the 70's. The 
next film was Marigolds in August 
which te ll s the story of an unemployed 
man desperately trying to provide food 
for his family. Made in t he time of 
apa rtheid, it sadly seems as apposite 
today as it di d then. ~ 

Elettra Tamborrino 

Zakes Mda. 
an interview ....................... . .. 
Zakes Mda was born in South Africa 
(Eastern Cape) in 1948. His fa t her, 
who was one of the leaders of the 
ANC, wa s condemn ed to exil e because 
of hi s po li tical co mmi tment. Zakes 
joined hi s fat her in exile in 1964. In 
1981 he went for th e first time to the 
USA to co mplete his stud ies. He could 
free ly come back to South Africa on ly 
in 1994, when the country finally got 
a democratic government. 
At present lakes Mda is Professor in 
the English Department of the Ohio 
University, in Athens, Ohio. He is con­
sidered one of t he major South African 



au thors writing in English and has dis­
tinguished himself not on ly as a nov­
elist and a playwright but also as a 
l it erary and cultural theori st and 
activist. After his first novel She Plays 
with Darkness (winner of the Sa nlam 
Literary Award, 1995). a rich li st had 
to come::: Ways of Dying (1 995). set 
during tht: transitiona l years in South 
Africa, which won the M-Net Book 
Prize After and the Olive Schreiner 
Prize for Prose, The Hf'art of Redness 
(2002J, wh ich was awarded the 
Commonweal th Writers Prize and the 
Sunday Times Fi ction Award, Th e 
Madonna of Exce/sior (2004), The 
Whale Culler(2005), Cion (200n Black 
Diamond [2009j . 
I had the chance to meet him in 
Panol/a last January and in that occa­
sion wC: could talk on a wide vari tly of 
themes, ranging from his exile to the 
bond with his motherland and its past. 
from the magic rea lism characterizing 
his writing to quest ions more related 
to the present age, li ke reconciliat ion 
in So uth Afr ica and racial integ ration 
in the USA. 

Padova, 22 gennaio 2010 

E.T. To wha t extent the long experience 
of e)(ile, and later, that of living in a 
foreign country and in a foreign conti­
nent. impressed a mark on your writ­
ing? 

Z.M, I don't know, because it is what 
you sec in it. As a writer you ju st write, 
but it is only, for instance, criti cs li ke 
you, who look at it, and say this. 
Sometimes as a wri ter you are not 
conscious of that. Sometimes you may 
be conscious of it, sometimes not. For 
me, my expNience of exile was never 
like an exi le. When I left South Africa 
I was a teen -ager, and I left not 
because of my poli t ical activity but 
because of my father's politica l activi­
ty, who was a lawyer and a po li t icia n. 
Wh en he wa s arres ted, he esca ped 
(rom jail an d wedg ed as a refugee and 
then a year or two later my family 
joined him. So, in exile I was with my 
pan:nts. so it was never like exile. We 
were a family in eXile, so to me e)l ile 
was home, the only difference beu"lg 
tha t I were in a different country, so I 
don't have the scars of exile. I was 

looked after by my family. La ter I left 
to go to live in America, Eng land and 
so on . 

E.T. Did you e'la feel tile desire to go 
bock to your motherland? 

Z.M. Oh yes, I always wan ted to. I 
always wondered If I could go back, 
we all knew that We did not know 
when. 

E.T. It is usualfy said (hot living 
between two cultures, two places, two 
countries is an incredibly enriching 
experience. Is it correct to soy that you 
gain something from this condition? 

Z.M. Oh yes, I think so. I think I gained 
a way of looking at South Africa in 
that way. B~cause distance does give 
you a critical perspective. 

E.T. And what did you loose from this 
condition, if you lost any thing? 

Z.M. You lose being with in th e si tua ­
t ion and getting th e nu ances of the 
situation, the nuan ces of th e lan­
gua ge, the nuances of the era. 

E.T. Your writing revt-als 0 strong bond 
that still ties you to your native coun­
try. It emerges. above all, from the vivid 
mufrilingualism, from the frequent use 
of ethnic words and of ethno- rhythmic 
prose. Is this technique revealing a 
deep research on your tradition? And 
can it be interpreted as an attempt to 
keep a strong bond with your origins? 

Z.M. Yes, although I never made any 
formal resea rch on oral tradition, this 
is a story I carry With me, tha t I took 
from South Africa with me and that I 
carry with me. The only thing I would 
research would be history, but even 
with history, for instance in Heart of 
Redness, it is not my resea rch : there 
are historians who wrote abo ut the 
cattle-kill ing. I used this research to 
write my nove l, but then I had my own 
oral t radition which comes from my 
people which I didn·t research. Even in 
th~ story of the cattle killing, it was a 
story which we were told from the 
t ime we were children. SO I knew 
about it. I knew the mythology of it, 
but I had to get the historical fact of it 
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from the historians. The mythology 
and oral traditions are those I grew up 
with, then the historical perspt:-ctive is 
what now I get later in life from pro­
fessiona l histori ans. So it this is how I 
managed the truth . 

E.T. Critics have often used the defini­
tion of magiC realism to refer to your 
writing, but you SOld you were deeply 
influenced, more than by any other lit­
erary trodition, by isi- xhosa tradi tion, 
rhar is -magical by nature 

Z.M. But that is magic real ism, is it 
not7 That's all mag ic realism IS. It is 
influenced by the traditions of th is 
place. I rea d so mewhere peop le 
affirmed that I said my writing is not 
magic realism. I neVer said that. All I 
said was that I don't define my work. I 
j ust write it. I leave you, the cri tics, to 
define it. If you call it magic realism, 
that's fine, I've no problem. Or you can 
call it anything else, whatever, 
because it is up to you , mint:- 's to tell 
the story, not to define my own sto­
ries. The so urces of my own magic are 
from the ora l t rad itions of th e peop le 
I'm writing about: that's when:: I get 
my magic. But they are the source of 
magic rea lism for other writers as 
well: a lot of thei r magic com~s from 
oral tradi tions that eXist in their soci ­
ety and that's wha t also Gabriel 
Marquez told me. He asked me once: 
"Do you know where my magic comes 
from"? I sa id, "Well , I've no idea, tell". 
He said "My magic co mes fro m my 
grandmoth er, th e stories that my 
grandmother told me". And then he 
asked me again: ·'00 you know where 
my grandmother got her magic from!: 
I said: ~No, I don'\,: He said: HMy 
grandmother got her magic from the 
African slaves, the stories that African 
slaves told. That's where she got her 
magic". So, even Gabriel Marquez' 
source of magic rea li sm comes from 
those sam e so urces, as my source, 
from a grandmother. Mine comes from 
my grandmother as well: th e stories 
very magical that we were told as 
children as we grew up. But there is a 
source, especially for the ontological 
kind of magical realism that you find 
in Africa and in South America, which 
is qui te different f rom the epistemo­
logical kind of magic realism that you 
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fi nd in Europe, in Germ any for 
instance, Gi.inter Grass' magic realism , 
which may not necessa rily come from 
oral trad itions: it mayor it may no t. It 
is Cl differe nt kind of magic realism: 
the onto logic.:al wh ich arosc from tra­
ditional sources, from the oral tradi­
t ions, from th e beliefs that exist in 
those communities, and the epistemo­
logical type, that you find amongst 
some writers fro m Europe. So my 
source of mag ic rea li sm is precisely 
that sou rce. 

E.T. Thot's the reality in which you 
grew up. 

Z.M. Yes, because it is the people I'm 
writing about there, amongst th em, 
even in the lives they live there is no 
line of dema rca tion betwee n the real 
objective li fe and the su pern atura l. 
They cross li ke tha t, that line blurs. 
There are different mytho log ies in the 
world: the Ch ristian mythology, which 
is domin ant, but the othe r countries 
have th eir mythologies, too. Even in 
the western society you do have those 
things li ke tha t, reflecting the su per­
stition and they are thin gs wh ich are 
from your real life. In those societies 
that I write about, they are pa rt of the 
same li fe , they are beliefs, and they 
are beliefs in the su pernatu ral. The 
western tradition be lieves in those 
mi rac:les, they all have their mytholo­
gies, they believe that Jesus Christ 
changed water to wine, walked on 
water and 50 on, and they continue to 
believe it. That's exactly the same sit­
uation where the supernatura l exists 
in the sa me context as objective real­
ity. That's what magical rea lism is. It' 
a ll about that. It's the real li fe. That's 
all what every magic realism does: it 
takes those beliefs and claims th em as 
reality. It doesn't question them, it 
doesn' t expect scient ific proofs. 

E.T. Have not writers like Garcla 
M6rquez really had any influence on 
your magic realism? Which authors 
can be considered your "literary mod­
els"? 

Z.M. I do li ke Marquez, but sometimes 
he disappoints me that I read one 
wonderful novel and the next one is 
terrib le. So it is still up to you to say if 

they are li terary models and such, 
because I don' t model myself on th em. 
They are books that I like. I like two of 
Ma rquez books, only those two: Of 
love and other demons, th at is my 
favorite book, of al l the novels in the 
world. I love that. I like also One hun­
dred years of solitude but not as much 
as Of love and other demons. I like 
Waiting for th e Barbarians by J. M. 
Coetzee, above the all things. Maybe I 
also like Michael K. and some other 
books, but not as much as Waiting for 
the Barbarians, for me it is on e of the 
very great novels. I can point out that 
I li ke a particular novel, rather th an I 
like a writer, because that writer, th e 
other books of his, like Coetzee now, 
Elizabeth Costello, I don' t like all of 
that. But I don't ca ll those literary 
models. 

E.T. Someone (Oavid Herwitz, Race and 
Reconciliation, 2003) said that "th e 
va y idLa of reconciliation in South 
Africa is 0 fictio n': Your plays and your 
novels, particularly The Bel ls of 
Amersfourt and the transition novels, 
(The Heart of Redn ess and The 
Madonna of Excelsior) deal with the 
reconciliation matter, seeming to 
express the very need of reconciliation 
in the post-apartheid South Africa. 

Z.M. Well, I don't know if it's what I'm 
expressing in the books. That's what 
you rea d in them. In other way, it's 
your interpreta tion. I can't disa gree 
with that because even if maybe I did­
n't write it there or not. that's what I 
also beli eve in fa ct. I do believe that. 
Reconcilia tion itself is something very 
desira ble to happen, but is not some­
th ing that can happen tonight. it's not 
even a destination, you cannot say: 
"Ah, that's reconciliation!"; it is a 
process, that must happen and will 
take a long time. There can only be 
degrees of reconcili ation. Th ere would 
be not in my lifetime a tim e where we 
say: "We are in a total reconciliation". 

E.T. But in the specific South African 
context, at what stage of that process 
do you think the country is? 

Z.M. Well, I mean that process in 
South Africa is up and down. 
Sometimes it moves forward and then 

something happens, then again there 
is polarizat ion. I think t ha t t he Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission itself 
and those hearings that we heard 
which aimed to bring about reconci li­
ation, in fact cost even more polariza­
t ion rather than reconcilia t ion. But 
they were necessary, they were essen­
tial. because it is only through them 
that truth has been exposed . 

E.T. Do you think that the experience of 
th e Commission was essential? 

Z.M. Yes, I think it was essential for 
many reasons of course, on e of which 
is that there was a lot of denial in 
South Africa, especia lly among the 
white part. Into the government prop­
aganda, there were never the atroci­
ties t hey comm itted. But when there 
were these hearings, they beg an to 
learn for the first time that: "Ah, in 
fact our peo pl e did do this!'~ 
Fo r the sake of hi story, people get the 
opportun ity to tell t hei r stories, 
because th at in itse lf, to te ll your own 
sto ry wa s th e contribute to the hea l­
ing, th e heal ing process. Just the 
process of tel ling the story itself is 
very healing. You kno w fro m you r own 
experience that when something ha s 
made you sad, if you tal k about it to 
somebody you' ll feel better, especia lly 
if he is somebody who gives you a 
good hearing, even if he is not giving 
you an advice. You are still with your 
problem, you've been giving that audi ­
ence and contributes towa rd that 
healing. 
Th e qu estion was where I do th in k we 
are in that process. We are in different 
stages in all of that. I mea n there are 
people on both sides, black and white, 
who had a long to wa it to that recon­
ciliation, but there are others who 
have not gone that path. The re are 
black people who are still very angry. 
Some of them feel that th e TRC did 
not do anything for them, they feel 
that it denied justice. There are many 
other black people, like myself, who 
are qui te happy with the process, who 
fee l that the TRC was a good attempt, 
wa s an essential th ing to happen and 
it is good that it happened, because it 
did the best t hat could be done at that 
time. We did not loo k for the cl assical 
just ice, that one of revenge, that one 



that states: 'IOU did bad to me and 
then you must go to jailor you must 
die or something. There are differrnt 
forms of justice. lik.e forms or restora~ 
t ive jUsti ce. 

E.T. In Heart of Redness Camogu is a 
character expressing his disiffusion­
ment for the country's government in 
the transition period. For this reason, 
he decided to go back to the USA 
where he Iwd li'led before 1994. At 
lost. Comogu remains in South Africa. 
finding in the fDCOI community rhe 
resources for the change. Is Comagu 's 
disillusionment in some way feflecting 
YOl/rown? 

Z.M. No, I'm not disillusioned in 
myself. I thi nk tha t South Africa is on 
the right path. I <lm also very opti ­
mi stic about South Afr ica, but I'm crit­
ical , very critical on those things t hat I 
think are wrong. These include things 
li ke corruption. I'm not saying it is per­
fect, I find it has many problems. I'm 
saying that, for insta nce , we laid a 
very good foundat ion with a 
Constitution that is very progressive, 
but of course the practice is some­
thing differen t. So I'm critical at some 
of the practices in interpreting som e 
of tha t progressive policy. I 'm critica l 
of th e developmen t he ld by, you find 
that we halle a situation where there 
is chronicism. where the chosen few 
within the political, the ruling eli tes 
<I re getting adva ntage of older sources 
and th e richer are gett in g richer, 
whereas the poor are just left aside. 
I'm crit ical a t things like that. the 
specificities. some of which are things 
that are happening in all t he other 
countries: in Americ <l we have the 
sa me situation, in Brazi l we h<lve the 
same. We halle the sa me disparities. I 
M'e that we had the opportunity to 
start a new society, of establishing a 
much more equity of rule in society 
but we di d not ta ke that opportunity, 
we decided to follow what was the 
best practice in America and places 
like that So those are things I'm criti­
cal about. I'm quite positive about our 
de mocracy which I think it is function ­
ing. Som etimes they elect so mebody I 
do not like but that's what happens in 
any democracy. I don't like the pr~en t 

Presiden t. but he is my Presidl'nt. he 

was elected in a democratic 1'Iection 
by the majority of the people and they 
like him, he wan ted he to be their 
President. That is the situa tion. 

E,T. One of the horshest critiques 
directed to the TRC wus that jts mes­
sage wos fuil of a Christian :edempti~ 
content, it was too connoted by reli­
gion, 

Z,M. I th ink the proble m with that is 
also that the Chairperson was a 
Christian Bishop. who gave it that re li ­
gious tone. So even whell you speak of 
it now, he is rega rded as the majo r fi g­
ure of that. 

E.T. Speaking of Wat, EJleke Bohemer 
invokes a strategy of -secular oione­
ment~ 

Z.M. Atonemen t itse lf has those reli ­
gious connotations. Certa inly I would 
agree with that, although I don't have 
a problem with a re ligious redempt ive 
sort of th i ng if It helps to brin g out. to 
adva nce the objective; beca use I know 
that many black people are very re li­
gious, so it worked for them. It was 
not a strategy. He was dealing with 
the same tone, with a re li gious feNo r, 
so they, who are beli evers, coope rate 
with it on th ose reli gious grou nds. 

f .r. What about raciai integration 
today in South Africa? To what extent 
has it been achieved? 

Z.M. At some level yes, bu t at some 
level not. In some instances, there is a 
lot of polariza tion, in other insta nces 
therl' is a lot of people fo rced to work 
together. A novel like The Madonna of 
Exce/sior is based on a real li fe situa­
tion, the things I wrote about therl' in 
h celsior were things. th" t were hap­
pening. In a situa tion like tt1at. even 
the most conservative Afrikaners 
where forced to wo rk wi th the bl acks. 
Even thl' most rad ica l blacks, where 
forced to work with Afrika ner. T"~ 
country from both side forced them. 
for their survival, to work together. We 
had situa tions like that one. At di ffer­
ent leve l, I mean , fo r instan ce, in th e 
co rpora te world. the wh ite busi ness to 
survive needs black partners. Also 
black business, then. to suNive, needs 
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white ca pita l. So they have to go 
together, b~cause they live in the same 
world, they have to coopera te. It is a 
process they have to acknowledge 
soci ally. So in many instances, th ere is 
that integration. it happe ned . But it 
only happened at a much higher level 
of society, and the lowest lellel of soci­
ety, the lowest economic structures, 
which affect the majority, they sti ll 
live in the segregated areas. 

E.T. So, is ecol1Omy still 0 discriminat­
ing force? 

Z.M. Yes, as it has always been. 

E.T. We con say that it is where the 
co;ol'lio l seers, its !e90~f, ore sti!! much 
more evident? 

Z.M. Yes, it is fe lt most by the lower 
economic classl'S and in a cou ntry like 
South Africa that happens to be the 
majority of the pecple. I would lIile, in 
most cou nt ries, the lowest economic 
st ructure maybe migh t bl' the mlt1ori­
ty. In South Africa t he pyram id is that: 
the majori tY of them are at th e thlse of 
the pyramid. That it is why, of course, 
integ ration has not happened . 

E.T. What do you th ink it could be done 
to reduce the western influence in the 
country in rile economic fieJd and to 
empower the country's own re5GUrces? 

Z.M. The re is no way you c<ln reduce 
the western or t he eas tern influen ce, 
beca use we live in a global world: 
where something happl'ns somewhere 
it affects other countries. Wren some­
one sneezes in Argentina, it affects us. 
What should hap pen in So uth Africa is 
to re-struc ture th e economi c system, a 
sys tem which will empower the low­
est At the momer,l. tt1e on ly such sys­
tem tha t we know would be a much 
more socialistic ki nd of system in my 
view, where the resources are own ed 
by the people rathe r than by the ind i­
viduals few. So a social democracy in 
my viev. would be what would affect 
and change the situ ation for the bet­
te r of the majority of the people. 

E.T. /' d like to know wiJat do you think 
about the new generations, hOIll mucr. 
they knooY about ;he trUth of thl' 
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apartheid era and if the collective 
memory is still alive. 

Z.M. It is not al ive, especia lly amongst 
the born-frees. There are people in 
South Africa who are known as "the 
born-fre es", because they were born 
after the 1980, they a re getting twen­
ty now: they have no memory of 
apartheid. Even those who lived during 
that tim e, maybe they were ten years 
old or fifteen years old, they also have 
lost their memory of that period. It is 
even irre levant to talk about tha t, they 
don't think it is anything that is inter­
esting to them or that is important in 
their life, precisely because there's 
been this thing in South Africa, wh en 
they tried to forget the past: because 
we talked of forgiv ing the past, but 
this even created the demand not just 
to forgiving but to forget. But then, of 
course, t here are those of us who tried 
to resist that, because we feel that the 
past is ve ry importal1t to remember. 

E.T. Don't you think that one of the 
aims of literature and culture is to 
maintain this memory alive? 

Z.M. Yes, it is, but then you find that 
in South Africa the publishers are 
always looking for new good material. 
for a Sou th African writer it is difficult 
to have a book published if it ta lks 
about apartheid. Pub lishe rs say: "No, 
this won't sel l". There are prob lems like 
that. Even when I wrote The Madonna 
of Excel si or, my agent read it and said: 
"No, it is about apartheid, it won't 
sell". But I insisted "No, this is the 
book I wrote". I could do that. 

E.T. 00 you find this same difficulty in 
the USA to publish about the apartheid 
era? 

Z.M. In the USA it's different. In the 
USA, generally, there are very few 
South African authors who publish 
about apartheid. 

E.T. The election ofa black President in 
the USA has represented, almost on a 
symbolic level, an epoch-making 
change. What has really changed from 
the point afview of the racial integra­
tion? 

Z.M. No, it has not changed, it won' t 
change. How could it change any­
th ing? Because it is just one man who 
is elected President, and it is elected 
President precise ly because it is a 
moderate, there is not hing radical 
about him. So it is the same choice. He 
is an establishment person, he is not a 
rad ical. He is an Ame rican politician of 
the democratic party. 

E.T. Don't you think that people are 
looking at him as the personification of 
a big hope for change? 

Z.M . Hope is not something tangi ble; it 
is there and then a po li tician becomes 
a politician and he runs the country 
like all politicians. Hope dies. Hope 
functions on symbolic levels, but the 
symbolism of anything is good as it is 
supported by tang ible thi ngs that hap­
pen. Practical th ings that happen for 
which hope is stand ing for. America is 
the same old America , there is st ill the 
same old attitude, th e same old la ws. 
there is nothing that has changed on a 
practical level, for instance, ta lki ng of 
black peop le, dealing with any of the 
black issues, because if he does he 
would alie nate the wh ite peop le who 
put him into power, so he must avoid 
even talking about things li ke that. 
There is even much more racism now 
openly against him, that comes from 
some of th e right wing groups, which 
are not even fr inge groups, because 
they come from the mainstream 
republican party and th ey are gaining 
ground and won elections in places li ke 
Massachusetts, strongly democratic 
places. So the country is moving mo re 
towards the right now, you find more 
polarization. ~ 

Nicola Leporini e Isabella Martini 

An Interview with 
Jean 'Binta' Breeze 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Jean 'Bin ta' Breeze, performer, musi­
cian, actress, dancer, choreographer, 
stage director, and most of all interna­
tionally renowned dub poet, was born 

In 1956 in Patty Hi ll, Hanover, 
Jamaica. In 1978 she moved to 
King ston and enro ll ed in t he Jamaican 
School of Drama, where she met the 
dub poets Oku Onuora and Michael 
Smith. She performed for the first t ime 
with the fa mo us jamaican dub poet 
Mutabaruka. In 1986 Linton Kwesi 
Johnson, probably the most important 
livin g dub poet, born in Jamaica but 
based in the UK, wanted Breeze to 
tour in Europe : since then she has 
lived between London and Hanover, 
where he r three chil dren reside. She 
has also worked as a theatre, TV and 
movie wri te r. 
Her collect ions of poetry inc lude 
Ryddim Ravings (1988, Race Today 
Pub lications), Spring Cleaning (1992, 
Virago), On the Edge of an Island 
(1997, Bloodaxe) , Song Lines (1997, 
Gecko Press) , The Arrival of Brighteye 
and Other Poems (2000, Bloodaxe) e 
The Fifth Figure (200G, Bloodaxe). He r 
first album , Tracks, was rel eased in 
1991 by LKJ Reco rds. A second album 
fol lowed in 1997, Riding an de Riddym, 
by 57 Product ions. 

The fol lowi ng inte rview took place on 
the 3 r

" of November 2009 in the 
Department of Anglistica of the 
University of Pi sa. Breeze was in Pisa 
for the release of her new album, Eena 
me corner (Arroyo Records), prod uced 
by Associazione Metarock in co ll abo­
rat ion with the Mast!':r in Traduzion!': 
di Testi Post-co loniali. The Ita li an 
t ranslations of the lyrics of th e songs 
were by the students of the first cyc le 
of the Master and we re included in th e 
CD booklet. 

- Haw did you become a dub poet? And 
apart from the technical definition, 
what is dub poetry for you and what 
does it represent in your wide array of 
artistic techniques? 

When did I become a dub poet .. I just 
wrote a lot of poems and one day I 
met a Rasta man on the streets and he 
said , "Are you a poet?" and I sa id , 
"Yes." And he said, "We have a show 
tonight to mark his Majesty Emperor 
Ha ile Se lassie's ninetieth birthday 
[1892- 1975; Emperor ofEt hiopia from 
1930 to 1974, revered as God inca r­
nate among the Rastafari movem ent: 



Editor's note]. Would you like to come 
and chan t a poem?". And I sa id, "Yes." 
And I went to them and Mutabaruka 
was there. And he sa id , "I r~ a lly like 
that poem, let's record it." So we went 
to the stud io and we recorded the 
poem with music and I became th e 
first female dub poet. I was very lucky. 
You know how the Dj's used to ta ke 
the microphone and add the lyrics? 
Well the poets just followed that in 
Jamaica. So in the works of U- Roy, 
Macka B, I-Roy and Big Youth· all the 
reggae Dj's; so the poets of t h ~ early 
70's were using the reggae tracks, 
instrumental versions, and creating 
words to go with it. You can call it dub 
poetry, you ca n call it reggae poetry. 
What made it important to me was 
that inst~ad of reading in a library to 
ten p~ople, you were on a massive 
r~gga~ stag~ to thousand of people 
and poetry would become very popular 
in Jamaica as a result of the dub poet­
ry of the early 70's. 

- 00 you still consider yourself 0 per­
formance artist even now that your 
poems are widely printed and for this 
reason you don't need to rely only on 
live performances in order to reach 
audiences? 

We ll , I prefer not to ca ll myse lf any­
thing except a poet. I th ink that what 
is important is the medium: if you're 
published then wh at you're doing is 
exploring poetry through t he visual 
art. You hav~ a book with a cover and 
how th~ poem is written on th ~ pag ~ . 

That's visua l art. If you take the poet­
ry onto the stage where you perform 
it, that's the performing art. But the 
root of those is just share poetry and 
la nguage. So I just call myself a poet. 

- Although you first achieved interna­
tional recognition as a dub poet, you 
began to experiment with different 
kinds of music styles, such as jazz or 
blues. How do you feel about opening 
yourself to other musical styles and 
how has that influenced your art? 

It keeps me young (laugh). I special­
ized in dub poetry wh ich, you know, is 
based on the reggae for many many 
yea rs and it became very easy, almost 
li ke finding a formula to write. And 

when I started t rying to te ll the 
woman story in dub poetry, especially 
if I talked of her pains and hard work, 
I found that the music began to get 
more like the blues, more li ke jazz and 
blu es and 50 it was natura l to get 
t here. Becaus~ I find t hat I like all 
music, so I let the poem decide wh ich 
music it means. So fi rst of all is the 
word and from the word is the rhythm, 
so once you write the word, the word 
tells you th e rhythm that you need. So 
the poetry went from th e reggae to 
the blues, to the jazz and now to tech­
no (laugh) . It wa s really Nicola 
[Zaccardi, founder of th~ Metarock 
Fest ival in Pisa and of Arroyo R~cords; 
Ed itor's not~] who sugg~st~d that I 
tried and see .. 
It's very new for me but in England I've 
worked with a group of poets who call 
themselves the Grime Poets: the new 
British music is based on the hip- hop 
but without the American accent, so 
in Brit ish accent with hatfu l of 
rhythm, so t hat's called Grime Poetry. 
In the last couple of months I've been 
touring with these young poets who 
are very energetic and their music is 
really, really pumping high and fast. 
I've been performing with them 
becaus~ they said how much th~y 

were inspired and infl uenced by the 
dub poets, so we combined the two for 
a tour and in the same way I'v~ be~ n 

listening to techno music and think­
ing, "Oh, this is for the younger gener­
ations," but now I'm a techno poet as 
well (laugh). 

- And how did your fans react to your 
change in music style? 

We ll , we sha ll find out on Thursday 
night [Osth Nov 2009, when Breeze 
performed at the T~at ro LUX in Pisa; 
Editor's note]. 

- But do you think that generally your 
fans are ready to follow you in your 
musical journeys? 

Well , so far yes. With the jazz and the 
blues definitely. What was difficu lt 
was putting them into the same 
album, the same CD, so that no one 
knew whethe r to stock it on the reg­
gae or on the jazz or on the blu es. But 
this is a marketing problem. Also in my 
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opllllon there shou ld be a category 
that is just poetry, so that whatever 
music you ma ke , it is marketed as 
poetry, but so far we haven't got into 
the marketing with j ust poetry. And for 
my fans ... I don't think t hat the music 
will be difficult for them because I 
think that if you listen to the words, 
th ~ n the words wil l decide whether 
they com~ with music or not. I don't 
know about Jamaica : when I go to 
Jamaica I will give it to the radio Dj's 
and s ~ e what happens. 

- In your poetry you use significantly 
Jamaican patois: what does this choice 
reflect and to what extent is it related 
to the major themes of your poetics? 

I speak two languages. I grew up 
spea king both English and Jama ican, I 
consider myself bilingual and in the 
same way that I let the poem d ~cid ~ 

which music it works with, I always 
get the first line of the poem and that 
te ll s me what language I'm writing in. 
Some poems come in Standard 
Eng lish, the majority come in 
Jama ican, because I think I'm more 
comfortable with that and the rhythm 
that I'm working with works bette r 
with Jamaican, but it is not difficu lt 
for me which one it is. There's another 
t hing: if you' re speaking in Standard 
Eng lish you say something like , "We 
are going to a party tonight" and then 
you put that in Jamaican and you say, 
"We a go to a party tonight" and then 
the Rastafarian would say a complete­
ly differ~ nt th ing, they say something 
like, "I an I a go pan a fashion dis 
night." So in Jamaica we rea lly speak 
three languages. I wish I could write in 
Italian! 

- Talking about the translations of your 
poems collected in "Eena me corner," 
when you knew about the project of 
translating all your new CD's poems 
into Italian and of publishing the 
translated texts together with it, what 
were your reactions? What did you 
think about it? 

What I wish is that I cou ld understand 
Italia n, so th at I cou ld read it with you 
and say "No" or "Yes." So it is very dif­
ficult for me because I do not know 
what you've done with the poems, so I 
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have to just trust you and tru st Nicola 
[Zaccardi; Editor's note]' who says he 
knows both languages so that's all I 
can do. It's just trust 

- Reflecting on the process involved in 
the passage of your texts into another 
language, in your opinion, whatar(' the 
most critical aspects while translating 
your poems? 

I think first to understa nd t he differ­
ence between Jamaican and Eng lish 
because sometimes you Just know the 
Eng lish but Jamaican is always doing 
something different from the English; 
so to be sym pathetic to the changes 
between Jamaican and En gli sh would 
help for a better Italian translation . 
Comprend? 

- Are you suggesting to come in con­
tact also with Jamaican before trans­
lating? And how? Maybe reading 
poems? 

Yeah, the poems but also the talk, 
because Jamaican is very much an oral 
language; also listening to the music, 
because I th ink that Jamaican is one 
of the few-if not the only-language 
tha t has become interna tional without 
books: it happened with the music and 
the record ings, 50 many people seeing 
Bob Marley and singing reggae, 50 

that now on the streets of London all 
the youth tal k with Jamaican words 
and all over the world you can wa lk 
through and say "Irie" [BE, nice, right, 
cool; Edi to r's note] and everybody 
knows what you mean; 50 the ora l part 
of it is vital. 

- Keeping in mind how deeply different 
Italian verbal expression is, when com­
pared to the Jamaican patois, what 
would you choose to preserve among 
contents, shape and rhythm in the 
Italian translation of your poems, and, 
in particUlar, to what extent? 

I wou ld rather you use Italian common 
speech of the people and see if that 
will hold the rhythm, rather than 
depending on the translation from the 
Standard Eng lish to a kind of Standard 
Italian. I'd li ke to look at the way your 
people speak, how th ey would say it, 
rather than a word-far- word transla-

tion, and I th ink in doing so you wi ll 
not lose the rhythm. But is there an 
Ita lian rhythm? If there was a dialect 
with which you could maintain the 
rhythm , I would rather you use that 
dialect. So what did you do with "Mad 
Woman {Riddym Ravings)"? How did 
you translate it? And what did you do 
with the first verse of "Eena Me 
Corner," A skengeh? Because there is 
no such word in Jamaican, I was just 
working with the so unds of the guitar, 
that's a ll it was, just the sound of the 
guitar. I worked a lot on rhymes, so 
that I could manage th e rhythm. Th e 
rhyme was easier: with the rhyme you 
get rhythm, maybe it's not the same 
rhythm as mine but with rhyme there's 
always rhythm. 

- And then, any other suggestions to 
those who are attempting to translate 
your texts? 

I think that an important thing with 
poetry is that it should sound like the 
way you would talk, so it really gets 
that sense of conversation, that sense 
of actually just talking to someone 
quite comfortably in the language that 
is comfortabk for you, rather than to 
create any kind of poet ic language 
that is not of the people, because 
tha t's what I have done with the poet­
ry. So if an Italian wou ld pick it up and 
read it would say, "Ah, I would say just 
like that!". That, I th ink is the best way 
that you cou ld do. 

Many years ago Linton Kwesi 
Johnson claimed that "England is a 
Bitch." How bitch is England today? 

That is a difficu lt question, because it 
stil l is in so many ways, but I think 
certainly not as bad as in the t ime of 
th e genemtion of Linton's parents or 
Linton himself. I arrived in England as 
a poet on tou r so I was always wel­
comed, introduced and everywhere I 
go, I go because I'm going to do a per­
formance or to teach a class. So it 
im mediately moves me from Just ordi­
na ry things that happen on th e street. 
So during a lot of my performances, 
when I am ending I say, "When you 
meet someone on th e street and it's 
not me, I hope you treat them with the 
respect that you give to me." Also I'm 

very Ja maican, I've never been to 
England unti l I was thirty, so I do not 
recognize the signs of racism that 
someone who has grown up and been 
to school there recognize; so there 
would be an incident and I wou ld just 
walk past and not notice and someone 
beside me who grew up in England 
would say, "That was racist." And I 
have to look back a second time and 
th en say, "Oh, yes, OK : that's racist." 
But I'm not sensitised to exacLly whal 
they're talking about. 
I think the only place where I meet 
racism is in the halls of poetry, with 
the ir establishment and its voices. For 
example, they say, "Jean 'Binta' Breeze 
is not a poet, she's a storyte ll er," and 
th at is supposed to be some kind of a 
put-down, where for me coming from 
an oral background it is a strength for 
the poet to be a storyteller; people like 
Linton and I have to live by our repu­
tation because we're not welcomed 
in to the established voices, part ly 
because we are so po li tica l and also 
because of the language in which we 
write. 

- What is life like in Brixton? 

I've moved away from Brixton, but I 
enjoyed Brixton a lot. But it's com­
plete ly di ffe rent. When I was in 
Brixton ten years ago, Brixton was 
very much the black centre of London 
and in those days al l the bars and the 
cafes were full of black people. Now 
the only thing we have left in Brixton 
is t he market, with the traders; it's still 
the West Indian market, so people 
would come from a ll over to get there 
West Ind ia n products. The bars and the 
restaurants and the housing in Brixton 
now are predominantly white, because 
the council housing de liberate ly 
moved out the black popu lation and 
Brixton moved up market. So now it's 
kind of middle class white who can 
afford to live in Brixton and because it 
has easy access on the tra ins and 
buses into central London, so basically 
now Brixton is very white and it's only 
on Saturday for the market that you 
find black people coming from the 
shopping. To the overwhelmi ng num­
ber of white who now live there, it is 
drug that is sold, and it's not sold to 
black people, it's sold by them, bu t I 



think a lot of young white people are 
coming to the area to get their drugs 
as well: so it's not in any way t he cul­
tural foundation of the black popu la­
tion as it was in the 80's. 

- A final question. If you were 10 sug ­
gest Cl reading lis t of dub poelry for Cl 

beginner. or 0 young poet, what would 
you chose? And who influenced your 
poetic edurotion? 

I would say do not sta rt with Ih(" 
books. I would Sdy start with the 
mu sic; I think to hear it first is very 
important, and then when yo u've 
hea rd it, you go to the text. And of 
course I think the greatest of t hem all 
is l inton Kwesi Johnson: the way he 
combines the music and the words is 
essentially stuck on ; if you hear it 
without the band, you can hear the 

music, you can actually hear the music 
and to hear him with the band-the 
mu sic in charge of Dennis Bove ll -is 
j ust... I don't thi nk any of the dub poet 
has reached that ki nd of excitement of 
mu sic and words together. And of 
course there's Mi key Smit h, who 
unfortunate ly died or was killed, there 
is also Mutabaruka. There are not 
many women, there's one sister in 
Canada called Lil lian Alien who has 
gathered a lot of work, she works 
South of Toronto but there's st ill not 
very many women doing it. I would say 
to a young person to first listen to the 
<l lbum s with t he mu sic and th en 
maybe t o listen with the text and th en 
easier to find the whole meani ng. 
I love T. S. Eliot because it was the f i rst 
poet that had really inf luenced me and 
made want to write. My favourite 
poem is "The Love Song of J. Alfred 

interviste 
Pru frock~ , but while I was reading that 
on the page I was listening to Louise 
Bennet so I had both, one in my ear 
on in my eyes, one English and one 
Jamaica n, so I grew up wi th both 
those poets. Louise Bennet. she has a 
cappella album out and she also sin gs 
t rad it iona l Jamaican folk songs wit h 
t he poetry. She was the f irst woman to 
write in Jamaican and be accepted by 
Ihe intelligenlsia. 
As regarding contemporary poetry, my 
favouri te Jamaican poet is Lo rna 
Goodison: I th ink she's a fantastic 
poet. Who else is there, people like 
Mervyn Morris, but that's kinda like 
the generation befo re me but what I 
like about Morris is ho w conc ise he is, 
I've never me t someone who uses less 
words than him to say things and it 
helped me a lot when I was editing 
myself, not to waste words. ~ 
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