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A HARLOT'S PROGRESS: MEMORIES IN KNOTS AND STAYS

CHRISTINE PAGNOULLE

I remember nothing, but I pity Mr. Pringle's solicitousness, and I am in need of his charity, so I must create characters, endow them with traits and peculiarities, and sow dialogue between us to make luxuriant plots of the pages of his notebook.
David Dabydeen, A Harlot's Progress 1
In Dabydeen's fourth novel, memory is something of a Sternean game: 'I can change memory, like I can change my posture' (2), 'I had many beginnings' (27). The protagonist's memories are as skilfully trussed up in knots and stays as harlot Moll's clients (55). The uncertainties relate to all stages of the narrator's life: to what happened in Africa and on the ship with Captain Thistlewood, and to his later experience in London at Lady Montague's, with the Jew and with the prostitutes. As a result of the traumatic experiences of enslavement and transportation, the protagonist's origins are irretrievably lost, along with his name and the ability to enter into any love relationship. The blurred voices that haunt and taunt him from the past are mixed, he knows, with tales derived from what he has read in European travel books. But if, in part, the uncertainty and unreliability of memory arises from the violent disruptions of the slave trade (and the willful amnesia of those who profited from it), the novel also plays with postmodern scepticism about the possibility of any kind of reliable reconstruction of the past. For example, the truth about what happens to Lady Montague's lace handkerchief, or the actual circumstances in which she meets the Jew, are hidden under competing narrative versions. One might argue, indeed, that there is an unwitting complicity between postmodern scepticism about historical reconstruction and certain versions of the eighteenth-century European enlightenment that have tended to conceal its darker underside, such as the period's prevalent anti-Semitism and the oppressed condition of the servant class.
If only commonsense reasons were advanced for the narrative uncertainty, and if the indecisiveness about what actually happened could be accounted for and explained away, A Harlot's Progress might have been another sentimental exposure of the slave trade, its causes and consequences. But because of the playful dimension in the telling, Dabydeen sidesteps the pitfalls of self-righteousness just as he escapes the vice of a simplifying polarity between victimisers and victims.
Framing the narrative, and undermining it, is the relationship between Mr. Pringle, the young secretary to the Committee for the Abolition of Slavery, and an aged African whom he calls Mungo, a name commonly given to black characters in the literature of the time. Pringle tries to tap Mungo's apparently faulty memory before he dies, whilst the latter plays around with Pringle's need and eagerness to own his story.
Pringle may be paying the piper (although his attitude as patron is throughout one of a constipated retentiveness) but it is the old African, though occasionally pandering to Pringle's prejudices, who calls the tune: Mungo is 'master of the situation' and Pringle looks at him 'with a dog's imploring eyes' (1). In reality, Mungo's manipulativeness is his only real weapon in a context where he knows his story will always be turned into a commodity.
At some points, indeed, as in Part VI, Chapter V, Pringle takes over and recasts an episode in the protagonist's life. As Mungo grumbles:
I don't know nothing, so let Mr. Pringle tell it as he want to, of Lord and Lady Montague, and I will shut my rambling mouth while he properize and give them pedigree, and make me present, and make of me a present to you, grateful reader. (186)
The ironic implication is that only in the standard grammar of the educated English writer can a black man's story be made present, and turned into a present to the reader – just as Lord Montague buys Mungo as a wedding anniversary present for his wife. But most of the time, the piecing together, or dismembering, of the scattered parts of an exploded life occurs in the protagonist's own voice, or voices, for he fluctuates between various registers. There is the 'ungrammatical' English he knows is expected of him, but there are also sustained passages of educated diction. He refers to his 'classical breeding', which he betrays in moments of unwariness, and the origin of which is one of the mysteries of the book:2
No I am not uncouth, I can write the story myself, for I have imbibed many of your mannerisms of language, and the King James Bible is at hand to furnish me with such expressions as could set your soul aglow with compassion for the plight of the Negro. Bah! I could sting you for a bounty of reparations, but keep your money and let me talk like dis and dat. (5)
With Pringle he plays the part of the savage, the missing link between ape and man:
nigger does munch and crunch English, nigger does jape and jackass with the language, for he is of low brow and ape resemblances. (5)
Thus, part of the time he acts the uneducated slave whose 'heathen grammar' has to be 'properized' (11). In the first account of his early childhood he slips in and out of this 'improper' grammar, which is mainly signposted by a simplified syntax and the absence of -s in the third person singular; he 'bongobongoes'.3 In Part VI, when he is bought by Lord Montague and enters the household as a house-slave who has to know how to behave, the language shifts along the continuum towards standard, with examples of hyper-correction and mixed standard/Creole forms, for example the addition of past forms with 'done': 'the Lady's handkerchief I done steal', (246), 'I already done forget', (247). By contrast, except for the odd sentence, the intensity of the last part is sustained by a polished diction worthy of a European classical tragedy.
Embedded in the eighteenth century characterisation, one can read a late 20th century postcolonial metatext about the limited spaces allowed for the Black/Third World writer in the commoditised world of corporate publishing.
The sentence quoted as an epigraph to this essay illustrates the tone of the novel. The diction is reminiscent of eighteenth century writing, though not with absolute consistency, but through markers such as direct address to the reader, or the use of words that are now rare or no longer used in quite the same way (for example, 'solicitousness' for anxious concern). I have already pointed to the major eighteenth century intertextual reference - Sterne's Tristram Shandy - and the reference to 'character', 'dialogue', and 'plot' signals the metafictional dimension of a novel that keeps reminding readers of its fictional status (a Sternean device, earlier used by Fielding). Yet next to this rather abstract dimension, words such as 'sow' and 'luxuriant' present Pringle's pages as pieces of land to be cultivated; a waste land that will only prove fertile if Mungo relents and co-operates in this frequently vexed collaboration.
The impetus behind Pringle's inquiry (and presumably the starting point of the novel, knowing Dabydeen's long-standing interest in Hogarth) is the representation of a black servant carrying a kettle in one of the prints in the series called 'A Harlot's Progress'.4 However, the precariously merry circumstances of plate 2, which shows a laughing young woman kicking over a tea table to divert the attention of her keeper, a rich Jewish merchant, as her lover slips out of the door while two servants (a boy slave in the foreground to the right and a maid in the background to the left) look on, are not to be found in Mungo's narrative.
Hogarth's 'harlot' is present in several figures within the novel. Betty's dimwitted friend Mary is said to have '[come] to town in a York wagon, with other country girls, looking for work' (128). This repeats the situation of Mary/Moll, the girl in Plate 1. Betty tells Mungo how she stepped in and took on Mary as servant to Lady Montague 'before pimps could get hold of her' (129). When Mungo leaves Betty for good when he is taken off to be auctioned ('I go into the smoke and disappear from her love of me,' 168), he commends her to the reader with the worried concern that she may meet with the same dismal fate as the girl in Hogarth's plates.
Other figures common to Hogarth's plates and the novel are the handsome Jew and Magistrate Gonson. The latter leads the party that comes to arrest Moll Hackabout in Plate 3. While the real life Sir John Gonson, on whom the magistrate in the engravings is supposedly modelled, is recorded as having expressed humane views against the slave trade, (as in the novel when, in his cups, he expresses his indignation at the actions of a Captain Thistlewood, who has thrown slaves overboard in order to claim their insurance value5), he was also notorious for his harshness in the defence of property and for sentencing prostitutes to transportation to the New World colonies.6 At one point in the novel he is even referred to as having raped a woman prisoner:
Nightly they bled her of virtue. Their chief was one called Magistrate Gonson. He had the choicest meat of her. When she was plundered and vandalized beyond remembrance of her origin, they let her go. (266)
The passage recalls the prison scene in Plate 4 (although the only 'raping' actually shown is Moll's finery being taken away), and echoes Betty's words to Mary when she warns her about Bridewell jail: 'and such a pretty virgin girl, the turnkey and the lice will take turn in blooding you' (128).
The figure of the Jew Gideon occurs in four different contexts in the novel, but never as the affluent protector of a prostitute as in Hogarth's plate 2, except in Pringle's prejudiced references to 'the notorious Jewish trickster Mr. Gideon, and his mistress, Mary ('Moll') Hackabout' (3). He is first mentioned by Betty as Lady Montague's lover: 'So the Jew came. Dark, fine-boned, exotic in manner. He spoke with a musical lilt. The bitch lapped him up' (145); he also proceeds to seduce Mary, the maid. There is also the occasion when Mungo is serving Lady Montague and she falls ill because of the 'terror' (223) he embodies as a representative of the inhumane but all too human system of slavery. In this episode the Jew is both a quack promoting his miraculous potion or 'Amazing Eastern Cordial' (227), and a devoted doctor who tries to diagnose the reason for her distemper and find a cure. Gideon's indeterminacy as a character is also created in the play between the anti-semitic stereotypes of the period and the person Perseus (aka Mungo) is surprised to open the door to:
Perseus opens the door expecting to find a crooked-back and bearded Jew, hook-nosed, darkly complexioned, his hands worn by a lifetime of counting money [...]. Instead he is confronted by a fresh-faced man, dark-haired, handsome, in his mid-twenties. (227)
Later, perhaps as a consequence of his meeting Perseus ('Me it is who change his life and without a word from my mouth speak to him of Godliness' (258)), Gideon gives up 'all his worldly ambition so as to wait upon the most despised of women' (259), retreating to a stable where he looks after the dying prostitutes, and poisons them as an act of 'mercy'. In the fourth part of the novel he may also be the young doctor who massages the slaves in the hold of the slave ship, whom the slaves recall for his gentleness and decency. 'He was so gentle, he must have been of a different tribe from the sailors. Perhaps not even human' (140). The 'young ship surgeon' is mentioned in the clippings on the Thistlewood case as 'a Jew named Gideon, Gildeon, Gillian, Galtonor Lillington', who 'had fallen prey to the disease and was also tossed overboard' (197).
Hogarth's prints are present in two other ways. Firstly, they are repeatedly mentioned in the text as being the starting point for Mr. Pringle's report: 'Hogarth's portrait of Mungo as a boy slave to Moll Hackabout' (4). On another occasion, Mungo comes upon an advertisement in Johnson's Coffee House for Mr. Hogarth's latest prints in the same newspaper announcing his sale, and the same prints are described as providing Lord Montague with a glimpse of 'crudeness and bawdy' (195). Finally, a fictive Hogarth comes to visit Gideon's stable and paint the prostitutes: he is portrayed as prying into their lives and misrepresenting them all: the Jew, the dying women, and the black man.7
The prints are also present in the illustrations on the title pages of each part of the novel, significantly reduced to isolated details. Most of them (Parts I, II, III, IV, VI, VII) belong to the second plate in the series, when Moll is deceivingly in command. The connections between the plates and the novel are not literal but work by analogy. The first illustration shows the little black boy bringing fresh boiling water for the tea: he is both the origin and focus of the whole book. Part II, which tells of the various wailings at the protagonist's birth and of the end of the African village, is prefaced by a close-up of the falling cup and teapot. The flaccid, round-faced lover stealing away unnoticed - except by the maid who opens the door and the entering slave boy - is reproduced on the title page of Part III in which the protagonist is both raped and introduced to the figure of crucified Christ. Part IV, (which takes place on the ship, which is invaded by the ghosts of his fellow villagers), has the carnival mask on its title page. This no doubt illustrates the hypocrisy of the traders, and of the European society that thrived on the profits of slavery, but also reflects the complex relationship between truth and lies to be found in the story of Kaka's truthful lie and its dire consequences. For Part V, in which Mungo is cleaned and fattened by Betty, we have a detail of the print in which the soldiers led by Magistrate Gonson enter the room in which Mary/Moll is breakfasting. The little monkey scampering away from the tea table is used for Part VI, in which Lord Montague buys Mungo/ Noah as a pet for his wife. Like the monkey on the plate, Lady Montague's Medusa is a reminder that for all their scorn of merchants, the Montagues' affluence depended on colonial trade. For Part VII, in which the Jewish physician is called upon to cure Lady Montague's mysterious disease, Dabydeen uses the wigged tea-drinking Jew of the second plate. The last two parts, which tell of Mungo leaving the Montagues' place, joining the Jew and caring for Mary, have respectively the pietà figure of the dying toothless Mary/Moll, and an even more terrible close-up which comes from the prison plate showing her being disrobed by a winking vicious female warder at Bridewell jail.
This signifier of a fragmented narrative connects to the protean nature of 'characterisation' in the novel. Not only do characters appear in a variety of guises, but different characters blend in the same archetypal forms.
Thus, the harlot of the novel's title is as much the male narrator as Mary or any of the other whores mentioned in the text. In one account of his early life Mungo says that the painted women who initiated him into sex 'made [him] their slave, not to flesh but to their ways of suffering' (18), thus fating him to serve Mary/ Moll. Although he says there that 'no man [. . .] will bewoman me', he is turned into a woman by Thistlewood, who sodomises him, thus making him his 'catamite' (75). Manu (who also appears in Dabydeen's narrative poem, Turner) tells Mungo that he has 'become a woman's ache and guile' (64), and misshapen Ellar prophetically 'challenges [the villagers'] adoration of the child' on similar grounds:
He is a strumpet and a thief. He walked in the katran bush and found a white man and led him to us to steal our lives. Afterwards he lay on his belly for the white man and cackled. (139)
The word 'strumpet' is used later in the context of his telling tales for Mr. Pringle's grudging coins: 'he makes me feel like a strumpet whose performance is undeserving of his coin' (78). Dabydeen does several things here. He deconstructs the usual gender-specific usage of the word and in making a connection between the status of women and blacks he uncovers the essential dimension of the word as being not about gender or morality, but about lack of power. Further, Dabydeen expands the connotations and equivalences of the term. Mungo is a survivor because he is a harlot.
The novel's protagonist is given several names, inducing a floating sense of identity. The first page seems to establish that his name is Mungo, and the name is repeated no less than eight times in twenty-five lines, both in Mr. Pringle's mouth and in parts that read like stage directions. But this is deceptive. The protagonist answers to at least three different names, all of them imposed on him by white people. He is known first and last as Mungo; he is Mungo to Mr. Pringle, and he is Mungo to Betty the washerwoman. The fact that the word is used as a proper name does not become clear to him until another one is used in the advertisement for his sale - Noah, which he finds 'a queer name' (164); until then he had thought that 'Mungo' was a generic name, 'what white people call our folk, like "Negur" and "blackamoor", and "Boy" and other words the sailors used on us' (164). He is not Noah for very long, since almost as soon as Lady Montague sets eyes on him she decides that he will be called Perseus, or Percy 'when he has become familiar' (204). In Greek mythology Perseus is the hero who slew the Gorgon Medusa. The pet monkey that the protagonist replaces was called Medusa, and Mungo/Perseus can be said to have killed her insofar as he cancels Lady Montague's grief. Retrieving his lost 'true name' (184, 186) would be a clue to his 'lost true identity' (217-218), but is an impossible endeavour. 

What stays with him for life is a sign branded on his forehead which looks like the Greek letter pi, or like two TTs, or two crosses without their top parts. But even for this fixed signifier, a variety of interpretations are put forward as the narration unfolds. He may have been 'a blighted seed' (36), 'a harbinger of a new darkness, a new sterility' (33), and his father, endowed with prophetic gift, as Rima says he was, may have known this and yet proceeded to procreate him, either out of lust or in order to contribute to the course of history: 'for although the miracle of such birth would bring destruction to the tribe, it would also loose them into a necessary future' (36). In this version, because of some previous transgression, either on the part of the procreating father or the first mythical woman who enjoyed being penetrated by a bushrat, the protagonist is born as 'a male child bearing on his forehead peia, the sign of evil reserved only for women' (45), the sign that was branded into the palms of sterile women who were expelled into the wilderness to starve.8 The association with Mungo's later fate as Thistlewood's 'catamite' is clear. But then the very first mention of the sign refers to his being branded with a 'hot stone [...] for I had trespassed in the spaces of the dead' (19) by entering the katran bush. This association with punishment is repeated later: 'the headman carved my forehead with the sign of evil.' However, Manu, the wise man and soothsayer of the tribe, gives a completely different explanation: 'do you not remember how we shaved your head and marked your forehead in preparation for your manhood' (65). Because of its connection with the Greek letter and with the mathematical sign, the mark is repeatedly interpreted as 'a sign of Greek learning'.9 The most likely explanation, but also the least satisfying to his self-respect, is that the sign consists of Captain Thomas Thistlewood's initials and serves as a label; he is 'Thomas Thistlewood's creature' (107) who has been 'tamed and trained'.10 The advertisement for his sale mentions 'some slight tribal scarring on his forehead' (164). Sign of evil, tribal scarring, sign of learning testifying to his belonging to the descendants of strayed Greek ancestors, or Thistlewood's mark, the various explanations are repeatedly presented as competing and mutually exclusive versions, as for instance when 'he dares not try to explain his scars as evidence of his Greek ancestry, passing them off instead as Thistlewood's brutal doing' (224). Yet sometimes two versions do coexist as, for example, in the protagonist's lament that the sign is both 'an imprint of a lost tribe of Greeks' and 'the sign of evil' (33). In this instance, we see how the same sign can include the dimension of religious alienation which is integral to the colonizing process, and a stamping (or branding as a mark of ownership) connected with an amnesia about origins wrought by slavery. Rationalists, Mungo says, will follow Pringle's narrative and see the mark as no more than a mark of ownership, but he insists that even in this context it was a sign of his baptism into faith that he received with 'gratitude':

This iron was a crucifix blinding my eye to my own heathen past. He pressed it twice into my forehead, the first pain so excruciating that it banished desire for Africa from my mind; the second exquisitely timed to stop my mouth from execrations, the final traces of African utterances. (75)
The crucifix becomes a perverse symbol proclaiming that redemption has to be bought in blood. Significantly, when Lord Montague is about to write instructions for Mungo's sale to a West Indian merchant, the black man '[holds his] head high so that he can see the crosses on [his] forehead shining with forgiveness' (215). Dabydeen's treatment of character in A Harlot's Progress is as radical as that of Wilson Harris in his abandonment of the construct of the 'self-sufficient individual', of characterisation as a closed system of plausible traits.
This play with fragmentation - in the deconstruction of the plates, in naming and in the openness of character - is echoed in the ironic play on the novel's title.
In the eighteenth century the word 'Progress' could be used in three different ways: it could refer to a royal or stately procession; it could simply mean a journey, often with a desirable end as in Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, or it could be associated with scientific developments such as the Royal Society and would refer to the ongoing improvement of human knowledge and wisdom; as in 'centuries of progress from the Dark Ages' (190), or 'centuries of constant progress' (184). All three meanings are relevant in an ironic way both to Hogarth's prints and the novel. Although there is a 'progress' (in the second sense) of sorts in the novel, in that we move from an uncertain Africa to a London underworld which is in some respects surreal, but portrayed with a plausibly solid reality, after an almost allegorical evocation of the Middle Passage, the application of the word (in its first or third sense) to Mungo's life passage is clearly ironical, and the irony is nowhere more obvious than when he refers to his role as the helper towards death of the sick prostitutes: 'Men had started them on the path to their death. I had brought such Progress to completion' (261). Both at the macro-level of disrupting the linearity and trajectory of the conventional novel that is signalled here, and at micro-level of the deliberate uncertainty, confusion, and even contradiction in textual detail, A Harlot's Progress is a celebration of the storyteller's freedom. Just as Mungo can at will keep silent or tell a tale, stay prostrate in bed or dance a jig, so too he can apparently choose among different versions of the same events. The further back he goes in his memories, the less definite he is. One can read this in a conventional realist way, but one can also say that the further back Mungo goes, the more freedom he has to invent.
For instance, does Mungo imagine the episode in which Betty nearly drowns him, out of spite? Her anger at his boasting, and afterwards, at having been provoked to almost commit an act that would have been her undoing seems real enough. But in Chapter VIII (Part V) she seems just as genuinely surprised at his fear, and 'he decides he must have been dreaming after all (127). The narrating Mungo puzzles about how and why Betty betrayed Mary, if she betrayed her, or if there ever was a Mary:
Or else there was no Mary except a baby that Betty bore the Jew, and out of shame strangled it, cleansing it first in her washing-tub of sin, and baptizing it Mary, for that is the name of the mother of their Christian god. And was there or was there not a handkerchief? What do these things matter, except her tragedy? (142)
The last words of the quoted paragraph clinch the matter; and in any case, whatever may or may not have happened - saving on soap, stealing a handkerchief- it will be blamed on the servants and slaves.
The affair of the handkerchief and snuffbox is a neat illustration of the kind of baffling confusion in which the narrator (and presumably the writer) delights. The objects are first mentioned in Betty's narrative about Mary as the gifts which the Jew presents to Mary in order to win her favour. By the next page they have been stolen. When two pages later the same objects 'weaken' Mungo, and trigger his memory, they may also 'recall' events which may not yet have happened - his stealing of the same handkerchief, and receiving the snuffbox from Lord Montague, or his taking the two items among other mementoes whose total market value amounts to the price that Montague paid for him.11 As Mr. Pringle presses him to say more about Lord Montague, Mungo is caught contradicting his own tale when he mentions 'a snuffbox of tortoise-shell mounted with silver', and starts elaborating in the same way 'as a guilty man confused by being discovered volunteers additional crimes he never committed' (178). Another strategy used to destabilize, again concerning the theft of the handkerchief, is when we are presented with two parallel and contradictory accounts of the same event: Pringle's (?) in plain Roman font, and Mungo's in italics.12 All these elements enact a Sternean freedom in fictional narration.
Even in the case of the apparently factual - as in the file of newspaper clippings on the Thistlewood case, which Lady Montague compiles for her husband - confusion and contradictions abound. Captain Thistlewood is on trial because he 'shackled some forty slaves' and 'ordered them to be thrown overboard' (192). The reports bluntly contradict each other, not only in their evaluation of his decision (was it criminal or exemplary?), but also in the matter of apparently easily verifiable facts, such as the destination of the voyage, the nature of the cargo, and whether or not Thistlewood committed suicide (197-8).
Confusion (or uncertainty) is also evident in the recurring use of widely varied alternatives concerning the protagonist's life in England, (the time he spent in the Montague household, 'months or years' (176, 184)), events in Africa, (the number of widows banished to the wilderness, 'five or thirty' (27)), and the duration of the Middle Passage ('three years or thirty days' (47)).
What we have instead of 'reliable' linear narrative is a thematic patterning or echoing of events. So when Betty wants to sell her meagre belongings, essentially the handkerchief and snuff box, in order to redeem Mungo, and falls pitifully short of the required amount, we are reminded of the child's mother helplessly offering all she has to redeem him - a brass-bangle, an egg, and a wood carving of the god Zain, protector of travellers - all to no avail: 'Her god has no power before the white man's knowledge of science and trade. The child is to be sold for 11 guineas no less' (123-4). In another account of his childhood, Mungo's mother is described as a veiled votary 'sworn to absolute silence' who communicates in sign language, usually with great restraint, but who, when giving birth, suddenly begins 'screaming [ ...] in a crazed fluttering of her fingers' (37). He later observes the same 'crazed fluttering' in Betty's hands 'as she works the broom and resolves that she will not suffer the fate of his mother' (149). Similarly, as he watches Lady Montague's sewing hands (184) he remembers the movements in his mother's fingers and is reminded of the common fate of women as victims of a patriarchal order. Moll too, his beautiful dying Ceres, attempts to use her hands for communication: 'a sudden commotion of hands', 'broken signatures she made in the air' (268).
Then there is the common fairy-tale motif of the finger pricked by a needle which recurs in the novel. Lady Montague 'makes a wrong stitch, and in attempting to unpick it, pricks her finger' (204); Betty 'takes up needle and thread to repair the rags that are her wardrobe. A careless stitch awakens her, the needle lodging in the flesh of her thumb' (135). Blood binds servant and mistress, and binds them to Mungo through Rima, his substitute mother, the woman who nurtured and cradled him, by the same device of the needle prick: 'it is an inconsequential hurt but given her state of mind it takes on the magnitude of a fatal wound, as if gunshot has exploded in her lap' (135).
These parallels can, of course, be read in different ways. Do they suggest some germ of 'true' memory that Mungo returns to? Does he project backwards or forwards? But though these parallels point again to the narrative's unreliability, they also give the narrative poetic coherence, like the rhetorical device of parallelism in the Biblical narratives on medieval stained-glass windows.
The uncertainty also covers what would, in a conventional novel, be regarded as its most significant events. How did the white man come to Mungo's village? Were he and his fellow villagers taken into slavery or slaughtered? The book does not offer any single answer. The child may be the sole survivor taking, as survivors will, the guilt for what happened upon himself. What his actual responsibility may have been we are not to know.
Memories of his childhood in Africa almost all include a visit to the katran bush, the forbidden wood set aside for the ancestors. Entering it amounts to a major transgression and brings about not just terrible punishment but the end of a world:
In a moment, in the space of a gunshot, all that they owned and were ceased, all the efforts over all the ages that made them a tribe with its own scars. (59)
The first reference occurs very early when Mungo delivers snatches of incoherent narrative in 'Bongobongo' gibberish: 'Hot hot place. Fire! Fire! The katran bush burn down. White. The world turn white white smoke, thick like Manu beard' (3). The most elaborate version of this transgressive intrusion conveyed by the narrator occurs in Part I. The bush is a place of inhospitable sterility, 'thick with mist and white liquid which bleed from the face of rock' (123), the 'white slick on the face of Africa's land' (12), it 'leaks a white mucus' (16). In this version Mungo's father is newly dead and needs fresh blood, or again perhaps not. Perhaps it is sheer perversity that makes Mungo drive his friend/slave, Saba, into the whiteness.13 The sick whiteness of the place goes together with the cosmic undoing represented by the arrival of Europeans. In the wake of his trespassing the ancestors depart, 'the white hunter [...] comes with gun [...] and torch and chain and cup and cross' (22) and the whole village is turned into katran bush. Another version tells how he strayed into the white bush and met white people there, whom he first took for ghosts, and against his better judgement led to the village, which is what Ellar seems to refer to when she sneers: 'He walked in the katran bush and found a white man and led him to us to steal our lives' (139).  Other passages implicate the village community in responsibility for the catastrophe. Ellar wrings the neck of one of her hens and draws 'all the houses of the village' with the spurting blood, cursing, 'Now we'll all go to the wilderness [...] barren or not' (83-84). In the last paragraph of the novel, Ellar sets the katran bush on fire; the bush burns here as it does in the broken utterance at the beginning, but now it burns with the purifying flames of kindly remembrance (280). Another fanciful explanation for the 'fall' is Kaka's lie, or rather the consequences of his telling the truth about Ellar's barrenness. Since his function in the village is to spread unfounded rumours, he is credited with announcing that she is with child, the father being good-natured Tanda. When Kaka comes to believe the lies he has helped spread, he kills Tanda with a stone. His multiple transgression is offered as another reason why the whole village is enslaved or killed.14 All these versions compound the narrative instability, but they also point to a coherent perception: the vision of slavery as a 'fall', an expulsion from the garden, and the need to invent both a myth of prior perfection and an explanation of guilt. This despair is focused on Manu, once their prophet and spiritual guide (whose name also belongs to Hindu mythology as the ancestor of mankind who was rescued from the Flood by a big fish), but who is now helpless and cannot restore them to a prelapsarian state of innocence:
We want him to prophesy, but backwards, into the past, into a time when we were still whole, a time before Kaka's lies, or Ellar's blood-curse or my sinning with Saba, or whatever it was that caused us to be murdered by the whiteman. (98)
Manu can do little to counter the villagers' common human need to rationalise the end of their world as a punishment for some guilty action; all he can do is assert (when charged with having failed them):
Perhaps the white man could not be foretold [...]. He is neither storm nor drought. He is not the will of sky nor earth. An iron needle guides him across water. He points an iron stick at us from afar and kills. (63-64)
There are many other unanswered riddles about the protagonist's birth and early childhood. Who wailed at his birth? Was his mother a normal anxious mother or a silent and jealous votary who banished Rima to the wilderness? Did she die 'in bearing [him]'(65), leaving a distracted widower who no longer knew how to till or kill? Did she have a hand in his punishment, digging the hole into which he was lowered? Was she raped and murdered 'at the lip of the pit', her 'blood and bone' (63) sticking on everyone's skin after the explosion? Was she eaten by Captain Thistlewood (whose identity merges with that of the white intruder)? Was she on the slave ship with him, manacled in the hold and gradually freed in the most horrible manner?15 When and how did his father die? Was he 'the most fleetfooted of hunters', endowed with 'powers of prophesy' (35)? Was he forever absent 'tilling field or fighting war' (11), or was he a devoted husband who was so thoroughly destroyed by grief at his wife's death that he could not even support himself?
We are reminded more than once that nothing of what he claims to remember may be true, that his memories may actually have been absorbed from some popular reports published at the time either by a former slave like Equiano or by European explorers. He tells at length of the tribulations of widows who were proved barren, but he acknowledges that he may have 'dreamt them out of self loathing' (28) or 'absorbed [them] from books' (33); and when Mungo tells Manu about 'widows scavenging in the wilderness', Manu says, ''There were no such women, only in your imagining' (65). Another recurring memory that may be directly inspired by some travelogue is his initiation into sexuality by naked, painted women at the death of his father.
While the identity of his parents is beset by question marks, some figures among his fellow villagers emerge as more recognisable: embittered Ellar, good-hearted Tanda, victimised Saba, wily and distrusted Kaka, wise Manu. They first crowd in on him with curses after they have died and he is about to be killed. They besiege him again on the slaveship, in Betty's cellar, and, in a last burst of compassionate understanding, in the novel's final pages.16 They entrust him with the task of memory, though he cannot provide any accurate record about what may or may not have happened. Europeans have trampled the place to mud; Thistlewood has branded oblivion into his mind.17 All that is left are disembodied, bitter voices. This enforced forgetting is contrasted with the call to remember, not only at Pringle's interested insistence, but in his kin's expectation voiced by Manu: 'Remember us as we are, not as the white man will make you' (62), and again:
So remember us as we are, and the earth that not only suckled us but after the rains, it ran with colours, and gave astonishment and even in a season of drought, dust masked our faces in the richest dyes. (66)
The duty to remember is all the more urgent because all that the record amounts to is 'two or three fish-boxes, such is the scantiness of our history' (243), and these contain mainly newspapers, ballads and broadsheets full of denigrating references to niggers, with headings which are 'like stubborn stains' on all their wrongdoings. Most Europeans (including some abolitionists who wanted to send Africans back to Africa) saw blacks as 'the undoing of Europe, darkening its bright historic fabric; black moth, black adder, black beetle, blackfly, black bryony, infecting and strangling and poisoning and blighting England's heritage' (242). But though Europe wants to protect its 'purity of race and lineage', the truth is like Lady Montague's body, a compendium of colonial wares: her 'skin of bleached sugar, bales of cotton her breasts, veins of gold running through her arms, her lap a mine of inexhaustible ores' (184). Such abundance, based on exploitation, has to be fenced and stockaded:
Her mothers were ovoviviparous, securing their inheritance from the foul and the foreign by Law and Religion and Language and Title, and Moat and Castle Wall and the King's Militia.  (185)
Mungo's testimony, which may help to end the slave trade (and separate white and black) is thus urgently needed. Why does he equivocate?
Why is the record we receive as thickly veiled in uncertainty as the katran bush in a viscous white mist? No single answer is enough. Confusion and contradiction obviously give Dabydeen's novel a texture, a complexity it would otherwise have lacked. Again, as indicated in the opening quotation, Mungo's inability to remember leads to complete freedom to invent. But even those episodes that he does appear to remember, we suspect that he distorts or blurs in order to resist and thwart the prying of well-intentioned but prejudiced people like Pringle and Hogarth (whom he does not trust any more than he trusts himself).
Pringle insists on Mungo producing a story with 'a beginning, a middle, an end', and in that insistence is bent on chaining him 'to the old firmament of stars':
Making me familiar in my Christian hatred of the Jew, my Christian distress at the sexual sin he financed and made me slave to. (275)
This attempt to align Mungo's infinitely branching story to the known and therefore easily accessible, 'the old firmament', parallels Pringle's reduction of Betty's 'anguished and complicated' (145) tale to an 'ordinary tale' (142).
But why the charge against Hogarth whom in his critical works Dabydeen praises for his insight into the moral corruption of his time, his attention to common people and his perception of the tight connection between the slave trade and the various luxuries the European upper class could afford, such as collecting art?18
One reason can be seen as relating to the perception that though Hogarth condemned the immorality of commercialism, he was unaware of the anti-Semitism he unwittingly fuelled. Mungo writes of how Hogarth presented him as 'servant to Moll and to the oldest profession. And servant too to the Jew who was the oldest Jew in the book, in terms of cunning, his hoarding of coin, his purchase of Christian women' (273).19
In a way that reflects reflexively on the novel itself, Hogarth is also charged with misrepresenting those he wants to immortalise in art. He betrays them, we are told, but just as much as Mungo betrays the members of his tribe who had looked to him 'to resurrect them in happy stories':
Did he betray their faith out of malice? Or for money, an account of sensationalism being more marketable than the sacred in our age of Commerce? Or was he not gifted enough to portray the sacred, as words were beyond my own grasp? Whatever the reason or reasons, he broadcast their lives as everyday and bleak, evoking nothing more worthy than pity in the viewer. (272)
Few would question the useful role played first by the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, and later by the Anti-Slavery Society. Yet the novel does more than expose the underlying self-interest that lurks in those forms of activism that arise out of a need to assuage a sense of guilt; and it shows the persistence of blind spots in even the most alert of minds.20
Thus Pringle sees the evil of slavery as essentially related to the three arch representatives of public evil in the 18th century: 'the Jews, the Papists and the Jacobites' (144) - a neat cluster of ingrained prejudices, besides which he wishes to whitewash negroes, as though the colour of their skin was a result of their condition:
He will wash the Aethiop white, scrubbing off the colours of sin and greed that stained Mungo's skin as a result of slavery. (6)
Added to this may be the author's (and readers') awareness that by the end of the eighteenth century slavery was not only 'sinful' and thus morally undermining the worthiness of Britain's imperial enterprise, but was increasingly recognized as far more wasteful in terms of production and profit than wage labour.21
In different ways and to various degrees, Hogarth, Pringle, and Montague condemn the slave trade while being caught within its all-embracing web. The issue is fraught with paradoxes at a time of transition between an economy that still depended on slavery and one based on wage labour. Montague is indignant about merchants' undermining the greatness of the nation, not perceiving that his buying of a work of art and a boy slave is part of the same commercial logic (188-191)22. As a patriot, Pringle can only approve of commerce since 'mercantilism underpins the welfare of the people, giving occupation to thousands and prestige to the nation' (143). Uneducated Betty dramatically sums up the matter when she explains:
In England all is money [...] and if you don't deal in it then the whole world will come tumbling down, plague and starvation will overcome us. (132)
I see three major reasons for Dabydeen's fourth novel being the success it is. The first is his nuanced approach to slavery, where he escapes from black and white dichotomies. Next, in spite of the juxtaposition of incompatible accounts and the combination of eighteenth century references and lexis with twentieth century literary devices, by virtue of other devices of pattern and parallelism the novel conveys a compelling sense of unity. Finally, it manages to balance a repeatedly reinforced disbelief in the reliability of the narrative with a hugely persuasive adhesion to a plural tale. Just as Hogarth's prints offer a compelling picture of the time, though they stage largely invented situations, so too, through its juxtaposition of uncertain and often contradictory reports and its collage of openly fictitious accounts, the novel presents a comprehensive picture of British society in the eighteenth century, covering the squalid underbelly of life in an upper-class household, the emerging values of mercantile greed, the scruples and prejudices of white British citizens, and the dispossession of a former slave, who is yet granted the power and freedom of saying and unsaying, of knitting and knotting memories.

Notes
1.   London : Cape, 1999, p. 67. All page references are included in the main text of the essay.
2.   In the Prologue the narrator shows he can quote the Ancients. The phrase 'Radix malorum est cupiditas' refers here to Pringle storing his shilling ('his myrrh') until Mungo delivers his story (7). It is used again in the same situation but including a reference to Moll's throwing it as a curse to a mean customer who would not pay for her performance: "Radix malorum est cupiditas, you piece of shit." In Part II when he first refers to the 'Alexandrians', the 'Greek marauders' who had somehow lost their way and wandered off their route, he says that his tribe has lost their knowledge and gift for abstraction (30). Apparently, however, these live on in him, or so he claims at different points of his narrative. In the last stage of the story, he associates his beautiful Moll with Ceres, sees in her an image of Grecian 'grace and symmetry' (263, see also 41), calls her 'my fair Alexandrian' (266) and 'my fair Alexandrine' (268), and curses her in Latin in order to prompt some response in her (267-8).
3.   The protagonist 'bongobongoes', see p. 11, 14, 55-6 and 66. The reference is almost certainly to the infamous speech by the one time Conservative Party minister, Alan Clark, who suggested that immigrants be sent back to Bongo-Bongo Land. For usage of 'uneducated' English see pp. 173-5, 183-6, 226, the first Chapter of Part VIII, and more erratically, the second Chapter.
4.   'His only source of information is Hogarth's portrait of Mungo as a boy-slave to the harlot Moll Hackabout', p. 4.
5.    'A veritable rogue and unchristian fellow, ought to hang. What's his name, Larwood, or was it Thistlefield ?' (192).
6.   See David Dabydeen, Hogarth's Blacks: Images of Blacks in Eighteenth Century English Art (Denmark: Dangaroo, 1985), p. 116; and David Dabydeen, Hogarth, Walpole and Commercial Britain (London: Hansib 1987), p. 112-4. Betty refers to Magistrate Gonson several times, always with dread. After she has almost drowned the black boy in her anger, she says: 'If you had died on me I would have got a dozen lashes then swung. Even if I had pleaded belly and Barbados [usually pregnant women were sent to the colonies, not hanged] Magistrate Gonson would have denied me life and made an example of me' (109). She also tries to warn Mary; 'Magistrate Gonson will punish you. He'll bang down his hammer and away you go in bonds' (127-8). Similarly, the prostitutes' terror of the man is plain when they mistake the visiting artist Hogarth for Magistrate Gonson, thinking that he has come with 'posthumous sentences' (271). In the Montague household he is a frightening figure of retribution, and when Mungo/Perseus charges Lizzie with having cut his ear off, Lady Montague asks whether he wants her to call Magistrate Gonson (239).
7.   References to Hogarth's Prints, see p. 164, 195, 271-5.
8.   For the treatment of barren widows in the African village, see p. 50.
9.    A Greek sign of learning, see p. 63,75 and 122 for further references.
10.  See p. 66 and 153 for further references. The branding is also compared to 'the claw print of an unclean animal' (168).
11.  For the handkerchief and snuff box, see p. 145, p. 204, 245 and 246.
12.  See the following quotation: '(It was me who thief the kerchief. Yes me [...]) Then she replaces the handkerchief carefully in her sleeve (No. In Truth I swear she let it fall), for it is a token of Lord Montague's love, especially made in Flanders for her, with her initials in raised gold letters. (But it never. It was plain, no mark except of bloody (204).
13.   Saba is one of the figures who haunts him most: 'Where is Saba?' he asks when visited by people from his village in Betty's cellar (114, 118) ; he gathers moisture to wet his lips as Saba must have done in his tomb (158), and thinks he recognizes him in Lady Cardew's black servant (218). Finally, when he digs a grave for Moll he feels that he also digs to free Saba and Rima from where they are entombed (278).
14.  See p. 176.
15.   'His mother is pinned to the slaveship's boards, her body rigid as the body of a compass. Then she is freed. Sans legs, sans arms, she spins by her neck like a gentleman strolling happily to his Club twirls his pocket-watch by its chain. Freed from her neck, she lands beside him, but his hands are fastened in iron, he cannot angle them towards her.' (123) This terrible scene parallels one reported earlier of a woman in the hold of the slave ship 'torn from her chains, sans head and feet', who 'landed alongside her son', who recognized her and 'yanked at his chains in a bid to embrace her' (48-9).
16.  For the voices of his fellow villagers see also pp. 23-4, 60-4, 79-102,113-4, 118-22 and 136-42.
17.  Branding and oblivion, see p. 75, 152 and 247.
18.  See Hogarth's Blacks (pp. 87-9) for the juxtaposition of auctions in Johnson's Coffee House: Lord Montague buys both Mantegna's Pietà and Captain Thistlewood's boy, p. 189.
19.  Anti-Semitism is particularly obvious in Pringle's discourse. When 'recording the Progress of the oldest African inhabitant of London', he mentions 'the notorious Jewish trickster Mr. Gideon' (3). We have seen above how he panders to the prejudices of his time by making Mungo 'familiar in [his] Christian hatred of the Jew' (275) and how he holds Jews responsible for forms of mercantilism he does not approve of ('the Jews manipulating stock prices in the South Sea Scheme [...] made millions' (143). Anti-Semitism is pervasive; 'after a while I too believe: vile Jew, rich Jew, rob-and-cheat Jew, Jew carpenter who shave and plane the wood into Christ's Cross, then charge extra for nails?' (250-1). Gideon is not the least surprised when he is thrown out from the Montague household (232). Even Betty is suspicious; when she tells of Lady Montague's paramour, she adds 'and a Jew at that, for she's fond of that particular breed' (110). She is similarly jealous of a Jew seducing Mary (O let the Jews do what they want with the rich, rob them blind and wreck their lives, but not my Mary!' (130)). She says of Captain Thistlewood that he is 'worse than the Jew' (130). It is left to whores and Blacks to appreciate Gideon's kindness.
20.  For activism and guilt, see p. 156.
21.  Britain's enterprise, see pp. 143-4.
22.  See pp. 188-191. For Lord Montague, Thistlewood epitomizes the evil of mercantilism, so that buying the boy from him to be brought up by his wife supposedly weakens a system which he abhors.
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