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A truly creative alchemical response to crisis and conflict 
and deprivation - a response that engages with formidable 
myth - may well come from the other side of a central ised 
or dominant civilisation, from extremities, from apparently 
irrelevant imaginations an<;! resources. The complacencies 
of centralised, ruling powers . .. begin to wear thin at the 
deep margins of being within a ~ulti-levelled quest for the 

nature of value and spirit. 
WILSON HARRIS, "Literacy and the Imagination" 

A s the century and the milleni um draw to a close, the major crisis that beset W estem 
civilization with world-wide repercussions before World War I has not abated, and we 
seem to approach a new era dangerously poised between a sense of exhaustion and 
disin tegration on one hand and the resurgence of a narrow fundamentalism on the 
other. Also with the possible exceptio n of the Renaissance, no other period seems to 
have combined more inextricably man' s propensity to tyrannize and destroy with his 
extraordinary capacity for progress, though on the moral side whatever gains were 
made are largely cancelled out by losses. · 

Wilson Harris belongs with those writers who still believe in the moral function 
of art, a be lief actualized, as the quotation above indicates, in a quest for value rather 
than categorical assertion. His many recent essays on imagination as provider of a 
genuinely creative response to crisis are proof enough that, in his eyes, art is still the 
major potential carrier of meaning. In the context of the "modernism versus post­
modemism" debate this makes him close to modernism, as I think he is, but could 
disqualify him asa post-colonial writer because modernism has grown out of the liberal 
humanist trad ition whose strategies fed on colonialism and the unacknowledged 
appropriation by metropolitan centres of cultural features from their heterogeneous 
colonies (Ashcroft et al. 156-157). l am only making this point to show the kind of 
contradiction one comes up against as soon as one classifies in a field averse per se to 
categorization. Nor am l denying the impact of so-called "primitive" or "exotic" 
cultures on modernist art but suggest that the influence worked both ways if at different 
moments, and that not a few post-colonial writers are direct heirs of what was a 
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modernist breakthrough in spite of its political conservatism and sometimes, though 
not always, unconscious ideological biases. 

Before comparing Wilson Harris's work wi th literary post-modernism, a few 
preliminary comments are prerequisite if only to make clear what specific features call 
for comparison. No discussion of post-modernism can avoid remarking on the welter 
o f contradictions it elic its among supporters and detractors or even within each group. 
Such a lack of consensus reflects on the nature of post-modernism itself for the loss 
of value and significance it posits has entailed a similar disagreement as to what 
language means, as evidenced, for example, by the proliferation of "posts" and their 
personal, contradictory meanings. Some could argue, for instance, that Simon During 
uses "post-cultural" in a progressive sense and George Steiner in a conservative one. 
Still what appeared originally as the expression of a liberating pluralism is sometimes 
turn ing into an obstacle rather than an auxiliary to the understanding of literature. This 
may sound li ke the querelle des anciens et des modernes al l over l;lgain, and a 
comparison with the French "Battle of the Books" is not so preposterous if. ~ne 
remembers tha t a major issue in seventeenth-century France was an oppos1t1on 
between cartesianism and non-rationalism (whether in religion or poetry), and between 
the claim to universality represented by the classics and national subjects or myths. 
Also, then as now, both sides resorted to cartesian logic in their argumentation but 
created confusion by us ing the same terms with different meanings. My own purpose 
is not to enter the post-modernist controversy but lO briefly substantiate Wilson 
Harris's view that the prevailing alternative to post-modernism is a fall-back on a 
one-sided tradition which he sees as a given "formula" rather than a genuinely renewed 
and renewable concept.

1 
· 

To give a few examples, Gerald Graff's analysis of the "post-modernist 
breakthrough" has the merit of c larif yiTJg .the issue, though perhaps LOO systematically. 
He argues that post-modernism is Lfie "logical culmination" of romanticism and 
modernism and continues these movements rather than represent a sharp break with 
them. Eagleton offe rs a paralle l argument when he writes that it was "modernism 
which brought structuralist and post-structuralist to birth in the fust place~· (1 39), and 
Lentricchia makes a fai rly similar point (xiii). But there is a certain iron'y in Graff's 
presentation of post-modernism as a "reactionary tendency" (219) for he c ritiCizes it 
through his essay in the name of rationalism and coherence, basically the values 
already put forward in the late twenties by Wyndham Lewis against romantic ism, the 
intuitive in Bergson 's philosophy as well as against Joyce and Lawrence, all destroyers 
of the classical ideal, endangering Western civilization by a return to primitivism. It 
is worth mentioning that for Graff, as indeed for most commentators on post-moder­
nism, the role of imagination is lO shape and order rather than discover (237). 

In a commonsensical article on the arbitrariness and the motives of the " moder­
nism versus post-modernism" debate, Susan Suleiman argues that it is one o f naming 
rather than content, relevant only in the Anglo-Saxon context (255- 270). In the same 
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volume Hans Bertens, one of its editors, offers a well-informed and helpful survey of 
the characteristics and historical development of post-modernism as term and concept. 
But in spite of his insistence on the pltualism of the post-modem Weltanschauung and 
of his own approach to it, and apart from a brief allusion to Latin American Magical· 
Realism, he makes no reference whatsoever to phenomena outide Europe and the 
United States. He shares with Graff and Suleiman, as indeed with most Western 
commentators for or against post-modernism, a total lack of attention lO basic factors 
which brought about the much emphasized disintegration, decentering (though not loss 
of power) and disenchantment or bitterness of the West. That this was formerly 
experienced by colonized peoples is totally ignored, as is the interac tion of cultures in 
a "global" world and the surfacing even in the West of visions and modes of tJ1ought 
alien to its tradition and capable of modifying or renewing it. 

The most telling example of this limited outlook in the Fokkema and Bertens 
volume is the essay by Richard Todd, generally a perceptive critic on British fic tion 
by conventio nal standards. Todd is intent on proving that there is such a thing as 
"Postrnodem ist British Fiction" and he considers it of primordial importance that the 
writers he has in mind should have become part of the canon. Some of me novels he 
mentions are indeed by major British writers (Fowles, Murdoch, Golding in The Paper 
Men) but the aspects of their fiction he discusses, such as playfulness, pastiche and 
parody, are not the only or major criteria one would judge by if prone to canonization, 
despite Linda Hutcheon 's insistence on the ir creative potential (Narcissistic Narrative. 
A Theory of Parody). Moreover, what Todd sees as me aspiration of British post­
modemist fic tion cowards a pluralistic discourse seems to be of a very limited kind. 
This also applies to other Western commentators for whom pluralism generally means 
separate commitments to the "ex-centric" in "class, race, gender, sexual orientation or 
ethnic ity" as opposed to the "homogeneous monolith . .. middle-class, male, 
heterosexual, white, western" (Hutcheon, Poetics 12). Todd refers to the "colonia l or 
imperial past" but significantly mentions Scott and Farrell and seems unaware of 
experimental post-colonial writing in Britain other than Rushdie ' s, generally one of 
the few post-colonial writers worthy of"appropriation" by British critics. 

Linda Hutcheon, on the contrary, offers an amazingly inclusive analysis of the 
many forms of post-modernism and exposes its paradoxes and contradictions, seeing 
in·them a source of power and creative tension as well as the reason for the di verging 
interpretations it gives rise to (Hutcheon, Poetics 47, 222ff.). Above all, she suggests 
that post-modernism remains partly trapped by that which it cha llenges and rejects 
when she writes that "one of the lessons of the doubleness of post-modernism is mat 
you cannot seep outside that which you contest, mat you are implicated in the value 
you choose to challenge (223). Truth and reference, she says, have not ceased to exist 
but have been problematized (223)2 and the post-modem foregrounds process as 
opposed to the discovery of total vision even when it does find such a vision (48). One 
of her recurring arguments against negative comments on post-modernism is that its 
representatives are aware mat the ir creations are only human constructs, which 
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naturally follows from the negation of a referent. But the impression one often ge~ is 
that, within the persisting confines of their tradition, the writers she deals with 
dismantle and "play" with its building blocks and move them around, but seldom cross 
its borders except at surface level. Certainly, the self-reflexiveness of much post­
modemist fiction has not necessarily entailed a drastic revision of narrative strategies 
and change in outlook. I would take Fowles's fiction as one example among many. 
Like Todd, who considers The French Lieutenant's Woman as "perhaps Britain's 
closest approach to the 'canonic' Postmodemist novel" (Todd 112), Hutcheon clearly 
sees it and A Maggot as significant examples of post-modernist fiction . Her analysis 
of Sarah's role as fiction-maker in the first of these novels is illuminating. But her 
conclusion is that the creative aspects of parody, allegory and mise en abyme which 
characterize metafic tion in this novel are saving techniques for the mimetic genre 
(Narcissistic Narrative 70). If saving the mimetic genre is what matters, and it 
obviously is since she approves of the novel as "realism redefined" (58), it is difficult 
to accept that post-modernism has been the genuinely revisionary mode she sees in it. 
It contradicts what l see as a major feature (and shortcoming) in Fowles's fiction. He 
is a good storyteller, and the role played by women in his novels as stimu.la~ms of_~ale 
consciousness can be seen as an advance on his predecessors in the reahsuc trad1uon. 
He may even have suggested through Alison, the Australian girl in The Magus, _that 
English socie ty needs to be regenerated from the outside. But in spitebf~e mysten_ous 
aura about Sarah in The French Lieutenant's Woman, he has repeatedly tned and fa.tied 
to convey a deeper, mysterious dim.ension through his narratives. The tri~s Nicholas 
is subjected to in The Magus, the different versions of the allegorical episode ~f t~e 
cavern in A Maggot (which partly mars the tour de force achieved by Fowles m his 
trial narrative, a challenge indeed to historiography [Hutcheon, Poetics 106]), arc 
incentives to awareness through a fairly conventional though baroque symbolism and 
through mechanical devices such 'as His Lordship's unexplained disappeara~ce (in 
spite of its metaphysical connotations) or, for that matter, the celebrated end~ngs of 
The French Lieutenant's Woman. They may "challenge certainty" '(48) and, hke the 
four postscripts in Iris Murdoch's The Black Prince, they question the main text (Todd 
114) and convey a sense of relativity but not the genuine ontological doubt supposed 
to be a major feature of post-modernist fiction. 

These few and admittedly arbitrarily chosen examples suggest that post-moder­
nism still functions within a tradition in which it is difficult to envisage genuinely new 
and different modes of perception.3 The continuing impact of tradition as expression 
of established culture and outlook, and a return to it, were already evidenced five years 
ago in some of the negative responses to an inquiry by PN Review (1985) on the "~e:-V 
Orthodoxy" in critical theory. It is also interesting to note that a return to reahsuc 
narrative is being hailed from ideologically opposite quarters.

4 

Wilson Harris's conception of tradition was the subject of his first major essay 
and.just as Palace of the Peacock contains embryonically all further fictional develop­
ments in his work, so Tradition, the Writer and Society contains the quintessence of 
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all further developments and conceptualizations of his thought. I do not think, inciden­
tally, that Harris puts forward "theories," though some of his views have been theorized 
and used in criticism. His own critical essays are usually written after or, judging from 
>Peir--datin~in parallel with some of his fiction, and the premises in both are largely 

1 non-ratio~ as a close scrutiny of his writing shows (cf. The Womb of Space). ~ven 
~lie general trend of his essays develops as a " logical" argument, there are, as 
it were, "gaps" in the logic filled by what are for Harris wholly intuitive insights. As 
often with original writers, his fiction and critical writings are most profitably read in 
the light of each other for a better understanding of his vision and thought as of their 
unique symbiosis. Harris's conception of tradition, inspired, as is well-known, by the 
West Indian experience of void and so-called "historylessness" (Tradition), is a good 
example of the resistance of his views to theorization. Its non-rational tenor has not 
been sufficiently emphasized though, as he said in an interview in which he connected 
post-colonial allegory and tradition, "the absent body is rooted in an understanding of 
presence which lies beyond logical presence" (Interview 1988: 49). To rationally 
minded c ritics (myself included) the full implications of the italicized words are not 
easy to grasp, yet they are the very essence (if one still dares use that word) of Harris ' s 
art. They account for his mode of writing as a visionary, predominantly "dream-like" 
yet transformative re-enactment of the past, for the "deconstruction" of the surface 
reality and the decentering of the narrative perspective in his fiction, not in playfulness 
or, at the other extreme, out of despair in a world become meaningless but, on the 
contrary, to make possible the quest for value and meaning which, as we saw. he clearly 
advocates. Though it does have ideological and political implications (if only in its 
rejection of any kind of imperialism and authoritarianism), decentering for Harris, 
while denying hierarchy, does not express his suspicion of "truth" or "reality" and 
implies more than Derrida's awareness that contamination by )the metaphysical is 
impossible to escape (Lentricchia 174). But he too rejects the notion of all absolutes 
and the notion of a "transcendental signifier" through which "truth or reality ... will 
act [and should act] as the foundation of all our thought, language and experience" 
(Eagleton 13 1 ). The foundation of truth is, for Harris, "unpinnable" and absolute truth 
can never be reached, not even through a "reconciliation of opposites," which, as the 
protagonist of The Four Banks of the River of Space realizes, is " too uncreative or 
mechanical" a formula (51). 

I am in fact arguing that Harris's thought, like the linguistic fabric of his prose, 
defies categorization. His works of art, to reverse Lyotard 's much quoted phrase (81 ). 
are not looking for rules and categories, and both his fiction and criticism seek "to 
translate/re-dress all codes into fractions and factors of truth" (Womb of Space 86, 
italics mine). The truth his characters are in quest of, "the inimitable ground of Being" 
(Four Banks 51), is never reached and its existence is only perceived intuitively 
through "a glimmering apprehension of the magic of creative nature, the life of 
sculpture, the genesis of an, the being of music" (Four Banks 39). The God Harris 
seems to believe in is not, if I understand rightly, a reality exclusively beyond man but 
essentially a c reator, "a true Creator, whose unknowable limits are our creaturely 



52 HENA MAES-JELINEK 

infinity" (Four Banks 32, italics mine). I hope this will become clearer as we go a long. 
The point I am making here is that Harris's God exists through men as much as they 
through Him,just as in his novels the c reative process develops through ari interaction 
between the a uthor/sometimes "editor"/sometimes protagonist and his characters (see 
below). At one stage in his imaginative quest the protagonist in Four Banks thinks: 

I had missed the subtle linkages of a parent-Imagination in, 1hrough and beyond all 
creatures, aU elements , a Parent beyond fixed comprehension until I began to retrace 
my steps. (125. italics mine) 

R e tracing one's steps is the process in which Harris's protagonists have been 
invo lved in from The Guyana Quartet onwards. Through their experiences and 
encounters with a vanished past, lost cultures or deprived individuals and groups 
(appa rently non-existent yet agents of the sacred in his fict.ion) , his protagonists 
confront "areas o f tradi tion that have sunken away and apparently disappeared and 
vanished and yet that are s till active at some level" (In terview 1988: 48). Harris 
contin ues that "one has to make a distinc tion between activity as a kind o f mechanical 
process and movement as something which is rooted in ... a combination of faculties 
in the imagination," thus clearly linking the creative process to the kind of tradition 
("absent body" beyond logical presence) he has in mind. From whatever angle one 
approaches his fic tion or essays, one comes up against this enigmatic "presence" which 
he himself says he apprehe nds through " intuitive clues" (see above) and which takes 
on innumerable shapes in his novels. The dreaming recreation of New World conquest 
in Palace of the Peacock is a surfacing of that lost tradition into consciousness, as are 
the runaway slaves Fenwick encounters in The Secret Ladder but also the mysterious 
presence which hovers over Catalena when they threaten to execute her. The Indians 
in Tumatumari, the pre-Columbian ves tiges into which Idiot Nameless falls in Com­
panions, the Nameless coun try in Black Marsden, the canvas Da Silva " revises" are 
so man y faces (somet.imes paradoxicall y face less) or manifestations of tradition , which 
sometimes erupts with unpredictable force and can arouse terror as m uch as ecstasy. 

I am convinced that there is a tradition in depth which re/urns, which nourishes us 
even though ii appears 10 have vanished, and that it creates a fic tion in the ways in 
which the creative imagination comes into dialogue with clues of revisionary moment. 
The spectral burden of vanishing and re-appearing is at the heart of the writer's task. 

("Literacy" 27) 

It is this subterranean living tradition ("living fossil texts" is, as we shall see, 
another expression for it) which informs the notions of " reversal," "rc-vision"

5 
and 

"infinite re hearsal," a-posteriori conceptualizations of his fictiona l practice, now 
freque ntly applied in post-colonial crit.ic ism, though not always in the sense meant by 
Harris because the c ritic , perhaps inevitably, ignores the complex overlapping of layers 
of reality and the intuitive thrust in exploring them, the faith in the power of intuition 
by which Harris has radicalized fiction. In addition, his conception of a lost tradition 

"NUMINOUS PROPORTIONS" 53 

and of tex ts coming a live, as it were, of their own volition, texts which he scans for 
frai l clues he (or any other author) may not have been aware of planting there himself 
("Comedy" 13 1 ), suggests tlrnt the text not only has a life of its own but an in tention 
of its own. Harris convinc ingly substantiates this view in The Womb of Space by his 
wholl y personal and original reading of novels which had previously received consid­
e rable auent.ion of a more convent.ional kind.6 

It should already be clear that the uncertain enigmatic real ity which, for Harris, is 
the substance of tradi tion differs from what is usually called the post-modernist 
indeterminacy. That reality is not only rooted in a los t past but in the physical world 
and in man's psyche ("the womb of space"): " It is not a question of rootlessness but 
of the miracle of roots, the miracle o f a dialogue with eclipsed selves" (Explorations 
65-66). It naturally influences his conception and rendering of character. The "dis­
solution of ego boundaries," the fragmentat.ion of the self, characteristic of much 
post-modernist fiction, entail in his nove ls ne ither mere uncertainty of ident.ity nor, at 
the opposite pole, the assertion of one tl1at is merely "other," as in some Black 
American writ.ing and critic ism or, for that matter, much post-colonial writing . Neither 
the author nor the characters are "sovereign" in his view, by which he means that they 
do not embody one given personality but rather a series of personalities born out o f 
"one complex womb" (Palace 4 1 ): "personality is cognizant of many existences [who) 
become agents of personality" (Kas-Kas 53). Already in Palace Harris had presented 
the men who accompany Donne on his quest as "the eccentric e motional lives of the 
cre w every man mans and lives in his inmost ship and theatre and mind" (48). 

In this first novel a lso Harris anticipated what post-structuralist critics call "the 
disappearance of the author," though with a different effect and meaning. Barthes 
proclaimed the death of the author as the exclusive and original source of meaning 
concomitant with his authority as the unique producer of tha t meaning (see, among 
other wri t.ings, "The Death of the Author"). The ac t of creation becomes in Linda 
Hutcheon 's words "performative inscription" produced here and now, whose 
significance largely depends on the receiver 's role (Poetics 76-77), as we know from 
lser's theories. Or, according to Hutcheon, the author can be, as in Coetzee's Foe, an 
"agent provocateurlmanipulateur" (Poetics 78). The disappearance of the author in 
Harris ' s fiction implies more than a provoking stance, a challenging of received truths 
(though it does this as well) or an escape into parody. He becomes a vessel through 
whom other voices speak. As he or the narrator disappears, like the " I" narrator in 
Palace or the third person narrator in The Tree of the Sun , the serial personalities that 
speak through him become capable of provoking change (like Donne in his tria l when 
Lhc "I" narrator temporari ly vanishes). The characters thus become " agents" creating 
fiction themselves and even fictionalizing their creator. This dialogical process is 
increasingly foregrounded in Harris 's later novels such as The Tree of the Sun and The 
Infinite Rehearsal.1 

It recalls my interpretation above of God as both Creator and 
Created. It also explains why the author is "an agent of real change" (Interview 1986: 
2) who can still influence humanity and c ivilization through the transformation of both 
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art and life. There is no doubt an element of Shelleyan Romanticism in the belief that 
imagination can awaken mankind, though, to Harris, the "literacy of the imagination" 
is first and foremost a deep perception of the fallacies and false clarities which imprison 
man in a one-directional role. It is not the appendage of an elite, intellectual or other, 
as he shows in his discussion ofBeti in The Far Journey of Oudin ("Literacy"). Though 
illiterate, she reads Oudin and because she is intuitively capable of grasping his need 
in his extremi ty, she creates him anew. 

Harris's repeated emphasis on conversion, transformation and translation is also 
rooted in his vision of an apparenLly lost tradition which he sees as "the true source of 
the text" when it (the text) "comes profoundly alive" ("Literacy" 22). If one keeps in 
mind that the "soil of tradition" is also "the soil of the world's unconscious" 
("Literacy" 22- 23), the text coming alive clearly shows that the author is a mediator, 
as indeed Harris suggests when he writes that "[the author) is susceptible to an 
unpredictable movement of consciousness-in-unconsciousness" ("Literacy" 23). Al­
though critics have repeatedly emphasized the importance of transformation in 
Harris' s fiction , litLle attention has been paid so far to his vision of creation as a transfer 
or "translation" of the substance of fiction from unconsciousness into consciousness. 
Yet in a much quoted essay like "Comedy and Modem Allegory" Harris refers five 
times to "a bridge between the collective unconscious of the human race and the 
miracle of consciousness" (135), a bridge "from the limbo of the lost to the limbo of 
the saved" (132), not a static or finished bridge but one that grows out of a response 
to "intuitive clues." 

The ceaseless elaboration and "unfinished genesis" of that bridge is what Harris 
means by cross-culturalism as distinct from multi-culturalism, which designates the 
co-existence and recognition of different cultures but not necessarily their interaction, 
distinct also from the post-modernist pluralism discussed above. His most frequent 
example of cross-culturalism in his essays (but also fictionalized in "The Sleepers of 
Roraima") is that of the Carib bone-flute which points to a nascent posthumous 
dialogue between two cultures, one conquering, the other defeated and lost but revived 
imaginatively. He has explained that the Caribs used to carve a flute out of the bones 
of their cannibalized Spanish enemies and eat a morsel of their flesh in order to enter 
their mind, sense their adversarial hate, and intuit the kind of attack they might wage 
against themselves. It would seem that the Caribs also saw in the bone-flute the very 
origins of music. The flute was therefore " the seed of an intimate revelation ... of 
mutual spaces they shared with the enemy ... within which to vizualize the rhythm 
of strategy, the rhythm of attack or defence the enemy would dream to employ against 
them" ("On the Beach" 339, italics mine).8 I wish to emphasize here Harris 's 
description of the flute as a "bridge of soul" ("Comedy" 9), "a fine, a spider's web, 
revolving bridge, upon which the ghost of music runs, moves between the living and 
the dead, the living and the living, the living and the unborn" ("On the Beach" 339). 
The revulsive impact of cannibalism has long hidden this "mutuality" but it (can­
nibalism) now "begins to give ground to a deeply hidden moral compulsion" to 
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conquer the "inner rage, inner fire associated with cruel prejudice" ("On the Beach" 
339). Harris insists on the need to probe " the links between moral being [the consump­
tion of hideous bias) and profoundest creativity," as he also metaphorizes in the 
bone-flute his conviction that "adversarial contexts" such as the encounter between 
inimical cultures can generate creativity since both destruction (cannibalism) and 
creation (music) coalesce in the instrument, and that catastrophe can so destroy the 
monolithic o uLlook of a people as to offer an opportunity for spiritual recovery and 
new growth. 

Understandably then, Harris's dynamic conception of creativeness as a bridge 
between the invisible and the visible, unconsciousness and consciousness, a " mutuality 
between perishing and surviving" ("Comedy" 132), is wholly incompatible with 
realism, even revised, and its post-modernist forms, which he most objects to on the 
ground that " the postmodemists have discarded depth, they have discarded the uncon­
scious" ("Literacy" 27) and fail to probe the deeper psychological strata in individual 
psyche and culture. His own insistence on the surfacing and translation into conscious­
ness of experience buried in the unconscious also accounts for his transformation of 
genres. When Linda Hutcheon writes of post-modernism as an art which interrogates 
and pushes limits (Poetics 8) and explains that literary genres have become fluid (9) , 
she exemplifies this mainly by pointing to a blurring or mixing of categories as, for 
example, between various forms of elitist and popular art. Harris's questioning and 
re-definition of traditional forms of narrative entails in practice a complete reversal of 
conventional expectations in major genres. The "drama of consciousness" (Tradition 
34; SS) in which his characters have been involved from his first novel, enacting an 
"infinite rehearsal" yet never tot.al mutation of established patterns of existence in the 
past, his "re-visions" of allegory and epic into "modem" fictional modes, these are 
also informed by the convertibility of experience at once personal and historical

9 
which 

I have discussed. However sublime, Homer's great epics and Dante' s Divine Comedy 
express a vision of life and death in keeping with their time and inspired by man's 
longing for the infinite in a form which, if imitated, can be immobilized in its very 
sublimity. Harris replaces the "allegorical stasis of divine comedy" by an "evolving 
metaphysic" of the imagination ("Quest for Form" 27; 26) which he deems necessary 
to save humanity from the catastrophic death-wish it has given into in its very desire 
for the infinite. In many of his novels "convertible images" alter the formerly separate 
and distinct Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso into fluid, overlapping states. Comment­
ing on Donne's perception of the hell he is responsible for, when he hangs from a cliff 
in an invisible noose, prior to his conversion and evanescent vision of what may be 
called "Paradise," Harris modifies Gertrude Stein's expression of continuity ("a rose 
is a rose is a rose") into "a noose is a noose is not a noose" and even "a rose is a noose 
is a particle is a wave" ("Comedy" 129): 

An alteration, however intuitive, in allegorical stasis of divine comedy of existence 
must affect Faustian hubris . The very cornerstones of European literature may alter 
and acquire different creative emphases within a world that has so long been 
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endangered and abused in lhe name of the virtues of the superman, virtues lhat are 
synonymous wil11 a lust for infinity. ("Ques t for Form" 27) 

It is within this perspective tha t Harris has revised and altered the leading thread 
and issue of The Divine Comedy, 10 Goethe's Faust us and major aspects of Ulysses' 
quest in his latest trilogy, Carnival, The Infi nite Rehearsal and The Four Banks of the 
River of Space. In this latest novel Harris transforms the character and fate of his 
Penelope and Ulysses as radical ly as he had "revised" his Guyanese divine comedy in 
Carnival, a revision o f epic which is also "cross-cultural dialogue between imagina­
tions" ("Comedy" 128). 

A major feature of Harris 's revision of allegory, which follows from the upsurge 
of reality from the unconscious is the apparition of "guides" in the narrative who 
belong to the buried past (as Virgil guided Dante through his quest) and are "substantial 
to the fiction" the novelist c reates, helpers in the creative process ("Val idation" 
47-48). One thinks, for example, of the Caribs Cristo envisions in the fores t in The 
Whole Armour, of the formerly vanished yet reappearing Da Silva in I leartland, Hose 
in Companions (also a li teral guide through Mexico), as well as of characters acting 
more obviously as spiritual guides through the labyrinth of memory, like Masters in 
Carnival, Faust in The Infinite Rehearsal, and the characters, "live absences," who 
help Anselm translate "epic fate into inimi table freedom" in Four Banks (xiii, 9). I am , 
of course, oversimplifying what is actually a complex process in Harris's novels. If I 
am not mistaken, the guides who, as he has explained, "arise from the col lective 
unconscious encompassing the living and the dead" are linked with, and partly 
personify, an "inner objectivity" ("Comedy" 127) which underlies the manifold 
manifestations of the phenomenological world. They usually belong in his novels with 
the living and the dead (see Masters in Carnival or Ghost in The Infinite Rehearsal) 
and partake of both the human and the divine. I think that Harris sees in the "inner 
objectivity" a kind of unifying function (though it is obviously more than that) 
embracing both reason and imagination, the undivided faculties of man which still 
operated in unison in alchemy. In both fiction and essays he has shown a preoccupation 
with the need to reconcile art and science, which were tragically separated as a result 
of the excessive rationa lism of the Enl ightenment: 11 

The Enlightenment . .. began 10 tum its back on the li fe of the intuitive imagination. 
It negated the necessity to visualize in new ways, to ... re-interpret in far-reaching 

ways, sub!le links and bridges between lhe arts and !he sciences, between poem and 
painting, between music and figurations of memory associated with architecture. 
("Brodber" 2) 

Finally, I would suggest that the substance of fiction which comes to life through 
" the complex arousal of imprisoned or eclipsed faculties and their genuine - in 
contradistinction to sublimated - contribution to a creative humanity" ("0edipus"'5) 
is what Harris has cal led " living fossil strata" or "live fossil myth" ("Validation" J 1,5). 
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Space is lacking to comment on the major role and transformative potential of O:Yth 
in Harris's fic tion~ which should be the subject of a separate essay. Suffice 1t to 
say that "myth becomes a basic corrective to tyrannous or despotic immediacy" 
("Liberty" 5). Harris's emphasis on the livingness of a fossil rcabty can be associated 
to the "revisionary potential within imageries in texLS of reality" ("Fabric" 176). That 
" texLS of reality" or " texLS of being" (180) should be capable of "revising themselves" 
because they are a live (yet another formulation of the living tradition) brings to light 
an identification between art and li fe, which at first sight may resemble the disap­
pearance of " the familiar humanist separation of art and life" Linda Hutcheon presents 
as characteris tic of post-modernism (Poetics 7). Again, her example shows that the 
fusion takes place at a fic tional realistic level, even one of "journalistic facticity"( 10), 
whereas Harris'scharacters re-live the torments of calamitous events as if experienc ing 
them or their consequences. So that while post-modernist metafiction usually stresses 
the fictional ity of narrative as.a subjective human construct no beuer or worse than 
another (if, by post-structuralist standards, judgements of value are to be excluded), 
Harris boldly connects the transformation of images of a terrifying past through an act 
of imagination with a possible rebirth from catastrophe. And just as he thinks there is 
no short cut to solutions of the calamities of the world ("Validation" 40), so "there is 
no short cut into the evolution of new or original novel-form susceptible to, immersed 
in, the heterogeneity of the modem world" (Explorations 128). As he further 
explained, "without a pro found alteration of fictional imagery in narrative bodies ... 
ca tastrophe appears to endure and to eclipse the annunciation [change, rebirth] of 
humanity" ("Quest for Form" 26-27). 

Nor is this correspondence between life and art a rendering of the Leavisite 
"unmediatcd reality" Homi Bhabha criticizes (85) since Harris's not only breaks the 
mould of realism specific to the "great tradition" but the artist himself is, as I have 
argued, a mediator. Another consequence of this is that Harris' s conception of language 
differs from the "post-struc turalist views of Postmodemism which declare all attempts 
to tum any language into an instrument. of positive knowledge utterly futile" (Bertens 
22). Language is not "self-referentiar' (Eagleton 8), though Harris would probably not 
deny Eagleton 's description of it as .a "web-like complexity of signs . . . the back and 
forth, present and absent, forward and sideways [Harris would say backward) move­
ment of language in its actual processes" (132). Harris's conception of languag~ is 
natural ly in keeping with his belief in the correspondence between art and li fe. 
Commenting on the narrator' s "living, closed eye" in Palace, he writes: 

The living, closed eye therefore is a verbal construe!, but it is something sculpted as 
well. In the begirming was the Word, in !lle begirming was lhe language of sculpture, 
in the begirming was lhe intuitive/inner voice of !lle mask, in the beginning was the 
painted cosmos and its orchestra of light and darkness. ("Literacy" 26) 

"Language is world" Harris also wrote ("Validation" 51 ), stressing a correspon­
dence which he developed in a recent discussion of justice in The Whole Armour: 
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For what is at stake .. . is the flexible placement of associations within a pregnant 
form, a living language, a pregnant Word. Such pregnant fonn gives li fe to the hollow 
appearance of justice. That is my intuition of fiction and ... its bearing on the scope 
and capacity of the Word to come into equation with inimitable truth. ("Liberty" ~) 

IJ.; 

"To come into equation with inimitable truth" will probably mark him out as an 
"essential ist," as he is in one sense when he writes "That goal [of his protagonist] or 
infinite domain is never reached or taken but it remains an essence that underpins, 
translates, transfigures the ground of all experience" (Four Banks xiii). One must 
emphasize that what Harris has in mind in tenns of "essence" or "centre" remains, like 
wholeness as opposed to totality, forever " unnameable" or " unfathomable" (Interview 
1979: 24) and canno t be encompassed in any "frame of dogma" ("Liberty" 3); it can 
never be the privileged source of authority of any given culture or civilization. I return 
to this aspect of his work because, if I understand rightly, this cohering, mediating but 
ungraspable force (Womb of Space xix, 56) is also the "untrappable source of 
language," which because it cannot be trapped (The Eye 96) _is the instrument "which 
continuously transforms inner and outer fonnal categories of experience" (Tradition 
32). This is the transformation illustrated through his work by "convertible imageries." 

It is also this mysterious reality which makes of Harris a post-colonial writer and, 
perhaps paradoxically, has inspired some post-colonial criticism in recent years. To 
place my major argument in the post-colonial context, the victims of imperialism 
(vanished peoples and cultures), its psychological legacies, eclipsed "areas of sen­
s ibility," and their impact on landscape(s), the present-day deprived whom the power­
ful choose not to see, are all part of what Harris has called "an apparent non-existent 
ground of being" (expressed differently above) which nevertheless possesses a 
"regenerative force" (Interview 1979: 19; 25). For it is on that apparently non-existent 
ground that the frail transformative clues appear on the canvas of existence and art. 
This ground of loss (both inner and outer space) is also the driving moral force of his 
conception of fiction as "conversion of deprivations" (Womb of Space 63; 137. See 
also "On the Beach" 339), as constant re-vision, a fiction which, in the now much­
quoted phrase "seeks to consume its own biases" (Guyana Quartet 9). I think th is 
phrase means more than a negation of the authority oflhe text and an acknowledgement 
of I.he author's inevitable subjecti vity. I would suggest that it applies mainly to Harris's 
working method, when he revises his drafts and concentrates on them with extreme 
attention, "scanning them for clues" ("Literacy" 19) and revising imageries which he 
will not accept as final , as their development throughout his fiction shows. 

The po int I have been driving at is that the immaterial/material perspectives and 
the unconsciousness/consciousness nexus which make Harris reject post-modernism 
as nihilistic are the very premises of his post-colonial outlook. Harris has expressed 
agreement with the post-colonial position provided one is aware of a hypnotic 
transference of influence from colonialism to post-colonialism and the fact that the 
latter is still partly bound up with the former (In terview J 986: 7). His objection to 
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much post-colonial writing is that it has adopted the realism of imperial cultures in 
both fonn and content, as some former colonies have in political practice: "punitive 
logic [like that of the slave owners] continues as the philosophy of post-cofonial 
regimes" ("Oedipus" 18). He has also commented in several essays on Caribbean 
phil istinism and its "refusal to perceive its own dismembered psychical world" (Womb 
of Space 122) as well as on the one-sided militantism of the literature and criticism of 
the formerly oppressed, particularly when I.hey present themselves as " the antithesis 
of the thesis of white supremacy" (Ashcroft et al. 21 ). I have argued that his own 
cross-culturalism is deeply rooted in a perception in depth of lost, " alien" experience, 
of vanished, supposedly "savage" cultures (e.g. the pre-Columbian) with which the 
"civilized" must enter into dialogue as they retrieve them from the abyss of obl ivion. 
It is precisely the "abysmal otherness," the never wholly perceptible third nameless 
d imension which underlies all Harris's narratives and may "bring resources Lo alter. 
. . the fabric of imagination in the direction of a therapeutic ceaselessly unfinished 
genesis"13 ("Fabric" 182) which is the mainspring of Harris's post-colonialism. As he 
recently pointed out, 

Extremity or marginality ... lifts the medium of diverse experience to a new angle of 
possibility. Marginality is not so much a geographical situation ... it is rather an angle 
of creative capacity as the turbulent twentieth cenrury draws to a close. ("Liberty" 13) 

This may appear as yet another form ulation of the creative potential of the 
subterranean tradition. But it calls for an important reservation as to the applicability 
of Harris 's thinking to post-colonial criticism. One of the tenets of that criticism, as 
indeed of post-structuralism, has been the rejection of the notion of universality as an 
expression of cultural imperialism. Harris's view of that imperialism and his response 
to " universal" Western masterpieces are much more nuance and, to tha t extent, his 
adherence to the post-colonial approach in criticism is a qualified one. It is not just a 
question of the meaning one attributes to words (though it is partly that) but also of his 
vision of universali ty, which, as much as post-colonial criticism, precludes any easy 
assimilation of the universal to the Western. But in this as in other aspects of his thought 
and writing, he has conceived his own third way. He has recently expressed his deep 
attachment to the English language in several essays and when he describes it as "a 
changing, subtle medium" which has acquired "some of the rhythms and incantatory 
spirit of the al ien tongues of [his] mixed ancestry" ("Liberty" 13), this is not just, I 
think, a passing reference to the hybridization of English but a "val idation" of his 
dynamic view of cross-culturalism and its transformative potential. He has also 
asserted that 

Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe are as much the heritage of black men and women 
as of white men and women because the triggers of conflicting tradition . . . lie in, and 
need to be re-activated through, thecross-cullural psyche of humanity, a cross-cultural 
psyche that bristles with the tone and fabric of encounters between so-called savage 
cultures and so-called civilised cultures. ("Comedy" 137) 
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These words together with Harris's insistence on "diversity-within-universality" 
("Brodber" 1) point once more to the bridge between a tradition rooted in a "universal 
unconscious" and the creative imagination: 

The universal imagination - if it has any value or meaning - has its roots in 

subconscious and unconscious strata that disclose themselves profoundly within 

re-visionary strategies through intuitive clues that appear in a text one creates, That 

text moves or works in concert with o ther texts to create a multi-textual dialogue. 
("Validation" 44) 

I am aware that, while insisting on the importance of Harris's intuitive method 
and the bridge between the unconscious and consciousness in his creative process, I 
have been "hypnotized" to a large extent by my cartesian training and have presented 
a rational argumentation that considerab~ reduces and tames the creative energy, the 
complex vision, the significance and the stLnning beauty of his metaphorical language, 
which inform his fiction. I don ' t mean by this that Harris's writing resists critical 
analysis, only that it is in his novels that the reader will discover the "visionary 
counterpoint of resources" ("Oedipus" 18) he brings to light; "the hidden numinous 
proportions within the mechanisms of colonialism and post-colonialism" ("Fabric" 
176). 

NOTES 

1. Since I have mentioned Harris's affinity with Modernism, I should say here that 
Harris's own view of tradition is very different from Eliot's and the reverse of 
authoritarian though mere is similari ty between the two in their viewing it as a 
living phenomenon, and, as is obvious from his many references to Eliot's 
criticism, Harris admires it. Also, as we shall see, Harris's aesthetic is not "an 
aesthetic of the sublime" though Lyotard's phrasing of"modern aesthetics" (81) 
needs to be qualified. 

2. Stephen Siemon also comments on this aspect of her criticism in "Modernism's 
Last Post" on page two in this collection. 

3. I am aware that I have only drawn attention to ilie kind of criticism which points 
to post-modernist features iliat most clearly contrast with Harris's writing and 
that my brief discussion must give an impression of unqualified generalization. 
I wo.uld argue, for example, that Swift's Water/and and even D.M. Thomas's 
The White Hotel arc better exarnpl,es of what post-modernism is usually said to 
be than Fowles' s novels. Some of the more original aspects of post-modernism 
are discussed in D ' Haen and Bertens. 

4. See, for example, Wilde, review articl e on Larry McCaffery, ed., Postmodern 
Fiction: A Bio-Bibliographical Guide, in Cornemporary Literature XXX.1 
(1989). and its conclusion: "Wela:ime back, World!" 

5. Harris 's conception of "re-vision" was expressed many years before Adrienne 
Rich's, a predominantly feminist concept often considered as breaking new 
ground. See Rich. 
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6. Umberto Eco has just recently expressed a similar view when he wrote that 
"between the intention of the author .. . and the intention of the interpreter .. . 
there is an inJenJion of the text." Another parallel with Harris's thought (see, 
among others, "Comedy," "Fabric," and Harris's latest novels) lies in his asser­
tion that "modem quantitative science is born, inier alia, in a dialogue wit11 the 
qualitative knowledge of Hermeticism." Eco, 666; 678. 

7. There is some affinity between this dialogical process and Bakhtin 's conception 
of dialogue as explained by Julia Kristeva in "Word, Dialogue and Novel," 
t11ough there are also differences. For a discussion of Harris's affinities with 
Bakhtin, see McDougall. 

8. The full implications of Harris's interpretation of the bone-flute cannot be 
discussed here and I refer the reader to his essays in Explorations and to "On the 
Beach," "Adversarial Contexts and Creativity," "Comedy and Modem Al­
legory." 

9. On the transformation of history see Siemon. 
10. It is interesting to compare Harris's interpretation and "transformation" of the 

structureofTheDivineComedy with Said 's in OrienJalism. Said sees it as typical 
of "the Orientalist attitude in general which shares with magic . .. and wit11 
mytliology [a classification Harris would strongly. object to] the self-containing, 
self-reinforcing character of a closed system" (70). His criticism stops at Dante's 
rejection of Islam. 

11. When alluding to t11is division, Harris often refers to Frances Yates 's analysis in 
The Art of Memory of lost apects of tradition and of t11e split between "arts o f 
memory" since the Renaissance. 

12. On the subject of myth see Explorations and most of Harris 's recent essays. 
13 . Harris ' s latest image for this "unfinished genesis" is the "ravelling/unravelling" 

of "the coat of tradition that never qui te seems to fit !lie globe" Penelope weaves 
in Four Banks (121, 54-55, 58-59). 

WORKS CITED 

61 

Ashcroft, Bill, Griffiths, Gareth, and Tiffin, Helen. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and 
Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. London and New York: Routledge, 1989. 

Barthes, Roland. "TheDeat110fthe Auilior." ModernCriticismandTheory:A Reader. Ed. David 
Lodge. London and New York: Longman, 1988. 167-172. 

B-ertens, Hans. "The Postmodern Weltanschauung and its Relation with Modernism: An 
Introductory Survey." Fokkema and Bertens, 9-51. 

Bhabha, Homi K. "Representation and the Colonial Text: A Critique of Some Forms of 
Mimeticism."The Theory of Reading. Ed. Frank Glovcrsmith. Brighton: Harvester, 1984 . 

93-1113. 

D'Haen, Theo and Hans Bcrtens, eds. Postmodern Fiction in Europe and the Americas. 
Postmodem Studies 1. Amsterdam: Rodopi & Antwerpen: Restant, 1988 . 

Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983. 



62 HENA MAES-JELINEK 

Eco, Umberto. "After Secret Knowledge" Th T. L" S 666, 678. . e inus iterary upplemenr 22- 28 June 1990. 

Fokkema, Douwe & Hans Bertens ed A h · W ksh . . , s. pproac mg Postnwdemism. Papers Presented at a 
or. .op on Pos L'Tiodcm;sm, 21-23 September 1984 U . . f U 

and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1986_ ' mversny 
0 

trecht. Amsterdam 

Graf~?a~r~~~~:··g:~:: ~~~~~~:~~:~\s~~;~~through." The Novel Today. Ed. Malcolm 

Harris. Wilson. Palace of the Peacock. London: Faber, 1960. 

- --. The Far Journey ofOudin. London: Faber, 1961. 

---. The Whole Amwur. London: Faber, 1962_ 

- --. The Secret Ladder. London: Faber, l963. 

--- . Heartland. London: Faber, 1964. 

---. The Eye of the Scarecrow. London: Faber, 1965. 

- --.Tradition, the Writer and Society. London: New Beacon Books, 1967. 

- - - . Tuma1wnari. London: Faber, 1968. 

- --. The Sleepers of Roraima, A Carib Trilogy. London: Faber, 1970. 

- --.Black Marsden, London: Faber, 1972. 

- --. Interview. By Ian Munro and Reinhard Sander K -K · . · · 
at Austin, 1972. 43-55. · as as. Austin. University of Texas 

---. CompQllions of the Day and Night. London: Faber, 1975. 

---. The Tree of the SU11. London: Faber, 1978. 

- --. Interview. By Helen T iffin. New Literature Review 7 (1979). 18-19. 

---. Explorations, A Selection of Talks and Articles 1966-1981 E~ . h In . 
Hena Maes-Jelinek. Aarhus: Dangaroo Press, 1981. ' . . w!l troduct1on 

-- The w b ·'S 7'h c . om O; pace, e ross-Cultural Imagination. Westport, Co t' . G 
wood Press, 1983. nnec 1cut. reen-

--. ''The Quest for Form." Kunapipi V.l (1983), 21-27. 

- - . "On the Beach." Landfall 39. 3 (September 1985): 335-341. 

"NUMINOUS PROPORTIONS" 63 

- --. Carnival. London: Faber, 1985. 

---. "Adversarial Contexts and Creativity." New Left Review 154 (Nov./Dec. 1985): 

124-128. 

- --."A Note on the Genesis of The Guyana Quartet." The Guyana Quartet. London: Faber, 

1985. 7- 14. 

---. Unpublished interview. By Stephen Siemon and Helen Tiffin. 24 April 1986. 

- --.The Infinite Rehearsal. London: Faber, 1987. 

- - . Interview. By Stephen Slemon,,ARIEL 19. 3 (July 1988): 47- 56. 

---. "Literacy and the Imagination." The LiteraJe Imagination: Essays on the Novels of 
Wilson Harris. Ed. Michael Gilkes. London: Macmillan, 1989. 13- 30. 

--- . "Validation of Fiction: A Personal View of Imaginative Truth." Tibisiri, Caribbean 
Writers and Critics. Ed. M aggie Butcher. Aarhus: Dangaroo Press, 1989. 40--51. 

- --. "Comedy and Modem Allegory: A Personal View." A Shaping of Connections, 
Commonwea/Jh Literature Studies - Then and Now. Eds. Hena M aes-Jelinek, Kirsten 
Holst Petersen and ·Anna Rutherford. Aarhus: Dangaroo Press, 1989. 127-140. Text of a 
lecture given at the University of Turin in October 1985. 

---. "Oedipus and the Middle Passage." Crisis and Creativity in the New Literatures in 
English. Eds. Geoffrey V. Davis and Hena Macs-Jelinek. Amsterdam-Atlanta: Rodopi, 

1990. 9- 21. 

- --. "TheFabricof the imagination."ThirdWorldQuarterly 12.1(January 1990): 175- 186. 

---. The Four Banks of the River of Space. London: Faber, 1990. 

--. "Jn the Name of Liberty ." Forthcoming in Third Text (l 990). 15 pp. 

- --."The Life of Myth and itS Possible Bearing on Ema Brodber' s Fictions, Jane and Louisa 
Will Soon Come Home and Myal. Forthcoming in Kunapipi. 8 pp. 

Hutcheon. Linda. Narcissistic Narrative: the Metaflctional Paradox. New York and London: 

Methuen, 1980. 

- --. A Theory of Parody: The Teaching ofTwenrieth-Cenrury Art Forms. New York and 

London: Methuen, 1985 . 

- --. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction. New York and London: 

Methuen, 1988. 

Iser, Wolfgang: 'The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach." Modern Criticism and 
Theory'.- A Reader . Ed. David Lodge. London and New York: Longman, 1988. 212- 228. 



64 HENA MAES-JELINEK 

Kristcva, Julia. "Word, Dialogue andNovel."The KristevaReader. Ed. Tori! Moi. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1986. 34-61. 

Lentricchia, Frank. After the New Criticism. London: Methuen, 1980. 

Lyotard, Jean-Fran~ois. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Trans. Geoff. 
Bennington and Brian Massumi. 1979. Manchester University Press, 1987. 

McDougall, Russell. "Native Capacity, Blocked Psyche: 'Carnival' and 'Capricomja.' " The 
Literate Imagination: Essays on the Novels ofWilson l /arr is. Ed. Michael Gilkes. London: 
MacMillan, 1989. 152-171. 

PN Review 48 (1985). 

Rich, Adrienne. "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision." College English XXXJV . I 
(October 1972): 18-25. 

Said, Edward W. Orie~11alism. 1978. London: Penguin Books, 1985. 

Siemon, Stephen. "Post-Colonial Allegory and the Transformation of History." The Journal of 
Comnwnwealth Literature XXIIl. 1. (1988): 156- 168. 

Suleiman, Susan Rubin. "Naming and Difference: Reflections on 'Modernism versus 
Postmodemism in Literature.' "Fokkema and Bertens. 255-270. 

Todd, Richard. ''The Presence of Postmodemism in British Fiction: Aspects of Style and 
Scl !hood." Fokkema and Bcrtcns. 99-117. 

Wilde, Alan. "Postmodernism from A toZ." Contemporary Literature XXX.I ( 1989): 133- 141. 

Yates, Frances. The Art of Memory. 1966. Penguin Books, 1969. 




