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HARRIS, (Theodore) Wilson. British. Born in New Amsterdem, British Guiana, 24
March 1921, Educated at Queen’s College, Georgetown. Marned to Margaret Whitaker.
Government Surveyor, in the 194(’s, and Senior Surveyor, 1955-358, Government of British
Guiana. Visiting Lecturer, State University of New York at Buffale, 1970; Writer-in-
Residence, Scarborough College, University of Toronto, 1970; Commonwealth Fellow in
Caribbean Literature, Leeds University, Yorkshire, 1971. Delegate to the National Identity
Conference, Brisbane, 1968: to UNESCO Symposium on Caribbean Literature, Cuba,
1968. Recipient: Arts Council grant, 1968, 1970. Address: ¢/o Faber and Faber Ltd., 3
Queen Square, London W.C.1, Engiand.

561



HARRIS CONTEMPORARY MNOVELISTS

PULICATIONS

Mowvels

The Guiona Quartes:
Paluce of the Peacork. London, Faber, 1960,
The Far Journey of Oudin. London, Faber., 1961.
The Whole Armowr. Londom, Faber, 1962,
The Secret Ladder. Londom, Faber, 1963,
Hearifond, London, Faber, 1964.
The Eve af the Scarecrow. London. Faber, 1965.
The Waiting Room. London, Faber, 1967,
Tumgiumari, London, Faber, 1968.
Ascent to Omai,  London, Faber, 1970,

Short Stories

The Sleepers of Roraima.  London, Faber, 1970,
The Age of the Rainmakers. London, Faber, 1971,

Vearse

Fetish, Georpetown, British Guiana, privately printed, 195].
Eternity to Season. Georgetown, British Guiana, privately printed, 1954

Other

Tradition and the West Indion Nowel. London and Port of Spain, Trimidad, New
Beacon Books, 1965,

Tradition, The Writer and Society: Critical Essays., London and Port of Spain,
Trinidad, New Beacon Books. 1967,

Manuscript Collections: University of the West Indies, Mona, Kingston, Jamaica; Univer-
sity of Texas. Austin; University of Indiana, Bloomington.

Critical Studies: Introduction by C. L. R. James to Tradition and the West Indian Novel,
1965; The Navel Now by Anthony Burgess, London, Faber, 1967; essay by John Hearne in
The Islands in Between, edited by Louis James, London, Oxford University Press, 1968
Introduction by Kenneth Ramchand to the paperback edition of Palace of the Peacock,
London, Faber, 1969; Choserr Tongue by Gerald Moore, London. Longman, [969: review
by Robert Nye of Ascens t¢ Omai tn The Scotsman (Edinburgh), 1969; “The Myth of El
Dorado in the Caribbean Novel” by Hena Maes-Jelinek, in Joumal of Commomvealth
Literature (Leeds, Yorkshire), JTune 1971; *The Writer as Alchemist: The Unifying Role
of Imagination m Wilson Harns's Novels™ by Hena Maes-Jelinek, in Longuage and Literaiure
{Copenhagen), Autumn 1971; “Adscent to Omal” by Hena Maes-Jelinek, m Literary Half-
Yearly (Mysore), January 1972,
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Wilson Harris comments:

Palace of the Feacock through The Guigna Quarter and successive novels up o The
Sleepers of Roraima and The Age of the Rainmakers are related to a symbolic landscape-in-
depth—the shock of great rapids, vast forests and savannahs —playing through memory
to involve perspectives of imperilled community and creativity reaching back into the
Pre-Columbian mists of time.

I believe that the revolution of sensibility in defiming community towards which we may
now be moving is an extension of the frontiers of the alchemical imagination beyond an
apus contra naturam into an opus contra ritual, This does not mean the jettisoning of ritual
{since ritual belongs in the great ambivalent chain of memory: and the past, in a peculiar
scnsc, as an omen of proportions. shrinking or expanding, never dics); but it means the
utihsation of ritual as an wronic bias—the utilisation of miteal, not as something i which
we situate ourselves absolutely, but as an unravelling of self-deception with self-revelation
as we see through the various dogmatic proprietors of the globe within a play of contrasting
structures and anti-structures: a profound drama of consciousness invoking or involving
contrasting tones i1s the variable phenomenon of creativity within which we are prone,
nevertheless, to idolise logical continuity or structure and commit ourselves o a conser-
vative bias, or to idolise logical continuity or anti-structure and commit ourselves to a
revolutionary bias. Thus we are prone to monumentalise our own biases and to indict as
well as misconceive creativity. A capacity to digest as well as liberate contrasting figures 15
essential to the paradox of community and to the life of the imagination.

Wilson Harris's novels grow out of one another like the concentric circles produced by a
stone on the surface of a river. This familiar image symbolizes in 4scent o Omai & double
process of spiritual liberation and growing consciousness. It applies, however, to the
author’s own works, whose initial and central Palace of the Peacock announces the original
developments m style and thought which from one novel to another extend the limits of
the creative imagination,

The setting of his novels has so far been the impressive landscape of his native Guyana,
whose multiracial population stands for the complex make-up of humanity. The Guiana
Quarter epitomizes the successive historical conquests of Guyana and the victimization of
its various racial communities other than its white post-Columbian conquerors. The pro-
gress of a skipper and his crew on a dangerous river in the jungle. the harsh hife of a poor
East Indian in the savannahs, a tragedy of guilt and innocence on the coast, and the scientific
measuring of the rise and fall of a river in the heartland, these dramatize man’s encounter
with the diversified and grandiose South Amenican landscape, itself evocative of a terrible
past that still awaits reinterpretation. The originatity of Harris's approach lies in reveahing
beside the conventional version of historical events neplected possibilities of fulfilment
for both the conquerors and the conquered of Guyana. He presents the humble and for-
gotten victims of the conguests and subsequent migrations as mythological personae
capable of inciting their conquerors to spinitual rebarth, and thereby emphasizes the mytho-
logical and historical significance of humanity’s more humble representatives. Though a
sense of social justice may urge these conversions, they are not primarily motivated by 2
social or political ideal but illustrate a nzed for individual repeneration as a prelude (o a new
conception of community.

It appears from Harris's characters that humanity is on the whole divided between hunter
and hunted, victor and victim, each category remaining self-deceptively confined to its
own monolithic role and trying to extend these divisions to nature and society. But Harris
denies the genuineness of those categories. He sees in nature and in all forms of human
existence an ambivalence of purpose and design that should be given free play. In the
Guiana Quarret, for instance, omnipresent nature is both perilous and protective. It is also
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g mirrar reflectimg man's dust nature, his spiritual states as well as s phvsical metirnor-
mhoses, Moraover, the reomprovity bedween the fumdlzmenisl opposties, sperit amd matter,
finds expression m ihe reciprosily botween man aad the fandscape, while this very meation-
ship #0s 48 &n incentive to the recognition of a4 similar seciprocity wighin wan's divided
zell and between differcot kinds of men. The landscaps abways aois as a prime mover o
condciouiness in Wilton Harees povels, stiering toat'’s fmagination aad hetpine him o
define himscif in the aler povels the sotion tonds to tzke place maindy in the charadiers’
mind az {hey re-Hve thelr pest bBves, and nature becores more and mon wWentified with their
mental landsenpe. 50 wuch s that i Ascemi o Dl the cosmic dimensions of the natural
setzing biond with the heigine and depths of the huipan psyche.

The erention of reciprocity 2t aff levels of experience is 4 dyvnamie process which pariakes
of the ever-changing fabric of Ho. Since cvervibing grows out of everything else, nothing
evar dies completely. Theee biss a the heart of ¢very “nained persenslily”, whether of an
individual, 3 comminty or & aation-—and these are in fact ong commmunity of bemmg.g
Feaif chareoal resadue of Ble that can oniy revive through feeling and compuesiom. However
hackneyed thew words mipght sound, they do rot refer here to 80 easy ar sentioental sitiude.
They anc assooalel with & paipful process by wineh Hares's characiers beoome awane o)
the rosidues of i or fatent opooeites in thelr sxinenees 28 g paert of themsedvas with which
they puzst come 0 terms. Bike w volcano, the post cep erupt and tronically sirike buck m
chatte-tike reactions. Hence the importance of history, and of memory &% an adjunct w
inmagination, when the characters re-create thefr personal and historicsl past o oarder o
understand it. This inmmerizon @ the darkness of thelr antecedents or of the unknown areas
within themseiver & 8 HBcsl jowrney towards seifknowledpe. o kedr confroniating
with the satural, o7 their ows spinituzl, jungie, with the fost Amecindian frites or Uie other
disprmsessed of this workd, imaginatize is She mainspring of the emermng ditlogue.

As Harriz's thought gains in depth and ferseness, it becomes mersasingly clesr thet
imaginstinn 28 1he sonrce of mun’s s ge 10 conceive “rosensitized perspectives of commniiy™
I the very sobee of his exploretion. Frotn s eady sovels, in whigh e dispossossad of
{uvana were 0 a sense mythicised, (o his rocemt “febles™ (Fhe Sieepers of Roraima, The
Awe of the Rodpmokersy in which read Ameringdiss eoyths and vestigss of legend 2o re-
interpreted, Wiklson Haros has not ceased to inguire into the possibiiities of tie individust
Chzalive st tion 16 provoke o man 4 reversal of ouliook aed siimuiam him 10 8 sense
of reaponsibibity towards bhusel and others. The Guvanese. and by implication hussaniy,
have reachod a tnrmng porst m therr history, amd thelr future may depend on their ander
standing of themgelves and therr environment. Modern man, however, i3 often blingd 40
ihe mysierious in 8% o nowilling o ackaowkdge il thougk he (2o be sterved by finagination
to eespossd 00 84, Mystery in Flarsis’s Botion shroawds those evancsoest tibes of Amerindians
of eeced slaves who sre such an essential part of the Guysaese past, Bt & is abo a sig-
sficant fealure of every pogsible siernative or oppostte”™ cach Individual characker lebrns
1 recognide & the hearn of aif Hfe

The unifying medium belwoen all opposites & Mself o synthesis o the meking of the
primitive, and mysterious, pectic maginalion with the moden ynagination, Harrs shows
iy Pumtertamri, & sunumit in kis work, that both are in need of regeneration yel cian radesm
the individual through the creation of harmony between each othet and by oniting with the
scientific mind. The anion of conwaries and 1the growth of the “alchemical nmagnation”™
both 33 an ohject gnd #a instryment of explorstion corrospond o the individual’s attompt
to Break through Bis seff-made forfresses and 1o s soming o conscionsness, Fhreughout
Harris's fiction the creation of corscionsmess, the opening of asw windows on the workd,
is, s it cloarly appeans e Ascent 2o Do, analogons 1© the ertist's creatne act Bach noval
s oan awskening of sonscioussess throogh the medivm of fangnage. a languape whick,
coononns and hughly aclective as # i3, nitempls to convey the immedicey and intereom-
rpnicability of 58 being, Harels refuses to lopose 2 “fabse coberency™ on the raw miterial
of e, Not their exmstonce i a sockd prder bat thedr sparngal Tulihment gives hig characters
substance. Their menta] leadscape extends in space bul sludes chronologicai iime. The
Hmit betwean the concrets and the intangible i hasd tr gereetve. Bat with cach gew novel
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the extraordinary possibilities of aesthetic and spiritual stimwlation Harris discovers i the
individual’s immediate environment are a challengs to the reader to probe with him inio
san’s genius for recovery and change.

------ Henz Maes delingk
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