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Youngdahl, in Wake Up, Sipid, analyzes American literature
in astaternent epitomizing Harris's own work:

Whai is it that thrests Mark Twain and Sherwood
Andersoninto one stream, and Henry James into another?
.. It has s0 much to do with a man's early relationship
to the society of boys and games—that miniature of our
larger society of men and business, with it codes and rules,
its provision for imagination within these rules, with win-
ning, losing, timing, bluffing, feinting, jockeying, with
directness of aim and speech and with coming back off
the floor apain.

Hurrig's fiction is solidly within this tradition which translates
social games into comedy, a comedy which explains our secret
lives more clearly than any social or psychological theory.

—William 1. Schafer
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Wilsom Harris comments:

(1972 Palace of the Peacock through The Guyvana Criarrer
and successive novels up to The Sleepers of Roraima and The
Age of the Rainmakers are related to a symbolic landscape-in-
depth—the shock of preat rapids, vast forests and savannahs—
playing through memory to involve perspectives of impeniied
comemunity and creativity reaching back into the Pre-Colum-
bian mists of time.

I believe that the revolution of sensibility in defining com-
munity towards which we may now be moving is an extension
of the frontiers of the alchemical imagination beyond an opes
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contra maturam into an opes contea riical. This does noet mean
the jettisoning of ritual {since ritual belongs in the great ambi-
valent chain of memory; and the past, in a peculiar sense,
a5 an omenof proportions, shrinking or expanding, never dies);
but it means the atilisation of ritual as an ironic bias—the utili-
sation of ritual, mot as something in which we situate curselves
absolutely, but as an wnravelling of sell-deception with sell-
revelation as we see through the vanious dogmatic proprietons
of the globe within a play of contresting structures and anti-
structures; a4 profound drama of consciousness invoking con-
trasting tones is the variable phenomenon of creativity within
which we are prone, nevertheless, to idolise logical continuity
ar structure and commit ourselves (o a conservative bias, or
1o idolise logical continuity or anti-structure and commit our-
selves o a revolutionary bias. Thus we are prone to monumen-
talise our own biases and to indict as well as misconceive
creativity. A capacity to digest as well as liberate contrasting
figures is essential to the paradox of community and 1o the
fife of the imagination,

Wilson Harris's short experimental novels undoubted Iy form
one of the major and revolutionary fictional achicvements in
English in this cemtury, Their visionary character, the terseness
amd accumulated depths of his language, the progression of
the many-layered narratives throogh significant moments of
intuition and the gradual metamorphosis of their metaphorical
texture rather than mere plot, his conception of character as
a nucleus of selves or “community of being” rather than &
sharply defined entity, these are some of the elements that
link him with other great novelists in whose fiction form and
vision combine mto an onginal work of art, To the realistic
novel which, in his eyes, “mimics” reality, consolidates a world
view, and presents it as inevitable, Harris opposes the *‘drama
of consciousness™™ which involves his characters in a process
of breaking dowm of biases and self-deceptions as a preliminary
to fulfilment. His work is a focus of cross-cultural traditions
(English, South Amedcan, Caribbean). s distinctive char-
acter in the ficst ten novels or so emerges from his confrontation
with, and immersion in, the Guyanese landscapes and from
his re-interpretation of the basic facts of Caribbean history.
Harris is intensely concerned with the future of humanity: He
sees the Guyanese (man's) psyche as a “spatial™ reality
equivalent to the phenomenal world, Both are the recepacle
of lost generations of victims, Hence his exploratison of hidden
densitics in both outer and inner landscapes. Harnis's char-
acters develop towards a nameless dimension of being similar
to the void-like condition experienced by the Caribbean peo-
ples but seen now as a starting point or a vessel of rebirth
out of the hideops polarizations inherited from the colonial
past, There are hidden resources, neglected possibilities inher-
ent in any given situation which it s the function of art to
redeem m order to transform the consequences of historical
eatastrophe. These need never be final but offer an occasion
for change and renewal when re-lived imaginatively and
“digested,” Harris's deep faith in the capacity of art 1o save
the world from despair and further catastrophe s paramount
in his vision and sets him apart from prevailing trends in con-
temporary fiction.

Palace of the Peacock ., the first novel of The Cuvang Quartet,
is also the first of all Harris's “novels of expedition’ and con-
tains in essence all further philosophical and formal develop-
ments. The recreation of a journey into the Guyanese interior
conveys in siarthng poetie language the violation of [andscape
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and people by a multi-racial crew in pursuit of an elusive Amer-
indian folk, Their leader, Donne {8 name that evokes the
Renaissance spirit and the creative imagination), is moved by
the mixture of idealism, greed, and brutality that usually
prompied conquering expeditions, His penetration of the
Giuyanese jungle and the successive deaths of the crew in the
rapids of a nameless river symbolize and initiate a movement
to be found in most of Harris's fictions: the disorientation of
the characters, the crwmbling (rather than consolidation) of
their personality, which, terrifvingly, shakes them out of their
fixed sense of identity but enables them 1o approach an “other-
mess." a buried sensibility, in themselves and their opponents
and 50 1o alter opposiion into an awareness of mutuality, The
Cuarter creates a composite picture of Guyana, its various
landscapes and racial communities. In cach novel the pro-
tagonist is faced with the legacy of & terrible past that
must be re-interpreted. Though a sense of social justice may be
partly responsible for the change of his attitude towards
victimized people. this does not stem from a social or political
ideal but rather from a need for individual regeneration prior
to & new conception of comimunity. The emphasis is on an
underlying unity and interrelatedness, on spiritual freedom
and responsibulity, all of which arc envisaged through the
recognition of the alien and weak clement in the community
as ils true roots, The possibility of unlocking a fixed
order of things and croding the certainties in which the
characters are self-imprisoned is eentral. Even their mode of
apprehension is shattered and reshaped. Their only hope (the
hope of humanity) lies in a regeneration of the creative imagin-
ation.

This shattering of rigid ways of being leads to partial and
unfinished reconstructions of reality in the protagonist’s con-
sciousness, partial becauvse there is no such thing as absolute
truth, unfinished because the dynamic tension belween dissolu-
tion and rebirth is in the very nature of existence and Harris
refuses to invest absolutely in one way of being, In his second
cycle of novels (Trom The Eve of the Scarecraw to Ascent fo
(¥maf) there is a double preoccupation with the creation of
genuine, though never wholly achieved, community and the
art of fction Harris (and the narrator within the novels)
aftempts to create, Their subject-matter is, even more specifi-
cally, the working of the subjective imagination and of memory
in order to transform the accepled view of history and the
meaning of individual experience, which is presented as wholly
internalized. The protagonist is an “agent of personality”
through whom the past re-enacts itself as a free “construction
of events,” The result is a fragmentation of the surface reality
{and of the narrative structure’} concomitant with an accumu-
lation of motifs and images, which are so many ways of
approaching without ever fully achieving an underlying whole-
ness. A major impression created by these narratives is of the
duality that arises [rom the sensuous evocation of concrete
local environments together with the spiritual, universal dimen-
sion pursued by the characters.

In the two ensuing collections of stories, The Sleepers of
Roraima and The Age of the Rainmakers, Harris re-interprets
Aumerindian myths and shows that they can elicit a new congep-
tion of life, for myth, as oppoesed to history, is shown to be
a dynamic force that can convert apparently changeless depri-
vations. In the enfarged sctting of the following novels Harris
pursucs his tireless search for the vanished “savage” elements
femotions, forms of art, cultares) which have contributed to
the shaping of modern civilization or the modern consciousness
but which they tend 1o ignore. Black Marsden takes place in
Scotland and South America, Companions of the Day and
Nighe in Mexico, Da Silva da Silva's Cultivated Wilderness,
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The Tree of the Sun, and The Angel at the Gate in London,
while Carmival is set in both Sputh America and London.
Experience is still largely recreated through the consciousness
of the major character who realizes the need to bridge the
gap between civilizations and bring to light the mutation by
which eclipsed people(s) are beginning to emerge from their
buried condition. In these nowels Harrs's always intensely
visunl rendering of both outer and psychological landscapes
has developed into his use of painting ss an exploratory meta-
phor. Da Silva is a painter who brings together on his visionary
canvases models that represent the two faces of tradition, one
assertive and oppressive, the other immatenial and hardly per-
ceptible. The need for an imaginative balance hetween the
two inspires his effort to creaic o “middle ground™ between
the contrasting figures he paints, The child in all three London
novels stands for the renascence or “annunciation of humanity™
which Harris keeps presenting through his fiction as a real possi-
hility,

Throughout his work Harris's major concemn is with both
a “new architecture,” a translation of conscicnce, and the
nature, the mystery of creativity itsell, This twofold preoccupa-
tion comes to a head in Carnival which also fuses his exposure
of man's incorrigible longing for absolute perfection (usually
achicved at the cxpense of others), with his exploration of
the underworld. Once more, Harms transferms a traditional
form, here the Dantesgue allegory through which his characters
progress, by modifying the meaning of Inferno, Purgatory, and
Paradise. These are not separate or sell-sufficient, since, as
Harris illustrates it, the inferno of wasted lives runs parallel
to and supports the glories of paradise. Through the characters’
experience and the partial falling away of the masks they wear
im the carnival of history and of existence, 20h-century Inferno,
Purgatorio and Paradiso are altered. Even Paradise ceases 1o
be an absolute and is envisaged a8 a revolution of sensibility
in modern man, which makes possible a “complex marriage
of cultures.™

—Hena Maes-Jelinek
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