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Abstract: Caribbean poet Derek Walcott is rightfully considered to have put his
small native St. Lucia Island on the world map. With his numerous collections of
poetry, drama and essays, the 1990 Nobel Prize winner has become one of the most
prominent West Indian authors of the twentieth century. Born into a mixed family, in
his poetry he often touches sensitive topics that can be subsumed to the theme of
colonial trauma and postcolonial healing. Some of these refer to sites of memory
such as the centre of the British Empire, where his paternal grandfather came from:
the poet seems to have always been aware that London was once a colony too, a
Roman colony, linked to the Mediterranean Basin, a seascape partially similar to
the Caribbean; hence his balanced and compelling critical approach to rewriting
the past. The Thames, significant architectural sites, as well as other historical and
cultural symbols of the metropolis sometimes appear on the page. My paper
explores the colonial and postcolonial images of London in Walcott’s poetry, as
expressions of a troublesome love relationship, in selected fragments which cover
several of Derek Walcott’s collections and the epic poem Omeros (1990). It argues
that his outstanding poetic postcolonial critique has heightened the value of a
difficult, culturally hybrid bond and provides lyrical evidence accompanied by close
reading, to highlight some of the literary techniques employed, rooted in both
European and Caribbean traditions, yet routed in contemporary transcultural
dynamics. Last but not least, the following analysis demonstrates how poetry,
memory and faith support each other in deconstructing and reconstructing authority
and authorship.

In The Empire Writes Back, Bill Ashcroft el al. (2002) wrote: “A major
feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern with place and displacement.” (8)
Indeed, writers such as Derek Walcott have constantly been interested in finding
reference points and constructing reference frames that can support postcolonial
subjectivities, generated by dislocation but sunk into oblivion by oppression. His
work has been studied from numerous perspectives, but apparently not many critics
have focused on his portrayal of London, on the tensions between its colonial and
postcolonial functions, on how the metropolis is seen from the Caribbean. The
following pages showcase fragments from seven volumes published over about four
decades: The Gulf (1970), The Star-Apple Kingdom (1977), The Fortunate Traveller
(1982), Midsummer (1984), Omeros (1990), Tiepolo’s Hound (2000) and White
Egrets (2010). With the exception of Omeros and Tiepolo’s Hound, all poems have
been quoted from The Poetry of Derek Walcott — 1948-2013. As a general trend, the
selected pieces show a gradual development from an imagined imperial faraway city

* University of Bucharest, Romania.

137



University of Bucharest Review «6 Vol. VI/2016, no. 2 (new series)

Cultural Representations of the City

to a welcoming modern cosmopolitan metropolis, a place steeped in history and
legends, where the poet tries to feel at home through poetry, but he does not always
feel he succeeds.

The first collection considered here, The Gulf, is one of Walcott’s responses
to the tempestuous world and local conflicts of the 1960s: the Vietnam War, the
assassinations in the USA or the corruption in the Caribbean. However, instead of
despair or activism, his relaxed yet responsible attitude is based on colourful
discourse, artistic expression and vision. The contrapuntal note of attachment and
alienation, existing in his previous work, is present here again: “Schizophrenic,
wrenched by two styles, / one a hack’s hired prose, I earn / my exile” (83). By
extending beyond racial conflict and local motifs, the poet attempts to find meaning
in the modern consciousness, tormented by multiple divisions, differences and
hybridity.

For example, in “Hic Jacet,” the last poem from The Gulf, Walcott explains
why he did not leave for the United Kingdom to become a successful writer there,
like many of his contemporaries. He remained in the Caribbean and wrote literature
inspired by the regional environment and experience, and by the classical and
contemporary authors he assiduously read. The first part of the poem is an
enumeration of figures that surround him or often come out in the news: “the
politician,” “the hungry thousands,” “the homecoming lecturer,” “that new race of
dung beetles” and ‘“some winter-bitten novelist / praised for his accuracy of
phlegm.” What the poem emphasizes is that he remained in the Caribbean for other
reasons, obviously not for these gloomy prospects and unreliable subjectivities. In
the second stanza, he further criticizes those who traveled abroad in search of fame
and contrasts their success with his love for his native communities. Like Friedrich
Nietzsche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Walcott believes his enemies are part of his
happiness and his attention is often paid to the lost, the ruined and the dispossessed:

EEINA3 EEINA3

I loved them all, the names

of shingled, rusting towns, whose dawn

touches like metal,

I should have written poems of the Thames,

shivered through cities furred and cracked with ice,
spat, for their taste, in some barge-burdened river. (117)

Although the Thames in this fragment is associated with regret and
transience, the overall tone of the poem suggests playful anti-heroism and a healing
moderate bitterness. The poet is “convinced of the power of provincialism” and
opposes the prestige he might have gained in London to the humble choice of
remaining in the Caribbean until he reached his forties:

I was that muscle shouldering the grass
through ordinary earth,

commoner than water I sank to lose my name,
this was my second birth. (118)
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The poem decodes and recodes the meanings of water and earth, as essential
elements that can explain life in the cosmos according to the Ancient Greeks. In
comparison with “the homecoming lecturer / gripping his lectern like a witness,
ready to explain / the root’s fixation with earth,” the poet identifies with the dead
and the “ordinary earth” of his island. The greatness of the Thames and the
abundance of the “barge-burdened river” fade when compared with the essence
“commoner than water,” which hints at Walcott’s Methodist belief in asceticism and
in helping the poor and the average person.

In “The Forest of Europe,” a 16-stanza poem from The Star-Apple Kingdom
written as a tribute to his friend Joseph Brodsky, Walcott deals with the role of poets
and poetry in an ever changing reality and with unwholesome political regimes that
force people into irresponsible immigration. Like the Russian poet Osip
Mandelstam, the Caribbean poet feels he too is an exile, in the loose sense of the
word. He draws on a particular traumatic history of immigration from Europe to the
United States and on the forced dislocation of the Native Americans — “the long
Trail of Tears” — to remind us of the lesser known history of the Middle Passage and
the Atlantic slave trade:

Who is that dark child on the parapets

of Europe, watching the evening river mint

its sovereigns stamped with power, not with poets,
the Thames and the Neva rustling like banknotes,
then, black on gold, the Hudson’s silhouettes?

From frozen Neva to the Hudson pours,
under the airport domes, the echoing stations,
the tributary of emigrants whom exile

has made as classless as the common cold,
citizens of a language that is now yours,

and every February, every ‘last autumn’,

you write far from the threshing harvesters
folding wheat like a girl plaiting her hair,

far from Russia’s canals quivering with sunstroke,
a man living with English in one room.

The tourist archipelagoes of my South

are prisons too, corruptible, and though

there is no harder prison than writing verse,

what’s poetry, if it is worth its salt,

but a phrase men can pass from hand to mouth? (264)

Great rivers like the Thames, the Neva and Hudson, as magnetic sites
towards which people are drawn, are observed with detachment: the apparent
innocence and singularity of “the dark child on the parapets / of Europe” contrasts
with the rivers “rustling like banknotes,” as symbols of development, trade and
social exchange. The power of the poem resides in the tension created by the
presence of a child in a forest, a possibly dangerous place according to various
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cultural traditions, as well as in the subtle critique of the tendency to consider the
colonized as children of an empire. The figure of “that dark child” represents the
poet, either Mandelstam or a Caribbean one, but also any person who takes risks in
unfamiliar conditions. By mentioning the Thames along with Neva and Hudson and
in parallel with “the tributary of emigrants,” Walcott documents the continuous
migration from the East to the West, especially to the United States. The mysterious
forest of Europe is thus mirrored on the American continent, where the English that
immigrants speak may seem less familiar than expected: “a man living with English
in one room” reminds one of I like America and America likes me (1974), a
performance by another Joseph — Joseph Bueys — for which the German avant-garde
artist travelled to New York to spend three days with a wild coyote in the same
room. Thus, placing the Thames in such a context, in which the English language is
compared with a wild animal, not easy to domesticate, especially in conditions of
forced migration, is equal to dropping a hint that something should be done about
that. As readers of the poem forty years later, when the internet network is mostly in
English and there are plenty of ways to learn foreign languages, it can be claimed
Walcott’s poetry has been influential in this sense.

In The Fortunate Traveller (1982), there is a poem entitled “Jean Rhys,”
dedicated to the Dominican novelist, author of Wide Sargasso Sea, the famous novel
that rewrites another famous novel, Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronté. As if reading an
old photograph, Walcott pairs the two works by succinctly portraying Rhys’s life
and the dissolution of fixed identities into hybrid subjectivities, which is one of the
themes of her novel. A snapshot of British colonial life, the poem focuses on a row
of family members, especially women, and reveals the repressive stillness and
silence that surround an otherwise eventful past, in which women had to struggle to
find equality among gentlemen. The poem begins with a reference to women’s
hands:

In their faint photographs

mottled with chemicals,

like the left hand of some spinster aunt,
they have drifted to the edge

of verandahs (300)

The last stanza includes references to London sites, which “fade like
hammock cushions from the sun.” As well as in Jean Rhys’s novel, the subject of the
poem focuses on West Indian lifestyle. It also talks about the relationship of the
people living in the Caribbean to British historical and cultural symbols such as the
Thames, the Parliament or London Bridge. The poem ends with a reference to
women’s hands, which is a hint at the invisible hard work women of all colours have
to do to create the surprising “grace” that cultural hybridity is:

There are logs Wrinkled like the hand of an old woman Who wrote with a fine
courtesy to that world When grace was common as malaria, When the gas lanterns’
hiss on the verandah Drew the aunts out like moths Doomed to be pressed in a book,
to fall Into the brown oblivion of an album, Embroiderers of silence For whom the
arches of the Thames, Parliament’s needles, And the petit-point reflections of

140



University of Bucharest Review «6 Vol. VI/2016, no. 2 (new series)

Cultural Representations of the City

London Bridge Fade like the hammock cushions from the sun, Where one night A
child stares at the windless candle flame From the corner of a lion-footed couch At
the erect white light, Her right hand married to Jane Eyre Foreseeing that her own
white wedding dress Will be white paper. (301-2)

Concerned with the relationship between self and place, the post-colonial
author focuses on those sites and boundaries that can explain the history of
creolization in the Caribbean. One of them, mentioned twice in the poem, is the
“verandah,” to which people “drift” or are “drawn” and where those who live in the
house usually speak with those who come from other places. The verandah is a site
of exchange and transformation: “their jungle turned tea-brown.” Nobody leaves
unchanged once they have spent time there, between the private and the public
territories. It is a chronotope marked by transience, a Paradise in which the scene of
Adam and Eve and the serpent is in progress, a place where incidents are usually not
recorded because they are part of the routine, and a dimension in which ignorance
and neglect slowly turn into awareness, as the following comparison suggests: “like
moths / Doomed to be pressed in a book, to fall / Into the brown oblivion of an
album.” In a similar way and drawing on David Malouf’s work, Bill Ashcroft (2002)
highlighted and explained the meaning of verandahs for the development of the
postcolonial discourse:

In post-colonial discourse the body, place, language, the house of being itself are all
‘verandhas’. That is, they are a process in which the marginal, the excess, is
becoming the actual. The verandah is not the surplus of the building but the excess
which redefines the building itself. The verandah is that penumbral space in which
articulation takes form, where representation is contested, where language is
supplemented. The post-colonial lives on the verandah because this is the space
where the provisionality of language and the reality of experience can coincide. (42)

Midsummer (1984) is a collection of fifty four poems (Walcott was fifty four
when he wrote them), in which the poet continues to explore how Caribbean and
European traditions have influenced each other to produce new identities. In his
journeys back and forth, he weaves familiar and unfamiliar subjectivities, with the
purpose of creating a middle ground, a bare sense of place rich in hybrid scenes. For
the purpose of this article, poems IV and XXIII are particularly relevant, as they
specifically approach a series of symbols of the British culture.

For example, poem /V depicts Port of Spain, the capital of Trinidad-Tobago,
as a multicultural site, “piratical in diverseness”: its toponym sounds European and
the name of Mr. Kurtz is a reference to Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad; the
majority of people are of African descent as the city turns “more African hourly,”
some of them are Muslim and others are Hindu; “the plate-glass fronts / of the
Holiday Inn” allude to American business etc. The two lines and the dash at the
middle of the poem, “Stay on the right bank in the imperial dream— / the Thames,
not the Congo,” suggest the difficulty of choosing between two or more parts of a
hybrid and warns against the risks of essentialism:
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This Spanish port, piratical in diverseness, with its one-eyed lighthouse, this
damned sea of noise, this ochre harbor, mantled by its own scum, offers, from white
wrought-iron balconies, the nineteenth-century view. You can watch it become
more African hourly—crusted roofs, hot as skillets peppered with cries; between
fast-fry wagons, floating seraphic Muslims cannot make it hush. By the pitch of
noon, the one thing wanting is a paddle-wheeler with its rusty parrot’s scream,
whistling in to be warped, and Mr. Kurtz on the landing. Stay on the right bank in
the imperial dream— the Thames, not the Congo. From the small-island masts of
the schooner basin to the plate-glass fronts of the Holiday Inn is one step, and from
need to greed through the river of clogged, circling traffic is a few steps more. The
world had no time to change to a doorman’s braid from the loincloths of Africa. So,
when the stores draw their blinds, like an empire’s ending, and the banks fade like
the peaks of the Hindu Kush, a cloaked wind, bent like a scavenger, rakes the trash
in the gutters. It is hard not to see the past’s vision of lampposts branching over
streets of bush, the plazas cracked by the jungle’s furious seed. (334)

The elliptical dash conceals not only the question “which is the right bank?”
It also represents the long-standing relationship between Europe and Africa through
the Mediterranean Sea. In the second part of the poem the author offers a motivation
for his reluctance to choose one or another. When he laments for the excessive
consumerism caused by local tourism and is aware that “the world had no time to
change / to a doorman’s braid from the loincloths of Africa,” the poet subtly warns
that change does not always occur as one wishes: some seek profit in the muddy
waters of change, while others get confused. In addition, the poem is a sensitive
critique of multiculturalism: the “cloaked wind, bent like a scavenger” alludes to the
disparities that some cultural politics hide, to the cultural residue that racially and
ethnically hybrid societies sometimes undergo. The wind, as a spirit of change the
poet identifies with, animates those who want to better understand revisions,
transitions, innovation etc. The “nineteenth-century view” and “the past’s / vision of
lampposts branching over streets of bush” remind us that past mentalities may still
linger today, they sometimes triumph over newer tendencies and it should not be a
surprise when they clash with the spirit of “the jungle’s furious seed,” a metaphor
for the power of nature versus the power of civilization.

If in the poem IV the speaking voice hides behind a generic “you,” a few
personifications and several impersonal descriptions, the poem XX/II from the same
collection is more direct. It is a personal meditation on changing times and the need
to adapt to new conditions, everything on the background of the racial strife in
Brixton, in the 1980s. Brixton, a London neighbourhood, is the site of a large
multicultural African and Caribbean community, descendants of the Windrush
generation of immigrants to the United Kingdom. In 1981, it was the scene of racial
riots caused by deep social and economic problems. The intervention of the
Metropolitan Police was aimed at reducing street crime, but it produced intense
indignation among the black residents: almost 5000 people were involved in the riot.
Moreover, the neighbourhood and its individuals were the subject of other violent
events in the 1980s and the 1990s. Walcott’s poem demonstrates an increased level
of awareness regarding the cultural changes of the British identity in the second part

142



University of Bucharest Review «6 Vol. VI/2016, no. 2 (new series)

Cultural Representations of the City

of the twentieth century and his choice of words denotes a synthetic view of the
postcolonial momentum:

With the stampeding hiss and scurry of green lemmings,
midsummer’s leaves race to extinction like the roar

of a Brixton riot tunnelled by water hoses;

they seethe toward autumn’s fire — it is in their nature,
being men as well as leaves, to die for the sun.

The leaf stems tug at their chains, the branches bending
like Boer cattle under Tory whips that drag every wagon
nearer to apartheid. And, for me, that closes

the child’s fairy tale of an antic England — fairy rings,
thatched cottages fenced with dog roses,

a green gale lifting the hair of Warwickshire.

I was there to add some color to the British theater.

“But the blacks can’t do Shakespeare, they have no experience.’
This was true. Their thick skulls bled with rancor

when the riot police and the skinheads exchanged quips
you could trace to the Sonnets, or the Moor’s eclipse.
Praise had bled my lines white of any more anger,

and snow had inducted me into white fellowships,

while Calibans howled down the barred streets of an empire
that began with Caedmon’s raceless dew, and is ending

in the alleys of Brixton, burning like Turner’s ships. (347)

1)

What starts with references to the natural world — the lemmings, the leaves,
water and fire — ends with sarcastic references to the arts, which reinforces the
connection, rather than the opposition, between nature and art. With this poem,
Walcott reworks his own image of England: the past idyllic representation of the
peaceful country life that he learned about in his childhood contrasts with the present
metropolitan violence and hatred. He invokes artistic symbols — Shakespeare’s
characters, the poetry of Caedmon (the oldest English poet) and Turner’s paintings —
to poetically document historical metamorphosis in a similar way that his
predecessors did. Consequently, the Brixton area of London becomes a new centre,
as the indirect object “for me” placed at the heart of the poem suggests.

In his most important work set in the Caribbean, the epic poem Omeros,
Walcott integrates his view on the Euro-American influences in the region. When
analysing Book Five, which includes substantial references to places such as Lisbon,
London, Dublin and the Mediterranean Sea, the American researcher Robert D.
Hamner (1997) wrote: “In keeping with those critics who question the inclusion of
Euro-American scenes in what is ostensibly a West Indian epic, I must agree that
these scenes disrupt the general texture of the narrative.” (106) In his review of
Chapter XXXVIII, which is a focus on London, Hamner carefully interprets the
meaning of such disruptions. What follows is an attempt to offer a supplementary
reading of the same chapter.

In Chapter XXXVIII, London is described as the site where Omeros — a
contemporary Homer — is coming up from the underbelly of the city at Charing
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Cross, which has been seen as the centre of the city since the second half of the 18th
century:

In scorched summer light, from the circle of Charing Cross,
he arose with the Underground’s grit and its embers of sparrows
in a bargeman’s black greatcoat, clutching in one scrofulous

claw his brown paper manuscript. The nose, like a pharo’s,
bulbed from his cragged face, and the beard under it was
foam that exploded into the spray burst of eyebrows. (193)

In the 19th century, Charing Cross was very often used as a point of
reference to define the geographical scope of the city. Only in 1965, when Greater
London was officially created, the place started to become somehow neglected as
the exact centre and other points in the city have been referred to as the centre of
London. As the first two lines above suggest, Walcott juxtaposes this historical
symbol with a modern symbol of London: the Underground. Moreover, by
mentioning the bargeman, the author alludes to the Thames and to all the seas and
the oceans to which it is connected, back to the Caribbean and the slave trade. The
local Homer, named Seven Seas, is associated with the idiom ‘to sail the seven seas’,
which has meant different seas throughout history, beginning with Hymn 8 by
Sumerian Enheduanna to the goddess Inanna from 2300 BC. After the European
discovery of the American continent, it began to be used as a reference to the
world’s largest bodies of water: the Arctic Ocean, the Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean
Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea and the Pacific
Ocean. The various meanings of the ‘seven seas’ throughout history and in different
places demonstrates that culture is not static and flexibility is necessary for
successful adaptation.

Thenceforth, the reader is invited to follow the guiding spirit and ghostly
figure of Omeros, who is represented as part Homer, part homeless drifter, part
bargeman and part author’s persona. He carries a “turned-down” manuscript of the
Odyssey. He is also turned from the door of the church St. Martin-in-the-Fields by a
“raging sparrow.” However, Omeros is not a revolutionary as he does not fight back.
The author describes him as one who names ships — echoing the Iliad — and as a
silent presence, absorbing the unspoken pain, knowing the truth, the dark sides of
London, and wandering through the city, which “rustled with pride,” in contrast with
his humble position. This portrayal of Omeros reinforces the idea that the Homer of
history was dispossessed, an island hopper, remote from classical Greece, disabled,
undervalued and a member of the great unwashed or the hoi polloi, blind to history
as his West Indian people.

Moreover, Omeros is compared with “a heap of slag-coal,” which has
several implications. It may be a hint he might be black, but it is also an allusion to
the once flourishing British coal industry and to the ocean liners that came to St.
Lucia where West Indian women carried the baskets of coal up to the liner, as Derek
Walcott previously suggests in Book I, Chapter XII and Chapter XIII. In his
conversation with his dead father, the latter refers to the anguish of seeing those
women carrying the coal up to the liner, “high as the clouds.” Since slag is what
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remains when coal is burned, Omeros’s appearance in London as a drifter conveys
his low status as someone who wears the pain of all dispossessed mortals like a heap
of slag-coal. Wearing “a bargeman’s black greatcoat,” Omeros is dressed not like a
gentleman or a businessman in the city, but like one of the oppressed. This is
significant because it reflects Walcott’s balanced view on London and the tension
between the cultural upper city and its dark underside, as well as the life of the
modern slaves, who work and suffer to support edifices of power.

In the second section of Chapter XXXVIII, the silent Omeros wanders
through the city, more like a foreign tourist or at least an immigrant than like a
bargeman, and reads the non-verbal, symbolic text that the landscape offers: “He
mutters its fluent alphabet, the peaked A of a spire, / the half-vowels of bridges,
down to the crumpled Z / of his overcoat draping a bench in midsummer’s fire.”
(195) The city is personified and described as an old horse, which contrasts
significantly with the idea of a powerful metropolis, where important decisions are
made: “He saw London gliding with the Thames around its neck / like a barge which
an old brown horse draws up a canal / if its yoke is Time.” (195)

Omeros is not interested in “the grit in the stone lions’ / eyes” and does not
look only at “somnolent sphinxes,” symbols of the imperial project. Modern London
is dynamic, buzzing with life and dialogue, contradictions and challenges, as:

the shadows keep multiplying from the Outer
Provinces, their dialects light as the ginkgo’s leaf, their
fingers plucking their saris as wind picks at water,

and the statues raising objections. (195-6)

What Omeros is most interested in is understanding the nature of the
imperial power, as the following line suggests, “the wash of war navies settles in the
bargeman’s eyes,” which seems an attempt to compress the war time and space in
human consciousness. The resulting chronotope involves politics and nature,
traditions and their transformation, distance and proximity, as the subsequent stanza
shows:

A statue swims upside down, one hand in response
to a question raised in the House, and applause rises
from the clapping Thames, from benches in the leaves. (196)

In this way, by using a subtle carnivalesque discourse and the guidance of a
ghostly Omeros, Walcott challenges binary oppositions such as centre/margin and
culture/nature. This is one important aspect of Derek Walcott’s complicated love: he
is aware of the light and dark of the city, but he identifies ultimately with the
dispossessed, with the human slag heaps.

In the third part of Chapter XXXVIII Walcott takes over the main role to
express his mission and message in a list of thought-provoking questions and
answers. In this section, pronouns such as “us” and “our” sneak into the language,
showing that Walcott identifies not only with cultured Londoners. His replies are
slant, aiming at the truth by way of metaphors and other figures of speech. For
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example, “Who decrees a great epoch? The meridian of Greenwich.” or “Who
defines our delight? St Martin-in-the-Fields.” or “Who screams out our price? The
crows of the Corn Exchange.” In some cases, even the very act of asking the
question offers an answer to that question. For instance, “Where is the alchemical
corn and the light it yields?” or “Where, in which stones of the Abbey, are incised
our names?” or “Within whose palatable vault / will echo the Saints’ litany of our
island people?”

Later in the poem, London is mentioned one more time when Omeros and
the author have a conversation while climbing a mountain, the mountain of truth and
beauty, an echo of Mount Olympus. They meet like old friends in the middle of
nature:

“I saw you in London,” I said, “sunning on the steps
of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, your dog-eared manuscript
clutched to your heaving chest. The queues at the bus-stops

smiled at your seaman’s shuffle, and a curate kicked
you until you waddled down to the summery Thames.”
“That’s because I’'m a heathen. They don’t know my age.

Even the nightingales have forgotten their names.
The goat declines, head down, with these rocks for a stage
bare of tragedy. The Aegean’s chimera

is a camera, you get my drift, a drifter

is the hero of my book.”

“I never read it,”

I said. “Not all the way through.” (282-283)

The representation of London as a site of memory, marking the tension
between colonial and postcolonial power, can thus be further explored through the
relationship between the two authors: on the one hand, Homer, as an exponent of the
European tradition, with a focus on the Mediterranean Sea; on the other hand,
Omeros, who looks like old Homer but not quite. Their dialogue captures the
moment of a power transfer and heightens the postmodernist composite nature of the
place where their exchange occurs.

Built on an essentially hybrid conception of space and time, the myth of
Omeros echoes modernist approaches to mythology, employed by T. S. Eliot in The
Waste Land or by James Joyce in Ulysses, but Derek Walott has made a huge step
further because he distances himself from the Homeric material and structure,
although poetically he gives a nod to T. S. Eliot, for example, by mentioning the Isle
of Dogs, the Margate Sands and lines like “as a gliding fog hides the empires:
London, Rome, Greece.” Walcott uses myth not to reorder the contemporary chaos
or as a stable scaffold or frame, as in James Joyce’s case. Instead, he uses a wide
range of stylistic devices, several narrative threads and dramatic episodes involving
people living in the Caribbean, which qualify Omeros as an epic poem. What is
clearly retained are the abstract mythological charge, needed to tell an excellent
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story, and the strategy meant to cast another light on contemporary reality, which
absorbs racial, ethnic and ecological conflicts into numerous figures of speech.

In Tiepolo’s Hound (2000), Walcott sets out on a new journey about
identity, place and time and the difficulties of reading history and empire through
narratives based on memory. The long poem about the impressionist Camille Pissaro
(a Sephardic Jew from St. Thomas) is for Walcott an occasion to explore his own
artistic and creative quest, his love of painting and its relationship with poetry.
Given that Pissaro left the Caribbean to study art in a European city renowned for its
culture, this poetry collection questions the idea of Paris as a centre: Did Pissaro
abandon his native island? Did he betray its culture? Was he an exile? Was his
journey a return to European values? What novelties did he bring with him? The
same questions can be formulated today about Walcott, with the difference that the
poet has always felt significantly more attached to the Caribbean lifestyle and ethos,
light and colours, natural environment and culture.

In Book One, II, 2, the poet mentions the figure of his father. Although he
never met him, his compositions inspired him to take up painting at an early age. His
father’s sketches after The Gleaners by Millet or The Fighting Téméraire by J. M.
W. Turner stimulated Walcott to reflect on the meaning of art: “the gathering blow /
of a storm with tossing gulls, more than a learner’s / skill in them, more than
mimicry, a gift.” (470) In fact, he challenges the idea that the colonized simply
mimic the more established tradition of the colonizer. By using a form of loose
intersemiotic translation, he absorbs European artistic emblems into poetry via
palimpsest techniques rooted in the hybrid culture of the Caribbean. This type of
symbolic absorption takes the more fluid pattern of transnational mental
configurations that mix elements rooted in various places. Walcott’s portrayal of his
father, who worked as a clerk in St. Lucia, continues with cultural allusions to his
British ancestry:

But a ticking clerk in a colonial government,

his time stopped at the wharf where seagulls lift
and pick at a liner’s wake in argument.

There nodding schooners confirmed their names
in oily water, in their Sabbath mooring,

but just as real were etchings of the Thames
by Whistler, coal docks and gulls soaring.

Cross-hatching strokes, and Battersea dividing,
and joining by division, the smoky Thames,

the same bronze stallion, its ringleted king riding,
the barges sliding where the broken water flames. (470)

These lines suggest that in the same way the poet knew his father from his
paintings and sketches, he first knew the Thames from maps, paintings and
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drawings, literature and other indirect representations. The sense of detachment
many critics and readers have noticed in Walcott’s poetry can thus be interpreted as
a modality of coming to terms with an essential loss that marked his destiny from the
beginning: the absence of his father.

In 1870, Camille Pissaro left France for London because of the Franco-
Prussian War. Together with Claude Monet, he visited museums and studied the art
of landscape, especially the paintings of English Romanticists John Constable or J.
M. W. Turner. At the beginning of Book Three, XII, Walcott imagines London as a
site that can offer protection for artists:

He and his family escaped to London
along with Monet. Sunsets bled in the Thames

and fog erased its monuments, then the sun
dazzled the Houses of Parliament, drying great elms. (98)

The verbs in past simple “bled,” “erased,” “dazzled” and the gerund
“drying” absorb the violence of war into harmless metaphors that subtly reiterate the
Caribbean way of mixing traditions following a more flexible logic. Intended to
describe the friendship between the two painters, the play on words in the second
line below — “They grew close to enclosing London” — is a roundabout reference to
the usefulness of enclosed sites: in this case, the art museums. The line also alludes
to the history of slavery in the Caribbean and in the United States, to how closed
social structures such as plantations can influence the evolution of its members.
According to French cultural theorist Edouard Glissant (1990), the plantation is the
place where “multilingualism, that threatened dimension of our universe, can be
observed,” where “the meeting of cultures is most clearly and directly observable”
and where “we are able to discover a few of the formational laws of the cultural
méttisage that concerns us all.” (74) In spite of the general rejection of slavery as an
outlawed system, Walcott highlights one good side of enclosed regimes: they can
bring people together and may contribute to the development of a more spiritual
bond:

He and Monet toured the museums together.
They grew close in enclosing London, their exile

shared a delight in two masters of weather
who earned a reckless confidence of style,

one, flare and mist and haze, of living air,
no mastery too great to be a learner,

they stood before The Fighting Téméraire,
silver-leaved Constables and twilight’s Turner.

Triangulation: in his drawing room
my father copies The Fighting Téméraire.
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He and Monet admire the radiant doom
of the original; all three men revere

the crusted barge, its funnel bannering fire,
its torch guiding the great three-master on

to sink in the infernal asphalt of an empire
turning more spectral, like the mastodon.

They both had horror of the beautiful;
Monet obscured the stately Parliament Houses,

while he lacked signature, all he did was fill,
in foul or fair light, the views that were Pontoise’s. (98)

Thus, London is depicted as a city that can bring artists together, a cultural
hub where art galleries function as catalysts for the development of new approaches
to reality. The idea of ‘triangulation’ — a geometric term used in surveying and
navigation — hints at a third site of memory or point of reference, less known and
devoid of historic monuments, but essential: neither Paris nor London, but a small
island in the Caribbean, where the remains of the poet’s father are. This technique,
which can be called poetic triangulation, an allusion to the triangular Atlantic slave
trade from the 15th to the 19th centuries, allows Walcott to clarify that what “all
three men” admired — Romantic landscapes — does not match the reality of “the
infernal asphalt.” “They both had horror of the beautiful” is an ironic statement that
questions the aesthetic and the ethical meanings of the “beautiful”: the fading
grandiosity of the Houses of Parliament is set in contrast with The Boulevard de
Pontoise from Argenteuil, a painting by Claude Monet. The same triangular
aesthetics is also evident in what the poet said at a conference on the relationship
between poetry and art, which resulted in The Dual Muse, a collection of poetry and
talks edited by Lorin Cuoco (1999): “I think when we look at paintings that do not
attempt to mimic the page, but make something more than just calligraphy, there is
an echo that goes with that painting.” (39)

The poem “A London Afternoon” from White Egrets is as autobiographical
as the first poem included in this essay, since it focuses on the poet’s place in the
world. However, in contrast with “Hic Jacet,” in which the speaking voice identifies
with the Caribbean dead, the voice in the latter represents a more detached yet
present identity. The two stanzas of the poem represent two self-portrayals on the
dynamic backdrop of contemporary London, a whirlpool of changes in which the
poet feels “welcomed, but not absorbed,” half friendly and half aloof. The place
where this particular passage is located in the poem — at the middle of the first stanza
— constitutes a volta or a turning point which speaks, however, of the position the
poet feels he occupies: he may be a man among others in multicultural London, but
he places himself at the centre of his art, at the heart of the stanza itself, as the “you”
in the seventh line visually implies. In contrast with the indirect object “for me”
from the previously mentioned poem IV from Midsummer, the subject “you” reveals
here a disjunction between the poetic persona and the citizen:
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Afternoon. Durrants. Either the lift (elevator), with shudder and rattle, its
parenthesis, or the brown bar with its glum, punctual waiter and his whatever
accent; biscuits and cheeses with hot, broadening tea with blessing friends. Summer
London outside, guests, porter, taxis, the consoling clichés you have come back for,
welcomed, but not absorbed, the little ecstasies of recognition of home, almost, in
the polite roar of traffic towards dusk; here are all the props, the elaborate
breakfasts, kippers, sporting prints, the ornate lettering on the smallest shops, the
morning papers and the sense of permanence under every phrase. This is where it
must start: hereditary in each boy (or chap), the stain that spreads invisibly from the
heart, like the red of Empire in a schoolroom’s map. (588)

The reason for his detachment is revealed more clearly in the second stanza,
in which he contrasts present day London and England with the imagined England
of his childhood, “that England on each page / of my fifth-form anthology,” the
Renaissance England of Sir Thomas Wyatt, Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey and poet
and translator George Peele or the eighteen century rural England of landscape
painter John Constable and poet John Clare:

What have these narrow streets, begrimed with age and greasy with tradition, their
knobbly names, their pizza joints, their betting shops, that black garage, the ping
and rattle of mesmerizing games on slot machines, to do with that England on each
page of my fifth-form anthology, now that my mind’s an ageing sea remembering
its lines, the scent and symmetry of Wyatt, Surrey? Spring grass and roiling clouds
dapple a county with lines like a rutted road stuck in the memory of a skylark’s
unheard song, a bounty pungent as clover, the creak of a country cart in Constable
or John Clare. Words clear the page like a burst of sparrows over a hedge, “but
though from court to cottage he depart, his saint is sure of his unspotted heart” and
the scent of petrol. Why do these lines lie like barred sunlight on the lawn to cage
the strutting dove? My passing image in the shops, the signs. (588)

A similar contrast is revealed by juxtaposing “the stain that spreads invisibly
from the heart, / like the red of Empire in a schoolroom’s map” and the enumeration
of “pizza joints,” “betting shops” or “the ping and rattle of mesmerizing games / on
slot machines,” so different from what he studied in school in the Caribbean and
more popular nowadays. Walcott defends the rural and the closeness to nature, but
he does not do it in absolute terms, as he always uses a counterpoint technique, to
capture the inherent tension between the metropolitan and the pastoral. He defends
the tradition of English literature when he quotes the two lines from George Peele’s
poem, set in contrast with “the scent of petrol.” The contrast at the end reinforces the
ghostly figure of the author, as shown in Omeros earlier, whose mission is to
describe and capture the Zeitgeist of the second half of the twentieth century in
terms of race and ethnicity and to tenderly condemn its defects, while skillfully
supporting its enduring values: “Why do these lines / lie like barred sunlight on the
lawn to cage / the strutting dove? My passing image in the shops, the signs.”

In conclusion, Derek Walcott’s love for London is complicated in the sense
that it is far from enthusiastic. It is rather discreet and insightful, simultaneously
sensible and sensitive, conveying an endless sense of freedom, in spite of the painful
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transformative postcolonial momentum of the second half of the twentieth century.
From a psychoanalytical perspective, his usually masculine representations of and
references to London, its sights and culture, and his representations of British culture
at large can be interpreted as a long journey on the paternal line of his genealogy.
The prospect of having symbolically died early in the Caribbean, “the dark child on
the parapets / of Europe,” his own memories, the ghost-like figure of Homer as
Omeros, the memory of his male ancestors and of famous European painters and
writers — all these have contributed to the cultural and spiritual reconstruction of a
masculine identity that was lost or at least dissipated through the colonial project.

Walcott’s poems show that multiculturalism is not born at the centre of
empires. More often than not, it starts at its margins. A multicultural, cosmopolitan
city is the result of centuries of conflict, love and death. If nowadays children are
often born into multicultural societies, the contemporary man must study how this
type of society has taken shape and learn about the historical details that have led to
cultural variety. Otherwise, if cultural hybridity is taken for granted, we risk
perpetuating xenophobic, homophobic and racist tendencies. Well-written, rigorous,
aesthetically beautiful and people-oriented poetry can sometimes help understanding
both individual and collective struggles.
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