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Abstract 

Rooted in the movement of disparate peoples and cultures around the globe, both European colonisation and the trans-Atlantic slave trade it engendered were infused from the outset by a complex web of competing nostalgias. Colonisers and colonised alike held idealised conceptions of home, which were employed to varying effect in the new lands, shifting and revising as time went by. This variety of nostalgic affiliations led to scenarios where those we might least expect grew to use the nostalgic terminologies of other, seemingly opposing groups. The Caribbean author Paule Marshall makes this proliferation of nostalgic modes clear. The subversive, reflective nostalgia she ultimately champions in her novel The Chosen Place, The Timeless People (1969) exposes the political resonances of the seemingly personal desire for home, connecting with wider debates about the utility of nostalgia within postcolonial studies.
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Historically, many different peoples have converged upon the islands of the Caribbean region: white colonisers, African slaves, Indian indentured labourers, Syrian and Chinese traders, Jews from the Iberian Peninsula and more. All, in various ways, carried with them the imprint of their homelands for, as Rosemary George has asserted, the idea of home ‘acts as an ideological determinant of the subject’ and is far from easily discarded when a new domicile is either sought or forcibly brought about (George, 1999: 2). Contrasting nostalgias were therefore at play in the very formation of the region, with diverse ideas of home still in evidence today across both the culture and literature of the Caribbean.

     The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw many of the region’s white population not only gain comfort from their recollections of the motherland but also, in celebrating a golden European past, find the means to denigrate an ‘unworthy’ present. This neat nostalgic manoeuvre masked the truths of colonialism under a paternalistic discourse of Enlightenment principles and civilisation. In apparent contradiction, others grew deeply attached to the areas they colonised, an effect described by Renato Rosaldo as ‘a particular kind of nostalgia, often found under imperialism, where people mourn the passing of what they themselves have transformed’ (Rosaldo, 1993: 69). This stance problematically positions the coloniser as innocent bystander swept up by the progressive tides of his own endeavour. In turn, as the upheavals of the twentieth century – the 1930s labour riots, the Second World War, formal decolonisation – radically transformed Caribbean society, a nostalgia for the heyday of the plantation appeared in some quarters, providing imaginative compensation for those members of the elite threatened by the breaking down of old hierarchies. The post-war author John Hearne, for example, offers a character who thinks, ‘nobody had been able to make anything so efficient, so beautiful, and so enduring’ as the plantation estate (Hearne, 1957: 147).

     Nostalgia was also more explicitly harnessed to the pragmatic needs of the colonisers as, following full Emancipation in 1838, education and religion became important tools through which colonial subjects could be endowed, in theory at least, with respect for the past glories and authority of the motherland. Articulating the voices of poor, rural blacks, George Lamming’s seminal novel, In The Castle of My Skin (1953), set in the 1930s, reveals this retrogressive drive from above, as his narrator details the school celebration of Empire Day: ‘there were small flags and big flags, round flags and square flags … flags that wore the faces of kings and princes, ships, thrones and empires’ (Lamming, 1970: 32). This promulgation of nostalgic yearning for the never-seen mother country was resisted in various ways by the population, with the damaging effects of colonial education proving a common trope within Caribbean literature. The irony of such teaching, however, was that it often invoked an England in reality long gone, a charge equally applicable to the idealisation of Africa, which emerged as an antidote to colonial indoctrination. First expressed in the ‘Back-to-Africa’ movement of the nineteenth century and epitomised by famed black nationalist, Marcus Garvey – who gained mass support for his claim that ‘Africa is the legitimate, moral and righteous home of all Negroes’ (Garvey, 2004: 165) – these sentiments lived on in the twentieth with the Rastafari religion, négritude writers such as Léopold Senghor and Aimé Césaire, and the Black Power campaigns of the 1960s and 70s. This form of thinking romanticised an equally glorious, though this time black, heritage celebrating the purported values of the lost, African homeland. More negatively, however, it perpetuated certain essentialist stereotypes inherent to colonialism itself, also excluding the many non-African peoples of the Caribbean.1 

     Locating those Anglophone writers, Paule Marshall included, who succeeded in writing the region onto the international literary stage in the post-war era it becomes apparent that they too illustrate the importance of nostalgia in Caribbean literature, for the majority were in fact based outside of the region throughout their writing lives. Vividly recreating their homelands from locations such as Chiswick, Wiltshire or New York (in Marshall’s case), they voiced in turn a whole new train of nostalgic longing for that which had been left behind. As John J. Su neatly summarises, ‘the rise of Caribbean literature requires identification with a land whose very existence as a conceptual category is constituted nostalgically’ (Su, 2005: 54). Su’s words here warn us not only that the content of such fiction is likely to deal in questions of nostalgia, but that the texts themselves are the result of a nostalgic endeavour.2 
     In addressing Paule Marshall’s novel The Chosen Place, The Timeless People (1969) – a book alert to a wide range of nostalgic responses – I want to suggest that the ideas of Svetlana Boym and Janelle Wilson are pertinent, as both acknowledge the productive possibilities of nostalgic longing. Boym distinguishes between two kinds of nostalgia, the reflective and the restorative, describing reflective nostalgia as delaying any ‘homecoming – wistfully, ironically, desperately’ and championing the way it ‘dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging … [and] does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity’ (Boym, 2001: xviii). Although Boym does not deal expressly with the postcolonial world, this recognition of the ‘ambivalence’ and ‘contradictions’ of nostalgia proves particularly relevant to the Caribbean, a region where any turn towards the past cannot avoid negotiating the painful histories of slavery, indentured labour and colonial oppression. Likewise, Wilson’s emphasis upon the role of nostalgia in constituting identity connects with postcolonial theory’s interest in questions of selfhood, as she argues that acts of remembrance and nostalgia can ‘facilitate the kind of coherence, consistency, and sense of identity that each of us so desperately needs’. Wilson also suggests that looking back to alternate histories provides a ‘sanctuary of meaning’ from which to assess and face present issues anew and, more radically, that this resource can function as ‘a secure place of resistance’ -- terms that resonate with Marshall’s use of nostalgia in the novel (Wilson, 2005: 10, 8).

     Born in the United States to Barbadian parents, Paule Marshall insistently describes herself as both African-American and Caribbean. Initially praised in the 1960s as one of an emerging pool of talented black writers, the 1980s saw her work being reassessed and widely celebrated within the context of Caribbean women’s writing. Her novels consistently explore questions of cultural continuity for black peoples of the diaspora, emphasising the importance of reconciling with the past in order to live effectively in the present. Contemporary critics have frequently observed her interest in history, memory, and the relationship between the individual and their community, all recurring themes in discussions of nostalgia. Yet only Supriya Nair (1995) and John J. Su (2005) have, to date, placed Marshall’s work within a nostalgic framing – the former in relation to just one, earlier book, Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959) and the latter within a larger study dealing with a range of other authors – this perhaps being a reflection of the fact that questions of roots and cultural inheritance are still very much current issues within Caribbean literary criticism. 

     Written in 1969, The Chosen Place, The Timeless People appeared just as many Caribbean nations were gaining formal independence, and is consciously engaged with that history of de-colonization: it speaks directly to questions of nation-building in a postcolonial world. Bringing a fictitious English-speaking island to life, the novel addresses nostalgia in relation to two different communities. First, the post-independence islanders, for whom Marshall demonstrates the hazards of unthinkingly adopting colonial-era nostalgia for the mother country, before then offering her own model of subversive nostalgic thinking. This model is slow and thoughtful, acknowledging the lost dreams of another time without directly wishing to return to or relive that history. It explores how communities can create a self-determined and productive nostalgia out of a difficult history, ascribing a positive value to nostalgia in the process. Secondly, Marshall looks to the descendants of the colonisers and the expatriate community. She cautions against kitsch, or depoliticised, nostalgia for empire and its objects and highlights the continuing existence of imperial tropes within present day thought. Ultimately, I argue that Marshall posits nostalgic thinking as a critical tool for the independence era. 
     The novel concentrates on one particular geographical area of her fictitious island, rural Bournehills, whose people welcome an American research team into their midst, headed by the culturally sensitive, Jewish ethnographer Saul. From the very start, Bournehills is presented as an anomaly to the rest of the island, seemingly inhabiting a very different time and space. In contrast to the neatly ordered fields and town, the area is contained by inaccessible hills that look like the ‘deformed spinal column of some huge fossil’, whilst the village itself appears as a ‘ruined amphitheater’ (Marshall, 1992: 13, 14). These terms playfully evoke European civilisation myths but also show some correspondence with what Anne McClintock has described as the imperial tendency to relegate ‘primitive’ peoples to ‘panoptical time and anachronistic space’ in order to facilitate their status as ‘other’ (McClintock, 1995: 16). This is compounded when Saul’s privileged and overbearing wife Harriet expresses comparable sentiments, having ‘the sensation of being borne backward in time rather than forward in space’ as they fly into the island (Marshall, 1992: 21).

     Any such tendency is swiftly lampooned by Marshall, however, as she turns a satirical eye upon the island’s black, urban elite who demonstrate a markedly similar perspective, appearing to have fully imbibed colonial teachings as to the island’s worth and history. Determined to profit from the presence of the research team, these eminent figures insist on providing an appropriate evening’s entertainment as welcome, during which they characterise Bournehills as remote, backward and resistant to change. Their greatest disgust is reserved for the actions of residents at Carnival, an event that immediately takes on symbolic significance within the text. Across Caribbean literature and criticism, carnival has often been celebrated as a symbol of potential resistance and freedom of expression. The opposition shown by these men to the Bournehills parade therefore allies them, symbolically at least, with the colonial administration. Derisively viewing their celebration as mere entertainment for tourists, they describe how:

Those people from the hills do the same masque about some blasted slave revolt that took place down there long ago. It was all very well for a time. A bit of history, you know … But it’s become too much … it’s beginning to embarrass those of our visitors who come. (Marshall, 1992: 59) 

The palatable kind of history they allude to here is clarified later, when Marshall describes those ‘rich expatriates we’ve got round the place who love collecting stuff from the old estate houses on the island’ or who, upon driving a car that ‘belonged to the last English governor’ think they’ll ‘feel like him riding round in it’ (Marshall, 1992: 463). Glossing over any historical complicity in the economic subjugation of the island, this debased nostalgia constitutes ‘an abdication of personal responsibility’ on the part of such visitors (Boym, 2001: xiv). With the benefit of hindsight, we can see the novel as detailing the emergence of those neo-colonial relations later to characterise the region, with ‘rich expatriates’ all too easily aping the colonial dynamics of days gone by.
     Returning to Marshall’s black elite, she de-legitimises their behaviour by emphasising the full extent to which their desires correspond with those of the rich outsiders. Pretentiously drinking whisky rather than native rum, the men unanimously sport the appearance of a ‘slightly outmoded, upper-class Victorian gentleman of the turn of the century’ with their host, the one-time left-wing idealist Lyle, now described as ‘even more uncompromisingly British … he had more than perfected the poised, almost courtly manner’ (Marshall, 1992: 53, 60). Their nostalgia is both for an England of days gone by and for the very customs of plantation life designed to perpetuate and preserve that idealised home, customs that perversely, were funded by the labour of their own ancestors. In adopting such habits, they epitomise Boym’s assertion that certain forms of nostalgia constitute a ‘romance with one’s own fantasy’, the fantasy in this case being focused upon the exercise of power (Boym, 2001: xiii). 

     Although similar, then, the nostalgia displayed by these black men is not quite the same as its debased counterpart within the ‘rich expatriate’ community. For here it can be seen as a strategic intervention, the apparently successful operating tactic of a select few. The host, Lyle vouches for its efficacy as he states ‘I live good, man’ (Marshall, 1992: 203). Yet despite this claim to material success, the novel makes clear that there is a price to pay, with Lyle experiencing ‘the dull ache of some loss and betrayal of which he was never free’ (Marshall, 1992: 213). His nostalgia ultimately serves to perpetuate existing power relations, as his old friend Merle makes clear when she condemns Lyle and his government allies for their new, island-wide development plan: ‘it’s no different now than when they were around here, selling us for thirty pounds sterling. Not really. Not when you look deep’ (Marshall, 1992: 210). The only seeming change, we realise, is in the skin colour of those inhabiting the master’s role, as indicated when Lyle settles back ‘in his planter’s chair’ to reveal the details of his vision for the island (Marshall, 1992: 206).

     Marshall’s references to the Victorian period here are further contextualised by the work of Belinda Edmondson. Her book Making Men (1999) explores the factors shaping the nationalist and literary traditions of the Anglophone Caribbean, arguing that ‘Englishness – Victorian Englishness, no less – is somehow important in the definition of what it means to be Caribbean’ (Edmondson 1999: 2). Extending this into the region’s literary output and tackling formative writers such as C. L. R. James, V. S. Naipaul and George Lamming, Edmondson contends that:

The terms of writing “West Indian” novels for the male writers of the pre- and post-independence English-speaking Caribbean are founded on the interpellated meanings of manhood and cultural authority that have been passed on to them from British intellectual discourse of the nineteenth century. (Edmondson, 1999: 5)
Further arguing that in much of this twentieth century writing, black women are figured as maternal and passive, she claims that for these men, the female tends to represent ‘both unrecoverable, nostalgic history associated with Africa (the land, the folk) and the tainted history of slavery that requires erasure’ (Edmondson, 1999: 117). The irony here is that in perpetuating such gendered formations, these authors obscure the nostalgic aspects of their own claims to cultural validity.

     Countering such representations and re-inscribing the black woman into both the nation and its literature, Edmondson suggests that a later generation of predominantly female, US-based authors – she names Paule Marshall, Michelle Cliff, and Jamaica Kincaid here3 – attempt to write a female-centred experience onto this literary heritage. Responding to the same Victorian paradigm as their male predecessors (albeit at one step removed) they also assert the revolutionary potential of the black woman, a move necessitating a keen awareness of the nostalgic imperatives at work in ideas of Caribbean nationhood and belonging. This helps us understand why Marshall, Cliff and Kincaid’s novels all repeatedly return to questions of nostalgia, with Jamaica Kincaid’s 1990 novel Lucy offering the strongest rejection of any automatic linkage between women and nostalgic longing. As Katherine Sugg makes clear, however, ‘although Kincaid’s discourse appears virulently anti-nostalgic, her narrative practice turns on its ability to keep affect alive in expressions that are deeply linked to nostalgia’ (Sugg, 2002: 157). Regardless of gender or generation, and whether rejecting or reworking accepted ideas of national belonging, nostalgia again appears a central concern of twentieth century Caribbean literature.

     Working against these nostalgias, Marshall’s description of the earthy and ritualistic Bournehills carnival symbolises an alternative, and productive, Caribbean vision. Notably gender inclusive, her procession is dependent on the participation of the whole of the small Bournehills community. Its subversive nature is signalled by the unsettling effect it creates in all those who come into contact with it (an effect already suggested by the discomfort of the island’s elite black men at its very mention). Proving a world away from the palatable ‘bit of history’ sustaining colonial-era nostalgias, it compels one particular townswoman to lament: ‘I can’t look … Oh God, what is it with them? ... Why must they come dragging into town every year in the same old rags, looking s’bad and embarrassing decent people with some old-time business everybody’s done forgot’. These terms directly echo those used by the island’s elite men in their condemnation of the carnival with this link made more obvious as she, like them, is connected with the island’s visitors. Wearing a ‘carnival hat … the kind usually sold to tourists’ she senses that the alternative nostalgia articulated by the Bournehills parade calls into question the legitimacy of any longing for the plantation past, particularly one that erases the painful histories of the island (Marshall, 1999: 283). 
     We first hear details of the slave revolt celebrated by the Bournehills carnival in a heated rum-shop argument between various luminaries of the community, where they dispute the actual timings of their hero Cuffee’s infamous stand against the British. Despite their passionate attachment to the subject, the discussion is also comic and irreverent. Cane-worker Ferguson, for example, demands of a detractor: 
What the bloody hell shit you know about it anyway? ... I’m the one after all who went down to the library in town and read the big book there … [you] who don’t know nothing besides cutting canes and keeping your wife belly full up! (Marshall, 1992: 122)
Aside from the humour of this interaction it is noteworthy that Marshall does not simplistically reject all the trappings of the Victorian era’s civilising mission, as both books and folk memory prove essential to the community’s nostalgic evocation of their hero. Such duality is also reflected in the way the argument is finally resolved with the ambiguous comment: ‘it’s hard to say for sure about something that happened so long ago. But one thing certain, old Cuffee held out to the end’ (Marshall, 1992: 123). Corresponding to Boym’s description of reflective nostalgia as ‘ironic, inconclusive and fragmentary’ (Boym, 2001: 50), this scene gestures towards the tenuous nature of seemingly accepted truths – even those connected to potentially positive processes – openly voicing the kind of doubts that a character like Lyle cannot allow.
     This determination by Cuffee to believe in the potential of another life right up until the end is exactly what is celebrated in Marshall’s vividly evoked Carnival parade. Forbidden from joining the official contest and greeted with anger and anxiety by the townspeople, the Bournehills community continues nonetheless, forming ‘as awesome a sight’ as their slave ancestors on the move (Marshall, 1992: 282). Silently and slowly, with heads bowed and feet dragging they process through the town, the only sound the regular clanging of metal bracelets on the arms of the women. Just as Marshall’s earlier description of their land confused the boundaries of time and space, so here their actual persons create a similar effect, as the actors ‘become those they were depicting, or had been them all along, so that every detail of that long march and stern exile (all the horror of it) was still with them’ (Marshall, 1992: 283). In Marshall’s hands, however, this process serves a very different purpose from those imperial distancing tactics alluded to earlier; she makes clear that their drama in fact allows the past to be activated in the island’s present, to ‘become’ within the shared physical space of carnival: 
So graphic were their movements … So authentic the perspiration pouring off them … it did seem the painted wooden shell of a hill was burning. The fake flames came suddenly alive … You could almost hear the musket fire over the shouts and see the puffs of white smoke each time one discharged. (Marshall, 1992: 285)

But we are left with the question that another carnival-goer helpfully asks on our behalf: ‘what’s the purpose behind it…?’ (Marshall, 1992: 283).

     Marshall provides an emphatic answer to this query when, as if united in response to a silent signal, the marchers look up and stare unnervingly into the crowd, insisting that the onlookers ‘acknowledge them … And not only acknowledge them, but love them and above all act in some bold, retributive way that would both rescue their memory and indemnify their suffering’, a call eventually heeded when, finally, after hours of marching, ‘the resistance of the crowd gave way … even those who had cursed the marchers and declared they should be barred from town found themselves swaying’ (Marshall, 1992: 283, 288). Coupled with her ironic and often playful tone, this focus on the present moment signals the complexity of Marshall’s nostalgic vision across the novel. More than simply a backwards-looking lament, she also avoids the hazard of glorifying a deeply traumatic period in Caribbean history. Instead, the nostalgia for the past demonstrated by the Bournehills community capitalises on the power of an earlier dream to demand a response in the now.

     In this, we see some parallel with the American scholar J. Dillon Brown’s assessment of the writing of another important Caribbean writer, Earl Lovelace. Brown describes Lovelace’s Salt (1997) as combining recognition of the shattered ideals of the past with ‘a resolute effort to continue to do them justice in the future’ (Dillon Brown, 2008: 53). Similar ideas are also visible in the work of John J. Su who looks at authors as diverse as V. S. Naipaul, Jean Rhys, Derek Walcott and Paule Marshall in order to formulate an argument for the connection between nostalgic fantasy and ethical vision in Caribbean literature. Asking ‘why so many Caribbean authors describe nostalgic fantasies that are so recognisably ideologically compromised’ because of their closeness to aspects of colonial thinking, he nonetheless emphasises the potential of nostalgia in the current neo-colonial circumstance (Su, 2005: 55). Countering the view of nostalgia as regressive or reactionary, he questions whether its narratives can in fact ‘offer a unique contribution … encouraging readers to perceive present social arrangements with respect to idealised images of what could have been’ (Su, 2005: 55). Cuffee’s rebellion proves just such an ‘idealised image’, with the Bournehills carnival demanding of the townspeople that they stop, reflect and assess where they now stand in relation to its example.

     Connecting with Janelle Wilson’s thinking, this nostalgic template is productive both because of its unifying power and its revolutionary potential. For, following the collapse of their resistance, we see the watching townspeople gradually become enthralled by the procession and the new conceptual space, the ‘sanctuary of meaning’, that it offers (Wilson, 2005: 10). En masse, they are swept up into the riotous Bournehills celebration, forming: 
A river made turbulent by the spring thaw and rising rapidly – a river that if heed wasn’t taken and provision made would soon burst the walls and levees built to contain it and rushing forth in one dark powerful wave bring everything in its path crashing down. (Marshall, 1992: 289-90)

This politically charged vision rests on a basis of shared nostalgia, with the ‘idealised image’ provided by Cuffee’s vision spurring the town on to remember their shared heritage, but also potentially to act upon it.

     In closing, I want finally to touch upon the conflicted response of the town in the face of the unsettled and unsettling nostalgia of the parade. Just why are they so resistant to the Bournehills message? Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, in their book Uncanny Australia (1998) argue for the uncanny aspects of postcolonial life, neatly returning us to the ‘home’ territory at the heart of nostalgic longing.4 They characterise ‘the uncanny’ as gaining its power from the very simultaneity of feeling at home and not at home at the same time. Whereas I have talked about differing modes of nostalgia, they focus upon ‘discourses of the sacred’ in relation to Aborginal claims to ancestral lands. They argue that when such discourses enter the public realm, an uncanny response is engendered: what was ‘ours’ has now also becomes ‘theirs’, inserting an uncomfortable yet also potentially productive fissure into the national self-imagining. 

     We can think of Marshall’s subversive celebration in similar terms. It makes visible the various, competing ‘discourses of nostalgia’ at play in the public realm, with history (rather than land) being in dispute. The Bournehills residents make an emphatic claim to the island’s history, one rendering the accepted version of events unfamiliar or uncanny: what was comfortably ‘our’ national narrative is also ‘theirs’. The black townspeople are therefore faced with the dilemma of how to celebrate an historic slave revolt at the same time as embracing progress, development and their attendant nostalgic narratives. They can no longer repress the part of themselves that shares the lineage of Cuffee’s dream, despite the fact that it does not fit neatly with those colonially inflected nostalgias fuelling the economic realities of the island. As a result, we see the carnival offering a space where the divisions of the postcolonial nation can be articulated and acknowledged, again indicating the potential value of nostalgic response. Although Marshall, like Kincaid, repudiates certain forms of nostalgia – the debased nostalgia shown by tourists or the strategic nostalgia of the emergent black elite, both ‘ideologically compromised’ because of their closeness to aspects of colonial thinking (Su, 2005: 55) – she nonetheless champions its potential benefits for an emergent postcolonial nation, offering a subversive and productive nostalgic template for the Caribbean.
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 Martiniquan philosopher, psychiatrist and revolutionary, Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) outlines both the appeal and the hazards of an essential black ‘home’, describing how: ‘from the opposite end of the white world a magical Negro culture was hailing me … I had rationalised the world and the world had rejected me on the basis of colour prejudice. Since no agreement was possible on the level of reason, I threw myself back toward unreason … I had chosen the method of regression, but the fact remained that it was an unfamiliar weapon; here I am at home; I am made of the irrational’ (Fanon: 2000, 123).

2 This is expressed by Marshall’s own position in relation to her writing of The Chosen Place, The Timeless People. Born in New York, Marshall did not visit the Caribbean until she was nine yet always ‘had a sense of a very distinct difference between home, which had to do with the West Indies, and this country which had to do with the United States. For a while it was a little confusing because to me home was Brooklyn’ (Pettis: 1991-2, 117). Based in the region for a number of months in order to research the novel, Marshall was writing of the nostalgia for a past from which she herself was one step removed.

3 These female authors all came to prominence in the 1980s and 1990s. I would, however, query this positioning of Marshall as a member of the ‘next’ generation, as her first novel, Brown Girl, Brownstones appeared in 1959, at the height of the postwar publishing ‘boom’ in Caribbean literature.

4 There are a number of critiques of this text, which will not be dealt with here, not least around its coverage of the affective responses of white Australians and its emphasis on the ‘post’ of postcolonial. See, for example, Randhawa and Wadham (1999).
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