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West Indian History 
and Society in the Art of 
Paule Marshall's Novel 

EDWARD BRATHWAITE 
University of the West Indies 

Anglophobe West Indian literature-certainly its novels-has 
been mainly concerned with two main themes: the relation- 
ship of the author's persona or personae to his society, found 
in general to be limiting and frustrating; and stemming from 
this, a presentation of that society and an illustration of its 
lack of identity. West Indian novelists have so far, on the 
whole, attempted to see their society neither in the larger 
context of Third World underdevelopment, nor, with the 
exception of Vic Reid, in relation to communal history. 
Perhaps this has been artistically unnecessary. West Indian 
novels have been so richly home centered, that they have 
provided their own universe, with its own universal applica- 
tion. West Indian novelists, faced with the exciting if 
Sisyphean task of describing their own society in their own 
terms, for the first time, have had to provide for themselves a 
priority list in which, quite naturAlly, a relating of their own 
encounter with their environment, society and sensibility, has 
had to take pride of place. In addition, since most West 
Indian novelists have become exiles in several centres of the 
metropolitan West, their concern with a continuing and 
widening exploration of their societies has been limited by 
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distance, separation and the concerns of a different milieu. 
They have, most of them, continued to write about the West 
Indies, but a West Indies stopped in time at the snapshot 
moment of departure. 

The question, however, remains as to whether the West 
Indies, or anywhere else for that matter, can be fully and 
properly seen unless within a wider framework of external 
impingements or internal change. The contemporary West 
Indies, after all, are not simply excolonial territories; they are 
underdeveloped islands moving into the orbit of North 
American cultural and material imperialism, retaining stub- 
born vestiges of their Eurocolonial past (mainly among the 
elite), and active memories of Africa and slavery (mainly 
among the folk). Lamming and Naipaul, both of whom have 
returned to the West Indies from time to time, have in fact 
significantly widened their perspective to include this larger 
view of the region. Outside the English-speaking island, Alejo 
Carpentier, using a poet's technique, has been able to present 
us with an essential Caribbean within the widest possible 
context of space and time; and Wilson Harris, following his 
own configurations of myth, has been doing much the same 
thing for Guyana. 

This way of looking at West Indian writing has been 
prompted by a reading of Paule Marshall's new novel, The 
Chosen Place, The Timeless People. Had Paule Marshall been a 
West Indian, she probably would not have written this book. 
Had she not been an Afro-American of West Indian parent- 
age, she possibly could not have written it either; for in it we 
find a West Indies facing the metropolitan West on the one 
hand, and clinging to a memorial past on the other. Within 
this matrix, she formulates her enquiry into identity and 
change. And it is no mere externalized or exotic investiga- 
tion. Mrs. Marshall has reached as far into West Indian society 
as her imagination, observation, and memory will allow. The 
questions raised and the answers suggested are, one feels, an 
integral part of her own development while being at the 
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same-and for the first-time, a significant contribution to 
the literature of the West Indies. 

The scope and value of this contribution is no accident. 
Paule Marshall's background has prepared and qualified her 
for it. Born of Barbadian parents in Brooklyn, she was 
brought up in a West Indian/Afro-American environment in 
New York which she explored in her first novel, Brown Girl, 
Brownstones (1959). Visits to the West Indies, and especially 
ancestral Barbados, revived and strengthened direct links with 
the Caribbean, as many of her stories illustrate, including one 
in Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961). Now in The Chosen 
Place, The Timeless People (1969), we have her first mature 
statement on the islands-or more precisely, on a tiny, hilly 
corner of Barbados she calls Bournehills (though there is 
Port-of-Spain during Carnival and something of the Maroons 
of Jamaica as well). 

THE PLOT 

Saul Amron is an aging but still active Jewish-American 
anthropologist who, with his 'Main Line' Philadelphia wife, 
Harriet, and a research associate, goes out to Bournehills on a 
big "Multimillion-Dollar Development Scheme," as the local 
newspaper editor headlined it, on behalf of one of the great 
U.S. Foundations. Saul's plan is to carry out a careful 
anthropological survey of the district before applying his 
findings to the community's development. He is a committed 
intellectual who has worked all his life in underdeveloped 
countries and has acquired a pragmatic confidence in his 
ability to understand and improve them. He is also sincerely 
honest and hard-working and has real sympathy for people 
and their problems, with no time for metropolitan exploiters, 
be they indentured English newspaper editors or absentee 
canelords. He also has problems. Early in his career, he 
deserted a Peruvian public health nurse who had become his 
mistress. His first wife, a survivor of the Nazi concentration 
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camps, died of a miscarriage while out on field work with 
him in Honduras. His self-assessed guilt for this incident had 
taken him out of field work altogether until he met Harriet, 
just divorced from her nuclear scientist husband. It was she 
who, recognizing his talents and divining his deep desire to 
return to the field, had arranged for him to be offered the 
directorship of the Bournehills project. They were married 
soon afterwards. 

Now he, against his better instincts and with the memories 
of his past experiences still marked upon him, was bringing 
Harriet along with him to Bournehills-Harriet with her need 
"to do for the beloved, to be more than just a wife . .. to 
wield some small power." Success on this mission was crucial 
to them both. For Saul it was a matter of again proving 
himself to himself, of regaining his confidence, of trying to 
erase those scars. For Harriet, it was to be a test of their 
marriage. She wanted to prove to herself as much as to him, 
that she could be the perfect wife even unto the ends of the 
earth. As it turned out, Bournehills was to be Waterloo for 
them all-man, wife, and project. Here was a place that had 
stubbornly resisted change: a little, cut-off community that 
had, in the days of slavery, conducted a successful slave 
revolt and had never forgotten it. It was a community of 
canecutters and fisherfolk that strangely clung to its memo- 
rial Africa-living it, in fact, each day, and resisting all efforts 
to modernize it into something shoddy and less secure. 

The Subplot 

The other main story is Merle Kinbona's-articulate 
mulatta, spokeswoman of the island's self-respect, fiercely, 
petulantly, frustratedly committed to her little "rock" and 
yet essentially rootless-like Saul, one of nature's exiles, with 
shameful memories of a dead lesbian relationship in London 
and an African husband who, when he came to hear of it, had 
deserted her, taking their child. Merle knits the whole novel 
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together: the Americans, the middle-class professionals -from 
the capital, the night club crowd, the plantation overseers, 
and the "little fellas" of Bournehills. It is her affair with Saul, 
recognizing their similar kinds of loneliness, their similar 
kinds of scars, that precipitates Harriet's suicide and Saul's 
removal from the project. In the end, however, she has 
helped to restore his confidence and she herself, also party 
healed, wearily leaves the island to seek her husband and 
child in Africa. 

Saul and Harriet are brilliant creations and it is they who 
give the novel its American flavor. Paule Marshall is too 
honest a writer not to have used these personae as its center. 
They are part of her purpose-to provide a particular kind of 
comment on the American role in developing countries. But 
the presentation of this comment remains marginal. We hear 
a great deal of the project but see very little of it being 
worked out in practice. Saul is a sympathetic observer, his 
associate little more than an impotent recorder. It is not their 
work, but the work that goes on around them that really 
comes through. The critical assessment of the effect of their 
presence is subsumed by Mrs. Marshall's larger and more 
compelling involvement with human relations. 

Merle Kinbona is the person in the book with whom the 
most lavish and painstaking care has been taken. She talks 
incessantly, but never comes off the page. Her mannerisms, 
her moods, her devotions, her antagonisms are, one feels, 
lovingly described. But they remain descriptions. We are 
brought too close to her; there are too many obtruding angles 
and details for us to be able to get her clearly into focus. 
Through her we should have been able to enter the West 
Indian consciousness of the book, since she represents it, as 
easily as we enter the American with the less carefully drawn 
Harriet. But while we see Harriet loving and losing her man, 
making mistakes, being contrite, and finally becoming desper- 
ate, we simply read about Merle with her tremulous earrings, 
her "inner sunlight" eyes, her sudden hoots of manic 
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laughter, and her ruined Bantu face. The fictional presenta- 
tion of the middle-class West Indian woman's predicament 
has eluded Paule Marshall as surely as it has escaped the few 
West Indian novels-with the possible exception of Edgar 
Mittelholzer's The Life and Death of Sylvia (1953)-which 
have so far tried to capture it. 

PRIMARY CONCERNS OF THE NOVEL 

The main concerns of The Chosen Place, The Timeless 
People are not with middle-class characters or values, 
however, but with the effects of the colonial condition and 
experience on a people; the creation, in the West Indies, of 
what M. G. Smith (using Furnivall's concept) has designated 
the "plural society." Here we find, on the one hand, the 
imperial/metropolitan plantation masters, bolstered and abet- 
ted by the new technocrats of sugar estates, newspaper 
offices, and the professions-white, brown and black-faced, 
but all speaking the language of expediency, opportunism, 
self-interest, and exploitation. Foundation and foreign aid, it 
is hoped, will merely underpin this structure. (The beauty of 
this novel is that it both states and qualifies this view.) On 
the other hand, there is the great mass of the ex-African 
population, most of it stunned into an apparent acceptance 
of the inferiority/superiority principle handed down from the 
slave plantation; but some, a critical few, recognize the value 
and significance of their own creole folk culture. Percy 
Bryam, the planter, and Cuffee Ned, the slave leader who 
murdered him, are the symbolic nodes of these two opposing 
dispositions. Kingsley, the absentee plantocratic boss; Lyle 
Hutson, the black lawyer and Harriet-English, native, and 
Yankee, it makes no difference-in their dissimilar ways 
represent the continuation of the superiority/exploitation 
principle. Bournehills represents their opposite, though the 
upward transition from one to the other is always possible 
for the successful local. 
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Lyle Hutson, for instance, had been born poor and black, 
"son of an obscure village tailor in a remote section of the 
island." He had won a scholarship to the elite boys' 
secondary school in town, where he "had stood among the 
sons of the island's leading families flawlessly reciting his 
Latin-a small boy from the country in a clean, starched, but 
slightly threadbare uniform, school tie and garters, his thick 
bush of hair brushed flat, his knees greased, and a hint of his 
mother's talcum powder lightening the strong, dark-umber of 
his face." Later, on a Bourne Island scholarship, he had gone 
to study, first at Oxford-"and there could be a fine Oxonian 
thrust to his voice when he chose"-then at the London 
School of Economics, and finally, the Inns of Court. He had 
been something of a radical then, "had shouted socialism and 
revolution at the heated parties [he] attended." There had 
been talk "of nationalizing the sugar industry at home and 
driving Kingsley and Sons from the island. But once he had 
returned home and married into the famous Vaughan family, 
once his law practice had grown and he had entered politics, 
he had gradually started speaking about the need for change 
in less radical terms. He had begun to caution moderation 
and time." He had started building his future on the spoils of 
the past. His house is symbolic of this-public witness to his 
cultural betrayal and failure: 

The house as you approached it up the drive looked to be 
modern, although it had been built out of the remains of an old 
Georgian estate house that had once stood on the site. And it had 
retained, you saw as you drew closer, many of the features of the 
old house.... The thick, square graceless columns supporting the 
veranda, for example. And the heavy stone balustrade around it. 
As well as the ponderous, tightly shuttered look to the facade. To 
this had been added a profusion of modern touches that were 
suspect: flat, sharply canted roofs that soared off in all directions 
from the various wings, with on top of the roofs an elaborate 
television antenna that resembled a sculptor's construction.... 
The house was a failure, although this was not immediately 
apparent, and most people thought it handsome, progressive and 
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new. But the designer, in trying to blend the old and the new, had 
failed to select the best from each.... Instead, in his haste 
perhaps, he had taken the worst of both architectural styles, so 
that although the house stood high on its private rise above the 
town, and was graced by the avenue of royal palms in front and 
breathed upon by the flowers in the gardens spread around it, it 
could still not rise above the profound error and confusion in its 
design. [p. 541 

Now, "relaxed in his planter's chair" (italics added), Lyle 
could say: "We shall be selling the island as the newest 
vacation-paradise in the Caribbean ... emphasising our blue, 
warm waters, white beaches and happy natives, the usual sort 
of thing...." True, he would say this in a voice "from which 
some small measure of sarcasm and even rage was never 
missing." But he was saying it nevertheless. But as with Merle 
(with whom he had had a brief affair in London), the 
presentation of Lyle Hutson in this novel is too much by way 
of statement for it to come fully alive in fictional terms. 

Again it is Harriet who provides us with one of the truly 
revealing moments in the book, in which the superionrty/ 
intrusive complex is seen working against the inferior/passive 
within an accurately perceived and brilliantly realized situa- 
tion. For perhaps the only time in the novel, Paule Marshall 
successfully deploys her gift of irony, not consciously 
condemnatory as in Naipaul's A Flag on the Island, but with 
equal determination and within a more compassionate 
continuum. 

She had gone that late afternoon to the hopelessly overcrowded 
house on the dusty rise up from the main road where Stinger and 
Gwen lived with their innumerable children.... She arrived to 
find that Gwen had not yet returned from the fields ... and the 
children, left alone in the house all day, had had nothing to eat 
since the midmorning meal at eleven. 
"Isn't there anything at all to eat, Brenda?" she said. She could 
not bring herself to look at her. 
The child also kept her gaze averted. "No, please," she said. 
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"Are you sure? Isn't there perhaps something left over from this 
morning?" 
"No, please. We've eaten the last." 
But there was nothing in Harriet that could comprehend such a 
fact, and on a sudden impulse she turned from Brenda and made 
her way out to the shed-roof kitchen, a smoke-blackened lean-to 
one step down from the house.... 
She remained for the longest time in the middle of the kitchen 
gazing with a kind of numb fixity at the soot-covered pot in 
which the day's rice had been cooked. It had been scraped clean. 
Even the burnt part at the bottom had been eaten.... 
And then she saw them: a half-dozen brown-speckled eggs in a 
cracked bowl inside the otherwise empty larder.... [She] strode 
over to the larder, opened the wire-mesh door, giving it a little 
yank as it resisted her, and took out the bowl. 
The eggs were scarcely pullet size, but her disappointment at their 
smallness only brought her lips together in a more determined 
line. [p. 176] 

These eggs had been treasured by Gwen so that she could sell 
them in order to get the few extra pence that would buy the 
week's ration of salt-fish and rice that alone could make some 
show of filling her children's bellies. It was her simple tactic 
of survival. But Harriet, bent now on her humane course of 
destruction, does not, unlike the children, know this. 

"Brenda." 
The child came noiselessly to the doorway behind her, but did 
not step down into the kitchen.... 
"Is there a frying pan?" 
She didn't turn to look at Brenda as she spoke, or at the other 
children who, curious and intrigued . . . had slipped up behind 
their sister, filling the doorway. 
"Yes, please," Brenda said. 
"Would you bring it for me, please." 
The child held back a moment, her troubled eyes on the eggs, 
wanting to say something but not bold enough.... 
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Harriet then asked, one by one, for the other things she needed, 
and Brenda, hesitating briefly each time, brought them-the salt 
and pepper, a fork, the melting lump of strong-smelling, 
orange-coloured butter from New Zealand in a brown paper 
square that had soaked through, a clean plate. There was no milk, 
and the thought of that gaunt, dry cow which Stinger faithfully 
led out to the cliffs each morning brought on a wild momentary 
despair born of the futility of his devotion and her failure to 
understand it. Her hand began to tremble slightly, and picking up 
the fork she dealt the first egg a sharp little whack that broke it 
cleanly in two. 
At that Brenda, who had returned to stand in the doorway with 
the other . . . uttered a near-soundless, quickly stifled cry of 
protest or dismay-it was impossible to tell, and then silently 
bowed her head. Harriet brought the fork down a second time. 
[p. 177] 

SURVIVORS OF THE PAST 

These are the forms of exploitation-well-meaning, com- 
placent, rough, indifferent-that Bournehills, in some obscure 
way, has set its will against. The roads refuse to stay in place; 
a television set, presented to the community, and proudly set 
up in the village hall, is mysteriously blighted before it can 
begin to sprout flickering images of foreign pictures. These 
"backward" people survive, endure, resist, defend. From here 
on, Paule Marshall is not simply recording an experience; the 
overriding concern of her novel is the celebration of a vision. 

It was the Atlantic this side of the island, a wild-eyed, marauding 
sea the color of slate, deep, full of dangerous currents, lined with 
row upon row of barrier reefs, and with a sound like that of the 
combined voices of the drowned raised in a loud unceasing 
lament-all those, the nine million and more it is said, who in 
their enforced exile, their Diaspora, had gone down between this 
point and the homeland lying out of sight to the east. This sea 
mourned them. Aggrieved, outraged, unappeased, it hurled itself 
upon each of the reefs in turn and then upon the shingle beach, 
sending up the spume in an angry froth which the wind took and 
drove in like smoke over the land. [p. 106] 
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The people of Bournehills are the survivors and living 
embodiment of those millions drowned and unappeased and 
dead. Ferguson, the cane factory mechanic, a vociferous, 

strikingly tall, lean old man whose gangling frame appeared strung 
together by the veins and sinews standing out in sharp relief 
beneath his dark skin.... His face, his neck, his clean-shaven 
skull, had the elongated, intentionally distorted look to them of a 
Benin mask or a sculpted thirteenth-century Ife head. With his 
long, stretched limbs he could have been a Haitian Houngan man. 

There is a certain overidealization here, but it works. He it is 
who kept, like an Ashanti okyeame, the memory of the 
ancestral dead alive, with his interminable rehearsal of the 
tale of Cuffee Ned, the slave rebel. And then there is the 
Ashanti chief and Delbert, the shopkeeper and truck owner. 

He was lying propped up on a makeshift bed amid the clutter 
behind the counter, a broken right leg in a cast laid out stiffly on 
the bed. He was huge, with massive limbs.... He was the chief 
presiding over the nightly palaver in the men's house. The bed 
made of packing cases was the royal palanquin. The colorful 
Harry Truman shirt he had on was his robe of office; the battered 
Panama hat . . . his chieftain's umbrella, and the bottle of white 
rum he held within the great curve of his hand, the palm wine 
with which he kept the palaver and made libation to the ancestral 
gods. [p. 123] 

There was also Leesy, the old prophetess; old Mr. Douglin, 
"faithful keeper of the grave," eternally cutting the grass "at 
the place where Cuffee's severed head had been left on the 
tall pike"; and Stinger, the cane-cutter who, at the Carnival, 
would undergo his yearly apotheosis into Cuffee Ned himself, 
"seer and shaman to the people, the intermediary between 
them and the ancient gods." 

The correlations and identifications between people and 
their environment and people and their past weave in and out 
of the book and give it much of its texture. The eyes of the 
Bournehills workmen "were the same reddish brown as the 
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aged walls of [Delbert's] shop, the man Delbert's skin, and 
the amber rum in the bottles on the shelves." "The coats of 
red paint [Vere] had applied [to his car] had dried, and the 
car, standing parked and ready on the sloping dirt road ... 
looked as if it had been washed in the blood of the sow that 
had recently shared the yard with it." Later, Vere and that 
same red car were to be covered in blood from another kind 
of sacrifice. Susan Harbin, an early forebear of Harriet's, 

had launched the family's modest wealth by her small-scale 
speculation in the West Indies trade, which in those days 
consisted of taking a few shares in a number of sloops making the 
twice-yearly run between Philadelphia, the west coast of Africa, 
and then back across the Atlantic to the islands. In a stained, 
faded ledger still to be seen in a glass display-case at the Historical 
Society, the widow had kept careful account in a neat, 
furbelowed hand of the amounts of flour and salted cod, 
cornmeal and candles that went out on the sloops, the number of 
slaves taken on in Guinea and then just how much her portion of 
that cargo, both human and otherwise, had brought in crude 
sugar, rum and molasses in the islands. [p. 38] 

Now, herself in those islands, Harriet says, 

And it wouldn't even be so bad if the food coming in was at all 
decent.... 
But that awful rice and dry, bad-smelling cod which everyone 
around here eats nearly every day- 

To which comes the reply: 

"Food fit for a slave, my dear Mrs. Amron! Foisted upon us long 
ago by our metropolitan masters.... Saltfish, we call it. The 
damn, half-rotten rice. The cornmeal that used to be crawling 
with weevils by the time it reached us when I was a boy. But do 
you realize that some people up your way made their fortune in 
the old days selling us these delicacies? Do you know that . . . ? 
He waited; then, as she remained silent, he laughed-and insuch a 
way it almost seemed he knew about the faded ledger in the glass 
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display case at the Philadelphia Historical Society and the portrait 
of the widow in her frilled cap, that whole questionable legacy 
which Harriet had long ago ruled from her thoughts. [pp. 205-6] 

This technique in itself reflects the whole point of the novel; 
that we are creatures of our history, that the past predicts 
our present and that the present is, in the end, what we call 
home. As Merle (p. 468) says to Saul on the eve of her 
departure for Africa: 

Not that I'm going expecting to find perfection ... or to find 
myself or any nonsense like that. It's more what you once said: 
that sometimes a person has to go back, really back-to have a 
sense, an understanding of all that's gone to make them-before 
they can go forward.... 
But I'll be coming back to Bournehills. This is home. Whatever 
little I can do that will matter for something must be done here. 
A person can run for years but sooner or later he has to take a 
stand in the place which, for better or worse, he calls home. 

It is in this understanding, within not only the personal 
dimension but one of space and time, Paule Marshall is 
suggesting that the hard ground for development lies. Not in 
foundation projects, not in tourism and pseudoindustrial- 
ization, but in the discovery of one's self in the life and 
history of one's people. The "little fellas" knew it, acting out 
their yearly unchanging pageant at the Carnival, paralleling 
the triumphant conclusion of George Lamming's Season of 
Adventure (1960): 

"They had worked together!"-and as if, in their eyes, this had 
been the greatest achievement, the thing of which they were 
proudest, the voices rose to a stunning crescendo that ... jarred 
the blue dome of the sky. Under Cuffee, they sang, a man had 
not lived for himself alone, but for his neighbor also. "If we had 
lived selfish, we couldn't have lived at all." They half-spoke, 
half-sang the words. They had trusted one another, had set aside 
their differences and stood as one against their enemies. They had 
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been a people! Their heads thrown back and welded voices 
reaching high above New Bristol's red faded tin roofs, they 
informed the sun and afternoon sky of what they, Bournehills 
People, had once been capable of. 
Then, abruptly, the voices dropped. You could almost see them 
plummeting through the bright, dust-laden air. They sang then in 
tones drained of their former jubilance of the defeat that had 
eventually followed.... In voices that would never cease to 
mourn . . . for this, too, as painful as it was, was part of the story. 
[p. 287] 

It is within this painful, personal context that Paule Marshall 
offers and affirms her perception of the meaning of West 
Indian identity. 
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